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Most practitioners of left theatre, past and present, would 
accept that a socialist drama should remain flexible enough 
to respond freshly to each new political situation. Partly for 
this reason there is an inevitable difficulty in identifying 
continuous development in the history of left-wing theatre. 
So ignorant of even quite recent developments were those 
who set up the Merseyside Eeft Theatre Club (M.L.T.) 
(later Merseyside Unity Theatre) in 1937, that they only 
learned of the previous performance of socialist drama on 
Merseyside, and the prior existence of the Workers' Theatre 
Movement (W.T.M.) in the 1920s and '30s, when one of 
their members wrote a doctoral thesis on the subject many 
years later. 2 Merseyside Left Theatre was set up as a 
spontaneous response to an immediate political demand. In 
attempting to use theatre as a weapon in support of the 
Spanish Government against the attack of international 
fascism it had no inherited tradition to call upon and only a 
vague knowledge of similar work being conducted by 
London Unity Theatre Club or Manchester Theatre of 
Action. 3

For those in agreement with Raphael Samuel, who seeks 
to portray Unity Theatre as a return to conventional theatri 
cal forms and a retreat from 'true' socialist drama as 
compared to the work of the W.T.M., then this new Left 
Theatre was 'merely' a reflection of the Popular Front in 
Britain.* On Merseyside, unaware of the work of the 
W.T.M., Left Theatre unconsciously developed a very simi 
lar attitude to performance and repertoire: the first produc 
tion was an 'unconscious' mass declamation   an
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interpretation by a group member of Randall Swingler's 
poem Spain3 - and the main audience was not found within 
the conventional 'bricks and mortar' place of entertainment. 
To lament the passing of the W.T.M as Samuel does is to 
ignore both the political realities of the Popular Front era 
and the kind of agit-prop (agitation and propaganda) work 
that continued in these years. While London Unity, which 
was itself established in 1936 from W.T.M. remnants such 
as the Rebel Players and Red Radio,6 quite rapidly found a 
permanent home, M.L.T. continued to play on strike meet 
ing platforms and at a whole range of political rallies. It 
remained more divorced from the professional theatre in its 
method and in terms of its audience. For Samuel to base his 
arguments almost exclusively on Left Theatre in the capital 
is foolish for in glossing over provincial activity he misses 
the point that important aspects of the W.T.M. tradition 
persisted: they were improved upon rather than obliterated. 
Merseyside and Glasgow Unity were at least as significant 
as London Unity but other researchers have also tended to 
overlook them. 7

Samuel's work also largely ignores - save for a couple of 
footnotes - the pioneering work of Len Jones some twenty 
years earlier. Jones in fact covers similar ground more 
comprehensively. While he acknowledges the contribution 
of the W.T.M. in attempting to revive the proletarian drama 
submerged since Shakespeare the true flowering of this 
resuscitated culture, Jones claims, occurred through the 
setting up of Unity.8

Although it has become something of a cliche to describe 
the exile of the working class from the theatre since 
Shakespearean times it is contended that the restrictions on 
theatre licenses and performances under the 1837 Licensing 
Act, which placed theatres under the direct censorship of 
the Lord Chamberlain, produced a rigidly regulated enter 
tainment, expunged of social comment of a radical nature. 
Estill might claim that 'as a theatrical form, melodrama is 
capable of making social comment with the precision and 
clarity of the political cartoon',9 but Davies holds that plays 
such as The Factory Lad show oppression in a very perso 
nalised way and condemn individuals rather than the social 
order itself. 10 The theatre though remained very popular 
with working-class audiences of the eighteenth and nine 
teenth centuries as Dickens and other contemporary 
commentators attest." Yet the cultural vice was so strong 
that even in the extra-legal penny gaffs such as Grant
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describes, melodrama remained rife and inhibited the 
development of alternative forms. This the Chartists found 
out: despite a realisation of the potential of drama as 
propaganda and the presence within their leadership of 
several playwrights they actually produced very little. 12

The rise of the music hall from the penny gaffs and those 
other theatres which originally operated without a license 
was testimony to the efforts of ingenious entrepreneurs and 
a determined populace. l! In its established form this came 
to be seen by the authorities as a safe expression of popular 
sentiment. Len Jones is adamant that the 'vulgarisation' of 
the drama was an ideological reflection of the post- 
revolutionary clamp-down which included the 1794 suspen 
sion of habeus corpus and a ban on public meetings and 
radical organisations. 14 He identifies this form of drama as 
'one more form of opium for mass consumption: an institu 
tion for purveying a debased and substitute culture'. lo

