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Abstract

Against a backdrop of growing interest in performance geographies and
performative notions of embodiment and social identity, this thesis critically
examines the geographies of ‘community theatre’ (or ‘theatre in the
community’). Drawing on in-depth qualitative research, the study is
concerned to analyse the forms of ‘community’ presumed in and produced
through the performances of community theatre companies in London. It
focuses in particular on detailed case studies of three companies - London
Bubble, Outside Edge and Tamasha - which were chosen to examine how
different engagements with the notion of ‘community’ are made through

performance and practice.

This thesis demonstrates how practices of community theatre have been
positioned marginally to that of mainstream and established theatre. Through
the empirical analysis, 1t examines both the opportunities and contradictions
that an engagement with the discourse and practice of ‘community’ brings for
community theatre companies. It also illustrates how ‘theatre in the
community’ companies mobilise themselves in ways which may be both

subversive, democratic and powerful.

Engaging with forms of performative art that work with ideas of community
and notions of communality articulated through performance, the thesis helps
to rectify the absence of geographic research on the social spatial constitution
of the arts. In so doing, it seeks to contribute to emergent understandings of

the social and cultural geographies of performance.
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“A beautiful place may never bring about an explosion of life, while a haphazard
hall may be a tremendous meeting place; this is the mystery of the theatre...”

~ Peter Brook, The Empty Space

11



Chapter One
Introduction

Mr Bishop 1t’s just that I'm so surprised that you've returned my call, that’s all...No, I really
think this play will tickle your fancy...Well yes, I know that Mr Travait, I'm quite
aware that you don’t review community theatre, but I've also heard that you are a
man who's prepared to back brave new work, and I really think that that’s what
this is...Oh that’s superb news! Thank you very much...I think you'll like this

play...
~ Harold Bishop, in ‘Neighbours’ (29.04.03).

It is ironic that ‘Mr Bishop’ - a creation of the hit Australian soap drama,

‘Neighbours' - should be made the mouthpiece of ‘community theatre’. Were
it not for the advent of television - or more precisely, film and cinema - the
‘theatre’ and its performances would not have been so thoroughly displaced
(Auslander, 1999). And yet, while such displacement has meant that the
established theatre in Britain has become a largely ‘middle-class’ institution
(see, Davies, 1987; and Reynolds, 1992), for theatre in the community, the
quest to reinvent ‘theatre’ - so that it no longer plays a limited role in most
people's lives - becomes increasingly significant. Community theatre thus
widens possibilities for an inclusive and accessible theatre experience by re-
visioning the ‘creative’ process itself. In this, it challenges distinctions
between performers and spectators and between professional and ‘amateur’
artists, and reconfigures traditional notions of ‘performing spaces’ by
(generally) taking theatre out of the predefined structures of theatre buildings.
In seeking to attract a wide range of audiences - and particularly ‘non-
traditional’ theatregoers (i.e., ethnic minorities, the disabled, women, gays) -
community theatre also attempts to involve spectators during performances

and after, in ‘post performance’ discussions.

The success obtained through such experimentation - i.e., a more direct and
democratic theatrical experience - is well known. Yet in spite of this, there

remains much prejudice within the art world and in the ‘popular imaginary’,
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against theatre in the community. Community theatre is generally
distinguished from ‘high art’, ‘established’ or ‘mainstream’ theatre, and tends
to be regarded as a substandard genre that is constricted in its artistic
outlook. ‘Mr Bishop' alludes to this bias against theatre in the community -
and as such, to the largely marginal position that community theatre occupies
within established art hierarchies - in his astonishment, ‘surprise’ that the
theatre critic, ‘Mr Travait’ has returned his call. And yet, so thorough is Mr
Bishop in his praise of community theatre - that is, in conveying that the play is
a 'brave new work’ and will ‘tickle Mr Travait's fancy’ - that Mr Travait breaks

with tradition and agrees to review the community play.

It is hard to imagine that this would happen in reality. The national media
seldom reviews community theatre, and are more inclined to report on
theatre that occurs in ‘traditional’ arts miliuex - that is, in established theatre
buildings which possess proscenium stages and fixed seating, etc. Their
attitudes reflect the common assumption that community theatre yields
amateur performances and devalues the ‘art’ of theatre. In chapter four, I will
argue that this kind of thinking is not only at odds with the way community
theatre practitioners feel about their work, but stems from community
theatre’s concern to involve community participants in the making and staging
of theatre. It follows that the involvement of participants in the creation and
performances of community theatre, raises for many critics the question of
whether it is possible to derive artistic satisfaction from community-based
performance. While the arguments of chapter four will suggest that it is, the
question of a ‘community theatre aesthetic’ is inherently complex. This is
because community theatre derives its impetus from other questions, which
relate to the luminative’ function of theatre, and its ability to empower

subjects by developing self-awareness and understanding.
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Much of the performative power of community theatre, therefore, comes from
the inclusion and involvement of participants in the creative process - which is
often based on the authentic personal stories of participants - and from the fact
that community artists have access to, and become socio-culturally
empowered through, democratised performance. In other words, by
primarily existing to strengthen and empower the communities it serves,
community theatre creates, and therefore functions according to its own,
distinctive aesthetics. While this means that community theatre performances
are different to mainstream and established theatre productions, it does not
mean that they are inferior. Indeed, in rejecting such notions, this thesis will
show how the diverse faces of theatre in the community complicate and
render problematic, simple assumptions about the aesthetic efficacy of

community theatre.