Davies records that in 1768 a patent was granted for a 
theatre in Liverpool 10 but it seems that various estab 
lishments already existed in the city offering a host of 
pleasures ranging from cockfighting to David Garrick per 
forming at the Drury Lane Theatre. 1 ' The new Theatre 
Royal in Williamson Square, opened in 1772, would appear 
to have been solely dedicated to higher pursuits but 
during the mid-nineteenth century a whole range of more 
popular activities were possible: from the exhibition of 
panoramas at 'The Hop', Dale Street to the 1867 perform 
ance of Prince's Park and Scotland Road: or vice in Liverpool at the 
Colliseum. 19 In 1844 General Tom Thumb made his first 
appearance in England at the Portico Rooms, Newington. 20 
The chronicler of the Liverpool Stage reports that many 
patrons of the 'Penny Hop', Hood Street in the 1840s were 
'of the lowest order; and many were without shoes and 
stockings', and later casts aspersions on the 'unwholesome 
entertainment' to be found at 'free and easies' such as 
Master Humphreys Clock. 21

Such diversions put 'bums on seats'   if there were seats 
at some of these establishments   and promised profits for 
the more mainstream theatres which began to turn towards 
burlesque and light entertainment. The Theatres Act of 
1843 enabled many new theatres to open and some of these 
lured the middle classes away from the opera houses with 
the gradual refinement of the vulgar melodrama. The 
audiences were still very divided and usually patronised 
their 'own' place of entertainment.
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Only very gradually did a socialist message begin to 
permeate this bourgeoisie imposed culture. Even groups 
such as the Liverpool Trades Council Dramatic Society and 
the Liverpool Clarion Players stuck to light programmes. 22 
Even in these socialist organisations drama was seen to be 
very much for -relaxation rather than instruction. This 
essentially reformist reaction was a general one throughout 
the International which saw People's Theatre as peripheral 
to party organisation: in giving the masses access to drama 
tic art it was philanthropic rather than politically engaged.~ J 
The works of Shaw and Wilde, supporting the elevated 
Ibsen, brought realism back to the Victorian stage in the 
late nineteenth century, but only touched a small part of the 
working class. 24 If there was little political direction in such 
work, as some argue, it seems clear that the working classes 
were not even given directions enough to find their way into 
the upper circle.

A positive aspect of this intellectual socialist concern was 
the establishment of regional theatres such as the Abbey 
Theatre in Dublin, The Gaiety in Manchester and the 
Liverpool Repertory Theatre. Opened in 1911 in a building 
previously named the Star Music Hall and then the Star- 
Theatre, 'the Rep', soon became the Playhouse in 1916. 2o 
Under the direction of Basil Dean the theatre found that to 
hold on to its middle-class audience it could not afford to be 
too experimental as the financial situation mitigated against 
any bold ventures. In selection of repertoire the West End 
lead was usually followed. 26 In 1914, however, the Rep. 
produced James Sexton's The Riot Act which dealt with a 
right-wing union leader's heroic combat with dock 
militancy: arising from Sexton's direct experience, it was a 
self-justification for his own role in the 1911 Liverpool dock 
strike. Whatever its political content it was an achievement 
to put on a play written by a union man, and the theatre's 
historian reports that as a consequence 'dockers crowded 
the gallery'. 27 Sexton had earlier been involved in the 
Liverpool Clarion Players who in 1909 had sought to raise 
funds for the Clarion Soup Vans by peforming Shaw's 
'Widowers Howes' which was an attack on slum landlord 
ism. Shaw refused to waive royalties and it is doubtful 
whether it was performed. 28 It was revived by Merseyside 
Unity Theatre in 1955.