Community theatre, as we shall see, appears in various guises throughout this
thesis. This is a mark of both its incredible mobility and inherent dynamism.
There are a number of different ways (which will be elaborated in chapter
two), in which we might think about community theatre. As a concept, it relies
on the linking of two terms - ‘community’ and ‘theatre’ - each of which carries
a different burden of meaning and connotation. ‘Community’ offers both ideal
and pragmatic vision. On the one hand, it is imbued with the spirit of
romanticism, offering the seductive myth of an organic and harmonious world
we have lost, but can recuperate. Implicit to this representation, are notions of
‘the common good’, of ‘unity’, ‘cohesion’, and the belief that a return to
‘community’ will right all that is wrong with the world. On the other hand,
community can refer to a dynamic process which celebrates and engages
with difference. In this sense, it is a forward-looking vision, which emphasises
possibllities for the future, embracing innovation and continuity. ‘Theatre’
similarly conjures up a variety of powerful associations: It can call to mind the

place of performance, indoor staging and scripted dramas. It may also be
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used in reference to the popular plays of Shakespeare, or employed - with
much greater intimations of grandness and flamboyancy - when describing

the ‘West End’ and ‘Broadway’ traditions of entertainment.

Community theatre, then, could logically be understood as a theatrical art -
with both ‘popular’ and ‘exclusive’ tendencies - which seeks to produce
collective action and a sense of community, while also engaging with

questions of difference and cultural hybrdity.

Yet as I will show, such a conceptualisation of theatre in the community - while
providing useful explanation of what community theatre might be - fails, in a
practical sense, to fully encapsulate what community theatre is. And I will
outline the reasons for this shortly. Before I do so, however, | must briefly
answer a question which has undoubtedly occurred to some readers: ‘what
does the cultural geographies of community theatre refer to? A central
theme of the thesis, the cultural geographies of community theatre refers not
simply to the spatialities of theatre in the community but more broadly to the
symbolic and material geographies embedded in the spaces of community
theatre. A cultural geographic analysis of community theatre provides an
opportunity to examine the spatialised contours of performance, and to attend
to space and spatial issues such as accessing community-based
performances, the location of particular companies, and the different sites of
performances, i.e., theatre buildings, community halls, parks etc. In exploring
exactly what a cultural geographic perspective on community theatre attends
to in chapter two, I will reveal the different and varied geographies of theatre
in the community. Indeed, that the geographies of community theatre are
varied is symptomatic of the bewildering variety of community theatre
companies practising in London, a fact which also relates to why any attempt

to offer an exact definition of what community theatre is remains problematic.
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This difficulty of conceptualising community theatre animates my discussion of
contemporary approaches to theatre in the community in chapter four. The
chapter makes the point that that there are many different kinds of community
theatre companies operating in London and that these companies invest in
intricate - and often, multiple - understandings of ‘community’. There are, for
example, groups which seek to create participation opportunities by staging
theatre in, with and for communities (e.g., Arc Theatre Ensemble and Kettle of
Fish). Then there are those which aim, through community theatre events, to
enrich lives and nurture creative ambitions (e.g., All Change). There are also
companies (e.g., the Unicorn Theatre and Krazy Kat Theatre), which focus on
the ‘young’, and those which concemn themselves with the ‘elderly’ (e.g., Age
Exchange), the ‘homeless’ (e.g., Cardboard Citizens) and ‘ethnic minorities’

(e.g., Nitro and Besht Tellers).

This list does not pretend to be exhaustive. What it does do, however, is give
a sense of the broad spectrum of community theatre companies practising in
London. This variety in itself has made it necessary to classify the different
types of work in an attempt to understand more fully the various methods of
approach (see chapter three, box 3.3). While such classification has proven
instructive, distinctions between the various types are not as straightforward
as one might assume. This is because many of the approaches overlap and,

as will be seen, converge in complex and subtle ways.

Because of the diversity of companies working in London, I have chosen to
write in most detail about three groups (see chapters five, six and seven),
which - as well as providing particularly good examples of the different types
of work - present alternative accounts of the relationship between ‘theatre’
and ‘community’. In amplifying a particular approach to ‘community’ in
theatre, each case brings to bear a different perspective on the meaning of

community theatre and how it should be conceived. Any comparisons made
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of the groups have been restricted to the aims, form and outlook of each case
study, and I have tried to avoid showing bias towards any one company. In
this respect, the varying lengths of chapters five, six and seven in no way
reflects the importance of each case study. There are good logistical reasons
for the particular size of chapters, and these relate to the nature of the
research carried out with the companies, and the period of time spent with
each group, subjects which are covered more fully in the research

methodology (chapter three).

Similarly, the decision to provide detailed profiles of specific groups has not
been taken to undermine the great gains to be had from the vast number of
other practitioners working in the field. Instead, I seek to explore in greater
depth the issues - initially outlined in the context of chapter four - which have
come to take centre stage in debates about community theatre. I am aware,
of course, that in taking such a decision, I am - to a certain degree -
constrained to focus on the issues which are pertinent to the three groups.
And ultimately this is why they have been chosen: because, while engaging
fully with the questions that spark debates (amongst practitioners, critics,
workers etc), about theatre in the community, the cases collectively allow me

to address the aims and questions of the thesis.