The generally rather patronising tone of socialist drama is 
exemplified in the prospectus of the Liverpool Independent 
Labour Party Dramatic Society which was founded in 1917
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with a certain Bessie Bamber in its Company. 29 The fore 
word was written by the national I.L.P. Chairperson, Philip 
Snowden, and the group's stated aims were to introduce 
realist drama into the socialist movement and to educate 
members in the principles of socialism through the drama 
tic medium, and cultivate a love of higher dramatic art. 30 
There was no conception of finding culture within the 
people or indeed the use of theatre as a propaganda weapon 
in the immediate struggle. 51 Even by 1926 the Liverpool 
Labour Party Dramatic Society's performance of Malleson's 
'Conflict' at the Crane Theatre (later the Neptune) was the 
state of the art   a more or less conventional melodrama 
with a tinge of socialism. yi

Despite this, Samuel claims that the 1920s and early '30s 
saw a completely new epoch in the socialist imagination and 
in the relationship of the socialist movements to their 
theatrical auxiliaries:

It was the crystallisation of a self-consciously proletarian aesthetic, of a 
future dream in which socialism was no longer an escape from the 
proletarian condition but rather a realisation of workers' power.'3

This historical moment of the self-consciously revolutionary 
art of agit-prop was, laments Samuel, obliterated in 1935 
with the advent of Unity Theatre and the other manifest 
ations of the Popular Front.

The Workers' Theatre Movement was first galvanised by 
the People's Players, formed by Hackney Trades and 
Labour Council and led by Tom Thomas. It was Thomas' 
initiative that made the advance from the early perform 
ances of Barrie and Shaw possible. Following the successful 
adaptation of Tressell's proletarian classic The Ragged 
Trousered Philanthropists, Thomas produced material such as 
The Fight Goes On about the General Strike, and a satire of 
reformist socialism - Malice in Plunderland. 34 This path was 
abandoned, however, towards the end of the '20s when the 
political line of Third Period Communism had its cultural 
repercussions in the condemnation of the entire bourgeois 
theatre. Always closely linked with the Communist Party 
the W.T.M. was ever sensitive to changes in political 
circumstance. Samuel argues that this made it vulnerable to 
the political changes of the 1930s. In the late '20s interna 
tional dramatic links proved very influential in providing an 
alternative repertoire   most particularly Tom Thomas' 
encounter with German experimental theatre. io
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In moving towards the international revolutionary con 
cept of Prolekult the W.T.M. was condemning the previous 
Socialist dramatic experiments. A resolution of 1930 noted 
that:

It rejects decisively the role of raising the cultural level of the workers 
through contact with great dramatic art which is the aim of the 
dramatic organisations of the Labour Party and the I.L.P. . . . The task 
of the W.T.M. is the conduct of mass working class propaganda and 
agitation through the particular method of dramatic representation. 3 ''

The concept of 'a property-less theatre for a property-less 
class' 37 came to mean performing without elaborate props, 
lighting, or indeed a theatre building. The audience was 
more often found on street corners - where short sketches 
were acted as crowd-drawers for Communist Party meetings 
  on picket lines, or at organised rallies. The aim was to 
present a dramatic portrayal of the class struggle. The 
theatrical potential of an event such as the General Strike 
had already been proven by Thomas. One of the first 
worker-playwrights was indeed Joe Corrie: In Time of Strife 
was based on his personal experience of the miners' lock 
out following the collapse of the Strike.

This was definitely not art for art's sake. While theorists 
such as Huntly Carter, the drama critic of the Sunday Worker, 
might stress the importance of form and the rejection of 
bourgeois realism, envisaging a new breed of proletarian 
thespian emerging from the factory floor and developing an 
acting technique based on machine movements - the 
groups on the streets were more concerned with developing 
a political consciousness than an art-form. Too often their 
zeal caused a degeneration into crude and rather abstract 
sloganeering. Len Jones illustrates quite effectively how the 
call for the necessity of an end to capitalism rang out 
regularly while not even the smallest hint was thrown out as 
to the immediate way forward. 39 The material conditions 
that a very large number of workers were daily confronted 
with were largely ignored in favour of abstract promises of 
the revolution.

The first Conference of the International Workers' 
Dramatic Union noted of the British groups in 1930, that:

an effort to obtain simplicity and effective appeal was defeated by the 
confusion of simplicity with crudity and the belief that results which 
only a protracted struggle could win, would come with the repetition of 
slogans.*0
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This lack of artistic quality was later commented on by the 
International Jury at the 1933 Moscow Olympiad 41 and 
undergoing something of a crisis in confidence the W.T.M. 
began a return to 'naturalism' and the curtain stage. This 
was not a simple recognition of the bankruptcy of crude 
agit-prop: it also represented a response to changed policti- 
cal circumstance. The need for a Popular Front in Britain 
was apparent to the Communist party and this entailed an 
end to sectarianism in all things. Repertoires had to change 
and new policies adopted. On a basic level, the re-styled 
Hackney Rebel Players began to co-operate with non-Party 
individuals. This group began to gravitate towards a per 
manent theatre, eventually becoming the core of the Unity- 
Theatre Club in 1936. 42 Samuel perhaps obscures the fact 
that most members of the W.T.M. followed the Party line in 
accepting the need for a new approach to drama   Thomas 
included. Many became as involved in and committed to 
Unity, and the other new groups, as they had been the 
W.T.M.

The W.T.M. was a national phenomenon: in Manchester, 
for example, the Red Megaphones, later Theatre of Action, 
were very active. 43 It seems as though no similar group 
existed on Merseyside though a group was reportedly set up 
in Liverpool after the Red Pioneers, returning to London 
from a tour of Scotland in 1931, played to large audiences in 
Liverpool and Birkenhead. This group appears never to 
have performed. 44 Performances at the Beechcroft 
Settlement, Birkenhead in 1930 may have been the W.T.M. 
in all but name. These took place at the Annual Conference 
of the Teachers' Labour League and a teachers' journal 
records that 'the Merseyside T.L.L. gave us a cleverly 
dramatised version of a Russian short story . . . [which] 
aroused great enthusiasm' with the audience feeling very 
much part of the play - even greeting the priest character 
with insulting cries. 45 Dramatic activity on Merseyside also 
included, during the mid '30s, the Liverpool I.L.P. Dramatic 
Society performances of American plays such as Sinclair's 
Second-Storey Man and O'Neill's The Hairy Ape*6 The latter 
was a solo interpretation by George Garrett, later an 
important member of Merseyside Left Theatre.

Len Jones claims that Tom Thomas embraced experi 
mental theatre just as it was beginning to lose favour 
abroad. 47 His enthusiastic adoption of an anachronism 
tended only to produce a poor imitation of the work being 
criticised in Germany and the U.S.S.R. In any case the
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social situation in Britain did not really afford scope for 
experimentation. In Germany, where the SPD had strong 
links with the workers, and in revolutionary Russia, theatre 
could afford to be experimental and remain politically 
relevant. The working-class in Britain, it is argued, could 
not support a theatre which tended to perceive itself as a 
revolutionary elite and divorced itself through sectarian 
slogans.

It was the gradual dawning of the realisation that 'a 
revolutionary theatre is absurd without its most vital 
element, the revolutionary public', 48 that precipitated the 
W.T.M.'s return to naturalism and the willingness to accept 
other aspects of the bourgeois theatre. A vivid example of 
the coincidence of dramatic and political interests was 
represented by Clifford Odet's play Waiting for Lefty. 
Blending realist drama with agit-prop and making use of 
techniques associated with the increasingly popular 
Hollywood genre, a range of characters were presented: 
there was no easy resort to the crude stereotype. At the end 
of the play the audience was directly addressed - using the 
words of Joe Hill, one of the American 'Wobblies'   and 
exhorted to join the taxi-drivers' strike being portrayed on 
stage. This involvement and the use of middle class char 
acters as allies correspond exactly to the political situ 
ation.49 So appropriate was the play that after the W.T.M. 
production in October 1935 it was taken up by the fledgling 
Unity Theatre which performed it three hundred times in 
1936 and 1937 alone. It also found a place in the early 
repertoire of the provincial branches of the Left Book Club 
Theatre Guild, an adjunct of Victor Gollancz's Left Book 
Club under the direction of John Alien which evolved from 
the work of Unity in London. The script was published by 
the Left Book Club in June 1937.

Merseyside Left Theatre, one of the most active groups 
within the Theatre Guild, performed Lefty for the first time 
in January 1938 at the David Lewis Theatre which used to 
stand at Great George Place. Despite having been in 
existence since 19 March 1937 and having performed at 
least eight other productions previously, this was the first 
time the group had played in a 'proper' theatre, as opposed 
to open-air meetings or inside trade union halls.