I shall go on to outline the aims and questions of this project shortly. Before I
do so, however, it is important to explain some of the terminology used
throughout the thesis. [ often use the terms ‘community theatre’ and ‘theatre
in the community’ interchangeably. This is because I do not intend to make
any distinctions between them. When employing either term, [ am referring
to ‘theatre’ and ‘performance’ based work that is specifically geared towards
the creation of ‘community’ and/or which is performed by, created with and
centred on ‘communities’. In being somewhat ‘loose’ in my usage of the

terms, | invite a more contemporary and sophisticated notion of theatre in the
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community. This, I hope, will help to rectify the mérginal position community
theatre occupies in relation to ‘established’ and ‘mainstream’ theatre. Both
‘established theatre’ and ‘mainstream theatre’, are terms used in the thesis to
denote permanent and largely commercial buildings, constructed specifically
to house performance. The former implies ‘fixity’, ‘groundedness’, ‘tradition’,
and the latter connotes ‘popularity’, ‘sophistication’ and ‘large scale’. Where
necessary, I have explained other terms in the context of the chapter they

appear.

The aims of this thesis can be framed as follows:

a) To explore the forms of community produced through the performances and
practices of community theatre companies, as well as their assumptions about

community.

b) To examine the socio-spatial constitution of community theatre and its

performances.

c) To examine the forms of participation, inclusion and exclusion which

characterise community theatre.
d) To challenge stereotypical assumptions about community theatre.
These aims can be met by answering the following research questions:
1. What forms of community theatre are in existence in London?

2. What are the motivations behind community theatre workers becoming involved

in community theatre?
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3. What spatial strategies and metaphors characterise the practice and performance

of community theatre?

4. What consumption practices characterise community theatre?

5. What effect(s) does the production of community theatre have on identity

formation?

6. How do notions of inclusion, access and involvement impact the practice and

performances of community theatre companies?

The chapters that follow develop the above themes through an investigation
into the ‘cultural geographies of community theatre’. Although certain issues
recur - for instance, the ideological relationship between ‘established’ and
‘community’ theatre and the artistic status of theatre in the community - their
overall significance becomes clear in the more specific contexts of chapters
four, five, six and seven. The central thread linking the chapters is the nature
of and relation between, ‘theatre’ and ‘community’. Tracing the nature of each
individually as well as their connections, each chapter delves into the

enormous complexity of the amalgam ‘community theatre’.

Chapter Two presents a review of the academic literatures which
theoretically inform the empirical work. The review is divided in three parts.
The first part attempts to expand the horizon for understanding community
theatre, by tracing its genealogy. This history is then used in a comparison of
the earlier community theatre movement and contemporary approaches to
theatre in the community. Here, particular emphasis is placed on different
notions of community theatre, and the place of 'community' in conceptualising
such notions. Then, in the latter part of the section, I examine the theatre and
performance literature, and consider the theoretical significance of

distinguishing between ‘theatre’ and ‘performance’ in relation to community
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theatre. Considering these issues leads me to examine, in more depth, the
problematic of ‘community’ in the second part of the chapter. I begin by
looking at the way in which the concept of community has been
conceptualised within ‘anti-urban’ arguments, before examining how
geographers have attempted to rethink ideas of community. In part three, I
examine the arts and geography literature. First, I consider the context for the
development of the arts as a legitimate area of geographical study, before
going on to look at geographic work on the theatre. Then I explore how the
language of theatre and performance has been used by geographers to
rethink ideas of identity and community formation more performatively.
Secondly, in the latter part of the section, I examine the geographical spaces
of community theatre. I conclude part three by assessing the analytical and
radical potential of community theatre to matters of space and place. Chapter
Two therefore, reviews and sets the theoretical scene for future mappings of

community theatre.

Chapter Three sets out the methodological framework used in researching
community theatre companies. [ begin with a discussion of the research
design, assessing its effectiveness in relation to addressing the research
questions. Against other methodologies, I argue that in-depth, semi-
structured interviews and participant observation offer the most potential for
the research project. I then examine the specifics of the research in practice.
After showing how the sample of community theatre companies was obtained,
I go on to describe the nature of the interviewing process. I then turn to the
construction of the case studies. First, I describe how the case studies were
chosen, and in doing so, outline the general characteristics of each company.
Second, [ explore the ethnographic procedures undertaken with each
company and discuss in particular, the insider/outsider problematic. In

concluding this chapter, I discuss my experiences and positioning as a ‘Black’
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woman, an actress and researcher in the field, and as such an ‘outsider’ to the

communities I research.

Chapter Four, ‘Community Theatre/Theatre in the Community’, resumes the
exploration of community, theatre and performance begun in chapter two. As
the first of four substantial analytical chapters, however, it does so through an
analysis of current approaches to theatre in the community. The chapter is
composed of one main section - ‘Contemporary Practices of Community Theatre:
community, text and performance’ - which is further divided into five main
subsections. The first of these sections, 4.2.1, explores the community theatre
proposed by the Half Moon Young People’s Theatre and Theatre Royal
Stratford East. Here, I will be concerned with an idea of community that is
defined by place or locality. The second section, 4.2.2, examines the
community theatre espoused by Kettle of Fish, Proteus and Arc Theatre
Ensemble, which can be seen taking theatre to communities. The third section,
4.2.3, brings another conception of community theatre to bear, through the
examination of the culturally specific theatres of Nitro, Besht Tellers, Afro
International, Tara Arts, Talawa and Theatro Technis. The group specific
theatres of Age Exchange, Spare Tyre and Strathcona are explored in section
4.2.4. And finally, in section 4.2.5, [ look at broad-based arts companies such as
All Change, Hoxton Hall and Theatre Venture. In examining the different
faces of theatre in the community, the principal aim of this chapter is to disrupt

stereotypical assumptions about community theatre.

Chapters Five, Six and Seven, offer case studies of community theatre.
Chapter Five, ‘Community Theatre: Anywhere that theatre’s not? The Case of the
London Bubble', profiles the work of the most obviously ‘traditional’ of the
community theatre companies examined in this thesis. The London Bubble,
which puts on populist and classical theatre in the open air, poses interesting

questions about ‘community’ and its relationship to theatre by taking theatre to
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communities. Focussing on two areas of company practice - the professional
producing side and the participatory work - I detail experiences of
participation, and examine the practical contexts in which community is
made. Chapter Six, ‘Community Theatre: A Vehicle for Change? The Case of
Outside Edge’, continues the concern with community and participation
through the analysis of Outside Edge Theatre Company. The group specific
theatre of Outside Edge engages with the ‘underworld’ of drugs and addiction
to laboriously construct performance that is potentially capable of changing
lives. My task in this chapter, then - while investigating the process of
participation in an extensive workshop programme pioneered by Outside
Edge - is to examine whether Outside Edge's theatre can be seen as an
instrument for change. The final empirical chapter, ‘Community Theatre:
Demystifying the Role of Asians in Making Theatre? The Case of Tamasha Theatre
Company’, examines the connection between community and identity, through
an investigation of culturally specific theatre. My purpose here, is to show how
Tamasha’s desire to engender an awareness of ‘Asian’ theatre has led to the
company moving in ‘mainstream’ directions. In putting the case for a
particular way of thinking about community theatre, chapters five, six and
seven present further challenges to the ways in which community theatre is

commonly conceptualised.

Chapter Eight concludes the thesis. I draw together the main themes of the
thesis to make a series of concluding points about the cultural geographies of
community theatre. 1 comment on the common concerns of theatre in the

community and on what the thesis has achieved.

Finally, in this introduction, I think it is important to say that in writing about
‘community theatre’, I have tried to use a writing style that captures the
resonance and flavour of the topic. I am aware, of course, that in writing about

a ‘moving’, ‘performing’ and ‘embodied’ practice, I have not chosen the most
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appropriate means of conveying the performative and transformative power
of theatre. Because, however, this is also an academic study, it has been
necessary to participate in certain theoretical debates and, ultimately, this has
been done through words. My way forward, then, has been to use a writing
style, which is capable of meeting both the intellectual and performative
objectives of the project. At one level this has necessitated a narrative use of
prose. At another, it has required a more analytical and critical voice. In
employing both voices throughout the thesis, and particularly in the last three
empirical chapters, passages from the research diary have been placed in
between texts of theory. While this has in some instances created inevitable
contradictions - which I attend to in the contexts in which they appear - my
main objective throughout this thesis has been to honour neither critical or

narrative voice.
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Chapter Two

Literature Review
2.1 Introduction

This thesis is about the cultural geographies of ‘community theatre’. In part,
‘community theatre’ refers to forms of performative art that work with ideas of
‘community’, and as such, this project is about the spatialities through which
community theatre companies map notions of ‘community’ and ‘communality’
through their performances (see Rose, 1997). Yet theatre in the community
also refers to an energetic field of cultural performance which operates on the
cutting edge between performing arts and cultural intervention (see van
Ervan, 2001). As a performing art ‘community theatre’ pertains both to the
‘artistic event’, and to aesthetic practices that are marked by inclusive politics.
As a form of cultural intervention, community theatre can be seen as a critical
tool used in the healing process of asserting culture and (politicised) identity
(Plastow,1998: 2), or in mobilising the disempowered, marginalised and
‘oppressed’.’ In this way, I am also concerned with debates about the socio-
political significance of contemporary live performance, and about the nature
of relationships between performance and theatre (Auslander; 1997; Kershaw,
1999).

It follows then, that an investigation of the cultural geographies of community
theatre, 1s simultaneously an nquiry into the relationship between
performance and community, community and geography, and geography
and the theatre. In pursuing this inquiry, I seek to draw on a range of
disciplines - including cultural theory, sociology and performance studies, as
well as geography - to inform my empirical research. In doing so, I bring the

practice of geography into dialogue with a range of academic debates and

! As Augusto Boal’s “Theatre of The Oppressed’ seeks to do.
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theoretical viewpoints which, in probing questions of identity, embodiment

and community formation, directly speak to my work.

My aim in this chapter is to explore critically the academic literature that has
helped catalyse the topic of ‘community theatre’ as an appropriate and rich
site of enquiry. In this way, [ also seek to show where my work is placed
within these literatures, and how my research into ‘community theatre’ aims to
build on them. The theoretical review is divided into three main sections. In
Part one, I attempt to gain a better understanding of ‘community theatre’ by
tracing its genealogy from fifth century Greece to the community theatre
movement of the 1970s. I frame this history within the theornes of Growtowski
and Brecht, and illustrate how their theories of theatre play a central and
influential role in shaping the structure and meaning of ‘community theatre’.
This historical narrative serves as a backdrop for a subsequent discussion of
contemporary work on ‘theatre in the community’. Particular emphasis is
placed on competing understandings of community theatre, and the
significance of ‘community’ in conceptualising such understandings. Finally, I
examine the theatre and performance literature. In particular, [ focus on the
importance some performance theorists place on distinguishing between
‘theatre’ and ‘performance’, and consider the significance of each term in

theorising the ‘theatre’ of community theatre.

Building on the consideration given in Part one to conceptualising theatre in
the community, Part two explores the ‘community’ of community theatre. I
begin by briefly outlining what is known about the concept of community,
before going on to look at the ways in which geographers have attempted to
engage and rethink ideas of community, place and space. This will be
followed by Part three, in which I am concermed with the ‘cultural
geographies of community theatre’. Here, I begin by considering the
dialogues through which the arts have been debated in geography. After
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making apparent the strengths and weaknesses of work in this area, [ go on to
look at geographic work on the theatre. In the latter part of this section, I
examine how geographers have begun to use the vocabulary of performance
to rethink concepts of identity and community more performatively. In the
final section, attention is paid to the spatialities of community theatre. In
particular, an effort is made to detail the material and imaginative

geographies of theatre in the community.

Parts one, two and three signal the way towards a more complex envisioning
of the cultural geographies of community theatre. They reveal how theatre in
the community was shaped by its history; how it is rooted in the language of
theatre and performance studies; how it cannot be detached from the notion

of ‘community’; and offers important insights for the cultural twn in

geography.

Part One - Conceptualising Community Theatre

2.2 The Roots of Community Theatre

In this section, I will review the history of community theatre, from the early
twentieth century, to the community theatre movement in the 1970s. I shall
take as my example the experience of The Combination?, and frame it within
the theories of Bertold Brecht and Jertzy Growtowski, as well as the influences
of fifth century Creece, the medieval morality and mystery plays and
Shakespeare’s Globe. I shall be referring to an interview I conducted with
John Turner - who was artistic director of The Combination in the 1970s and
1980s - in September 2000. I will also be drawing on key texts that engage

2 I seek to draw on the experience of The Combination in particular, because it is credited as the first
professional community theatre company in the UK (see Itzen,1980:320).
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with the history of theatre in the community, as well as those that chronicle the
origins of theatrical expression more generally. I suggest that the ideas of
predecessors have remained a powerful and influential force in subsequent

practices of theatre in the community.

The various descriptive and analytical accounts of ‘community theatre' (for
example, see Itzen, 1980; Craig, 1980; Davies, 1987; and Turner, 1999), link
the emergence of the ‘community theatre movement’ to the mood of
disillusionment that characterised Britain during the course of the 1970s. This
was a Britain disillusioned by the Labour government of 1964 and 1974, and
also by the theatrical establishment'’s failure to address the diverse society -
that is, ethnic minorities, women, gays and lesbians - of its time. For many,
the (bourgeois) capitalist social system operated in the theatre system. And
there appears to have been a widespread sense of injustice, of inequality and
prejudice, which in turn led to increasing social divisions. Turner (1999) in
setting this scene reveals, through a vocabulary of rebellion and upheaval, the
context in which the foundations of the community theatre movement were

laid:

“The miners rose against the Heath Government and Thatcher
Government decimated them a decade later. The Cold War and the
Nuclear Debate were at their most vitriolic on the unseen edge of
their resolution. The black communities of the inner cities were
rising almost every summer driven beyond breaking point by racism,
unemployment and bad housing, their torches ignited by insensitive
policing. The rising consciousness of a woman’s political perspective
put all these issues and more into a new focus. Northern Ireland was
a war zone. South Africa was an outrage. Vietnam was a war zone
and as a consequence so were American Embassies the world over. It
was a time of Punk, Funk and of sexual independence. A contentious
time in which hard lines were drawn” (Turner, 1999: 4).
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According to Turner (1999), it is during these straitened times, of funk and
sexual independence, that community theatre also made its debut. The
significance of this era is also reflected in the work of other authors. Itzen
(1980), in her book Stages in Revolution: political theatre in Britain since 1968,
theorises community theatre as part of the ‘political theatre movement' that
she dates from 1968 to 1978. Croyden and Roose-Evans (1974; 1984),
discuss theatre in the community within a narrative about ‘experimental
theatre’. Craig and Dicenzo (1980; 1996), locate the community theatre
movement within their projects on 'alternative theatre'; while Davies (1987),
conceptualises community theatre within the development of both alternative
and experimental theatre. It is important to note that none of these texts have
been explicitly concerned with ‘community theatre’; but instead locate the
practice within part of a much broader analysis of ‘political’, ‘alternative’ or
‘experimental’ theatre. While I applaud the important contribution these texts
have made to understandings in the field of ‘alternative’ theatre - and indeed,
the writers for undertaking the less than popular task of discussing peripheral
art-forms - few have yet to consider ‘community theatre’ as a genre In its
entirety. In what follows, I attempt to tell the story of the community theatre
movement. It is a story firmly attached to luminaries such as Brecht and
Growtowski, and with claimed antecedents in the primitive ceremonies of the
Greeks. To illustrate this story, I shall use the experience of The Combination
and contrast this with a theoretical overview. Conceived in this more
expansive way, [ will show how the community theatre movement was

defined by the moral, political and social environment of its time.
2.2.1 The Combination
The story of The Combination was relayed to me on an aftermoon in

September 2000, amidst the hustle and bustle of The National Film Theatre’'s
crowded cafe. In this milieu, John Turner described in some detail how The
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Combination came in to being, the company's influences, and aims and
objectives. It follows that, because the consequent account is being told
largely retrospectively by Tumner, it has been shaped by his own rationale
and judgement. Mindful of this fact, I have attempted to combine Turner'’s

personal experience with a broader theoretical overview.

The Combination was set up in Brighton in 1967, by Jennie Harris (artistic
director), Ruth Marks and Noel Craig, who had all been at university together,
and who shared the belief that creative work should have a link with the real
world. They named themselves - as well as the ‘old Victorian schoolhouse’
that became their home - ‘The Combination’, on the principle that “the same
name [would] do for company, venue and costume” (Turner, 1999:6). As
Turner revealed, this principle largely derived from the ‘poor theatre
movement’ and Jertzy Growtowski's Towards a Poor Theatre (1968). In this
book, Growtoski reflects a vision of theatre that is divested of adornment and

affectation - the principles of which I shall now briefly map out.

In this conception, Growtowski believes that we can “...accomplish spiritual
renewal by unmasking repressed psychic materials” (quoted in Auslander,
1997: 13). His objective was to discover the essential ‘core’ of theatre, to
penetrate its outer shell and thus find true meaning. For Growtowski, the
actor’s “...passive readiness to realise an active role”(1968:17), would bring
him/her and spectator closer towards what he has termed a ‘poor theatre’. It
is this notion, with its associated meanings of ‘modesty’ and ‘humbleness’ that
form the basis of Growtowski's early teachings (to be distinguished from his
later para theatrical experiments) on theatre. He believed the experience of
theatre should be of a therapeutic nature and called his performers ‘holy
actors’, exemplary figures for whom performance was an act of self-sacrifice.
It would demand full divestment of personality - “ it was all a question of
giving one's self ” (1968: 38). In this, the actor/actress’s self abnegation
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becomes a means to an end - that end being the revelation of truth for both

actor/actress and spectator:

“The actor must learn to use his role as if it were a surgeon’s scalpel,
to dissect himself. It is not just the question of portraying himself
under given circumstances or ‘living’ a part. The important thing is
to use the role as a trampoline, an instrument with which to study
what is hidden behind our every day mask — the inner most core of
our personality - in order to sacrifice it, expose it” (Growtowski,
1968:37).

In Growtowski's theatre, then, the spectator is also encouraged to explore
his/her self through the actor/actress’s careful portrayal of character. Both
actor/actress and audience are on the same level. They are invited to arrive
at a private truth of self knowledge, and in so doing are able to critically

evaluate themselves and work towards a deeper truth.

I have referred to Growtowski's reflections on theatre, albeit quite briefly,
because they are useful in explaining and interpreting the philosophy behind
the community theatre movement. They highlight two fundamental points of
relevance within the work of The Combination. The first, a simple point, is that
the company’s costume was the (very modest) ‘long john’. Secondly, the set
that The Combination utlised in performance, was an environmental
scaffolding design, which contained both actors/actresses and audience
within its multi-levelled framework. In this way, Growtowski’s belief that the
actor/actress is on the same level as the audience was extended to three
levels of scaffolding boards. Moreover, by seeking to ignite the critical
conscience of the spectator, Growtowski can be seen to be developing the
kind of theatre The Combination, and as such, the community theatre
movement, were set to follow. In fact - and as I shall elaborate shortly the
notion of the f‘critical observer’ became an integral feature of The

Combination'’s practice.
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The Combination’s first show was based on Aristophanes’ The Wasps. Turner
identified Aristophanes (448-380 BC) - a Creek dramatist known for his
expert handling of social satire and buffoonery - as key to The Combination’s
approach to theatre. In The Combination’s adaptation of The Wasps, the

production was staged in the offices of a modern day job centre:

“In ‘The Wasps’, as adapted to the modern world of unemployment
assistance, Mr Dobbs, a senior clerical officer has a birthday. He
invites his claimants to share his cake. The audience are included.
He realises his cake will not go round every one. He decides to
institute some kind of means test to ascertain who is more deserving
of a slice of cake. ‘Anyone on a monthly salary’? Have a slice of
cake. ‘Anyone a single mother’? Hope you’re on a diet” (Turner,
1999:50).

Just as Aristophanes had poked fun at the gargantuan appetite of the comic

11}

character Heracles - the "...snorting, grinding and gulping [of] his food”
(Creen & Handley,1995:50) - so The Combination utlised the element of
satire to provoke their audiences. True to his bawdy and rumbustious
humour, the company’s banter sought to play on the audience’s sensibilities.
Yet, The Combimation transcends the comedy of Aristophanes, by taking
straightforward satire a step further. Thus we see the actor playing Mr Dobbs

bombarding the audience with questions that are intended to shock:

“...[A]nyone know how old I am? Anyone wearing knickers? Prove
it. Anyone who has a heart? Anyone know the way to Santa Fe? By
bus? (Turner,1999:12).

This is the shock therapy that achieves Brecht's ‘Verfrumdungseffekt’
(alienation effect). Since this theorist played an influential role in The
Combination's style of performance, I will now briefly explicate his ideas on

theatre.
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For Brecht (1898 - 1956), theatre should get closer to the experience of a
boxing event, characterised by ‘elegance’, ‘lightness’, ‘dryness’ and
‘objectivity’. Empathy for Brecht, seemed only to confuse the public's
understanding of the play:

“The Brechtian actor...does not live the role, he demonstrates it”
(Martin,2000: 229).

This, Brecht contrasted with the ‘rantings’ of the German classical stage,
which he felt prevented the spectator from using his/her head. Instead, he
argues they are drawn into the plot and made to identify with the characters.
The means by which this is achieved, for Brecht, falsify the picture of reality

and the audience is too contendedly hypnotised to see that it is false:

...[TThe audience whose souls have crept into that of the hero will
see the action entirely from Ais point of view, and as they are
breathlessly following a course of events..., they have neither time or
the detachment to sit back and reflect in a truly critical spirit on the
social and moral implications of the play” (Esslin, 1965:110).

Brecht's answer is clear: not only must theatre abandon the temptation to
create an illusion, it must do its best to destroy in the bud any illusion of reality
that will continuously tend to arise. The theatre of illusion is replaced by
Brecht's ‘Epic Theatre’, which, as used by Brecht, is an Aristotelian term for a
form of narrative which is ‘not tied to time’. Although the latter explains the
origin of the term epic, Brecht's theory soon moved far past this. Now, not
only did it exclude the idea of entertainment, but also ruled out the traditional
concepts of ‘catharsis’ and ‘empathy’. Brecht saw the Aristotelian theory of
catharsis or purging of the emotions by self-identification (empathy), as an

essential part of the hypnotic, anti-critical theatre that he was opposed to.
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The new epic methods of the 1920s became a means of breaking the spell, of
jerking the spectator out of his/her torpor and making him/her make use of
his/her critical sense. Hence, Brecht in his Marxist period, tried to introduce a
number of devices designed to ‘literize’ the theatre. Songs, slogans, non-
representational decor and other inhibiting devices are presented as a
deliberate means of interrupting the play. The actor must use quite different
means to draw attention to events that had previously been announced. For
Brecht believed the actor’s business is not to ‘express feelings’ but to show
attitude or ‘Gesten’. Moreover, the audience must be discouraged from
losing its critical detachment by identification with one or more of the
characters. They should be kept apart - strange, ‘alien’. The ‘alienation effect’,
however, is not merely the breaking of the illusion; it is instead a matter of

detachment, of reorientation.

Applied to the performances of The Combination, the alienation effect
became a further means of inciting their audience, interrupting play and
breaking any illusion. They saw themselves as popular entertainers - “...as
actors, magicians, dancers, comedians, puppeteers...”(Turner,1999:6) -
reliant on good old fashioned routines and familiar traditions. Traditions that
audiences would enjoy because they would feel at home with them (see
Creen & Handley, 1995:49). Like the medieval morality and mystery plays,
the company were “...far more deeply concermed with argument and debate
than with narrative or the portrayal of character” (Wickham,1987:106). The
difference is merely that in the medieval morality and mystery plays, the sole
purpose is didactic. The source of their message was immaterial, for what
mattered was the instructional character of delivery. The impulse behind The
Combination’s work was less didactic than comic, and the means by which
they expressed this was largely instinctive, unintended. It was a theatre of

situation rather than a theatre of illlusion:
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“There was much store set by our art being a continuing process of
creativity rather than the art as a product as served up by established
institutions” (Turner,1999:5).

The Combination’s creative strength was harmessed in ‘group improvisation'.
Motivation came from the belief that theatre, and as such “...audience, site or
venue, material and actors, can be put to the services of society in ways that
can be socially developmental, and still get laughs” (Turner, 1999: 12). This is
the experience Turner (1999), expresses in the company’s adaptation of The
Wasps which, like the theatre of Brecht and Shakespeare, contained lyrical
inserts in the form of blues songs, and saw performers dancing around and

chanting:

“We are the men from the D.H.S.S and we have come to relieve
distress” (Turner,1999: 7).

In modest costume and armed with their scaffolding set - both echoing
Growtowski - The Combination toured to theatres, art centres, repertory and
the West End. With the money they secured from touring theatre venues,
they were able to finance visits to the local claimants union. Turner (1999:7)
recalls, how on one visit "...we danced in one door of the offices around the
benches of the claimants and out again before the police arrived”. Like
Brecht, then - and his acknowledgement that the basis of his theatre was to
unite the two traditions of the bourgeois revolt, the reformist and the aesthetic
- the company were intent on making the theatrical experience both didactic
and entertaining. This was the aim of The Combination and it determines its
form, which had to, out of necessity, represent a convention of the stage

basically different from realistic theatre.

Furthermore, the company “...worked on the basis that if established theatre

had become irrelevant to the mass of the population, only a brand new
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theatre would have the remotest hope of retrieving a solution” (Turner, 1999:
T) - one that would not compete with television. The Combination’s ideas for
a new popular theatre then, would thus extend to include new audiences. One
substantial difficulty, however, was finding the ingredient, a potent form of
theatre capable of reaching them. For The Combination, and the community
theatre movement that would follow, the key ingredient became participation
- a process of learning rather than one way teaching. It would, as in the
theatres of Brecht and Growtowski, rely on the ‘informed’ audience who,
“...because they shared the experience of the subject of the play could
participate in an intellectual way...” (Turner, 1999:8). This is the element The
Combination has tried to make the core of its practice. By the 1970s, the
notion of participation would become a fully established objective of the

community theatre movement.

Yet, if the inclusion of the ‘informed observer’ brings The Combination - and
as such the community theatre movement - close both in spirit and in theory
to the teachings of Brecht and Growtowski, it is necessary to recall that the
idea of participation - and the related notions of inclusion, access and
involvement - serves to associate the company just as closely with the popular

theatre of Shakespeare. As Turner explained to me in interview:

“We call it community theatre because he’s [Shakespeare’s] got

cheap rates for his groundlings who stand up all the time no matter

the weather”.’

Tumer went on to explain why he felt Shakespeare's Clobe displayed the
chief tenets of community theatre: namely, it was accessible, it contained a
cross-section of social classes, and there was close contact between

actor/actress and audience. Further more, and following Gurr (1992: 222)

3 Interview - John Turner: Artistic Director, The Combination, 2000.

35



“...at the Clobe the spectators suwrrounding the stage were in the cheapest
places”. It is this onus on accessibility, on inclusiveness, that The
Combination has placed at the centre of their endeavour to make theatre

more popular.

There had, however, already been signs of theatre returning to embrace its
popular roots in the 1930s. In America this was seen in the activities of
unemployed actors who, backed by the Federal Theatre Project, performed

13

around the “...dust bowl communities of ruined farmers, shanty towns,
breadlines and soup kitchens” (Turner,1999:11). They called their show
Living Newspaper, the content of which, as Barker (1992), has pointed out,
ironically served to criticise the capitalist system and government for creating
the unemployment in the first place. Out of this trend came The Group
Theatre New York, which Turner (1999), cites as producing dramas out of the
contemporary crisis. In Britain, change is personified by The Worker's
Theatre Movement. The latter movement also proved particularly successful

in the 1930s, presenting agit-prop that was specific to local situations:

“...the Becontree Rent Strike where the issues were tight and the

course of action clear - ‘Withhold Your Rent’...”(Barker,1992:31).
Yet, as Tumer (1999), articulates, because of the ‘self obsessed’ nature of the
time, any implicit or explicit message of The Worker’'s Theatre Movement
would have been missed. The 1960s finds Joan Littlewood accepting the
challenge to return theatre to a ‘critically’ popular arena. Her play, Oh What A
Lovely War!, has been referred to as an example of a successful Brechtian
production, incorporating music, film, comedy and short sketches, in order to
lllustrate the carmage and ‘ultimate senselessness’ of the First World War.
Turner (1999), has credited Oh What A Lovely War! as being the blueprint for
community theatre. For him, however, “...the play didn't come up with any

radical new source of research. It merely created a show out of the public
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and the popular arena” (Turner,1999: 19). For The Combination, the notion of
fusing theatre and society back into a ‘meaningful whole’, had to be followed
literally. Audience was paramount. To “...ignore ...[them] and present
theatre as a kind of fait accompli with a take-it-or leave-it attitude, was to
produce dead art” (Turner,1999:13).

Up until 1970/71, however, the company had themselves been attracting the
attentions of Brighton's particularly ‘cliquey’ student audience. They decided
that they would have to go on tour. With the money obtained from touring art
centres, the company found that they could go to different venues - i.e., youth
clubs, schools and community centres - and thus develop new audiences.
Despite the success of these tours, the focus of the company was set to

change:

“Then we decided if we really wanted to be serious about a
community...[we] would have get out of the van and live where
normal people lived. We had to stop the tour. Get off the bus!”
(Turner,1999:16).

In 1973, The Combination opened as the first community theatre company, at
the 'Albany’ in Deptford.* Turner notes other community theatre companies
that were around at this time. For example, Broadside Mobile Workers
Theatre, who played to building workers; Cast (the Cartoon Archetypal
Slogan Theatre) and Red Ladder, who addressed working class audiences;
and the Half Moon, which aimed to create a popular theatre that combined
new works and classics. In terms of The Combination, the local community of
Deptford, was to be a central determining force, both in performance and in

the content of the productions more generally:

* Also at this time, The Association of Community Theatre (TACT) - an active pressure group - was
formed to campaign on the behalf of community theatre workers.
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“...the Combination describes themselves as ‘Deptford’s
Entertainers’. The limits of this stance only dawned on them slowly
as they absorbed the lessons they learned from the social workers and
transferred them to their approach to their theatre” (Turner,1999:21).

As time went by, it became increasingly obvious that there was a distinction
between the practise of community theatre, and the ethos of community that
underlined it. There was the problem of finding the ‘right play’ that would
appeal to audiences. And once found the company did not want to repeat
themselves - did not want to get 'predictable’. This process of adjustment in
Deptford, was heightened by further hostilities toward black families who had
been recently located in the historically white, working class area. The
Combination were going to create an ‘island of multi-cultural harmony’ in the

divided streets:

“After our show and its live band and disco every night one audience
would leave and another Afro Caribbean audience would enter for the
all night reggae sound system of Jah Shake. Combination actors
would serve behind the bar” (Turner,1999: 23).

Significantly, until this point, The Combination actors and actresses had all
been ‘White'. Now the company would become multiracial with the addition

of actress/singer Debbie Bishop and actor Steve Jacobs.

The Albany - under the direction of The Combination - was a musical theatre
attuned to the belief that music, as a proven popular genre, was also capable
of transcending cultural boundaries. Yet, the venue was not exclusively a
theatre. When The Combination was not staging shows, its doors swung upon
to the likes of Jimmy Jones, Charlie Smithers and Max Wall, famous comedians
of the Old Kent Road. Offering rock concerts, jumble sales, pottery
workshops, video and film projects, mural painting etc, The Combination

were able to stimulate audiences through their transformation mto a
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