Even then . . . many who came to see the play must have wondered 
whether they were really in a theatre. The lights in the auditorium 
stayed on, round the walls were posters calling for strike action,
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gangster-like figures moved through the theatre aisles, they tound that 
actors in the seat beside them were standing up and shouting, and on 
the bare stage six members of the strike committee were listening in 
anger to their union organiser haranguing the audience - for the 
audience were in the play, they were taxicab drivers called to a meeting 
to vote for or against the strike."'

The play could create a deep resonance in Liverpool 
where the long history of dock strikes directly paralleled the 
taxi-cab strike on stage: supported by Odet's monologue / 
Can't Sleep and Corrie's Hewers of Coal it was well received by 
audiences of workers and progressive bodies. The American 
influence was obvious and many in the Theatre Guild felt 
the need to create a specifically British proletarian drama.' 2 
The cry for an English Lefty was answered by two London 
taxi-drivers, Hodge and Roberts, in the shape of their 
humorous piece, ll'here's That Bomb?. Together with 'Lefty' 
this made a powerful double bill which was performed all 
over Merseyside eventually being featured along with / Can V 
Sleep, at the Chester Drama Festival in December 1938, with 
interesting consequences.

The Daily Despatch of 17 December 1938 reported:

CURTAIN RUNG DOWN ON 'LEFT' PLAY
By the order of the manager, Mr. J. Persitch, the curtain was rung down 
tonight at Chester Royalty Theatre during the presentation of a play by 
the Merseyside Left Theatre Society. 33

The Daily Worker noted that certain people including the 
Dean of Chester had walked out during the first interval 
objecting to the 'tone' of the play. 54 A statement from the 
stage made it clear that there was a distinction between 
M.L.T. and other dramatic societies in that they were not 
primarily interested in drama but in politics though they 
were not attached to any particular party, socialist or 
liberal. Despite a further statement that this view was not 
necessarily shared by the management or the festival com 
mittee, it was later used as an exercise for bringing down the 
curtain on 'Waiting for Lefty'. As the national anthem was 
struck up there were shouts of 'Get Your Money Back!' by 
an audience which had been looking forward to seeing 
Odet's famous play.'"

The incident achieved national notoriety through the 
pages of journals as diverse as the Rochdale Observer and the 
Daily Herald. Court proceedings were eventually taken and 
on 11 January 1939 ten members of the company were
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bound over and fined fifteen guineas. The charge was that 
Lefty had been performed before being 'duly allowed by the 
Lord Chamberlain'. Profanity proved quite costly. The 
script had originally come from the Theatre Guild and steps 
were taken to tighten up on organisation so as to comply 
with an eighteenth-century law.''6 The affair was valuable 
first-hand experience of the way the British establishment 
operated in attempting to subdue ideas which it mistrusted, 
and it had the effects of hardening political commitment 
and boosting new membership. A question in the Commons 
seeking to prevent 'further breaches of the peace' if the play 
was performed again, and a call from the British Union to 
ban the play which was 'ideal Communist propaganda', 
were both clearly politically motivated. Many company 
members were satisfied that the left theatre movement was 
being viewed as a serious threat by members of the capi 
talist class. 07

Though the British Union might seek to condemn M.L.T. 
as an instrument of the Communist Party this appears not 
to have been the case. When the group was set up only two 
members were in the party and both of them were recent 
converts. The company did prove to be a fertile recruiting 
ground for the party but there was never any direct control 
involved. 58 That the Communist Party most regularly 
invited M.L.T. to perform at their meetings is probably due 
to the Labour Party National Executive's decision not to 
support the Popular Front, which inhibited many Labour 
Party groups in soliciting the help of Left Theatre. Even so 
there were always those like Bessie Braddock who saw the 
need for co-operation despite her quite vehement anti- 
Communist streak. An undated list of organisations affili 
ated to M.L.T. includes many Labour wards as well as 
groups such as Bootle Womens' Guild, Walton Comrades 
Circle and the Liverpool Youth Advisory Council. 59 And for 
many years M.L.T. was based at the premises of the Granby 
Ward Labour Party.

Performances were given for a whole range of organi 
sations from the Wallasey Spanish Medical Aid Committee 
to the Liverpool Young Maccabeans, at local churches, halls 
or in the open air. The programme would usually be varied 
to suit the audience expected. Hence the Young Mac 
cabeans of Princes Road - an organisation assisting 
refugees from Eastern and Central Europe   declared that 
'something political would be very acceptable', and the 
secretary of the Wallasey Progressive Youth Movement
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sought something suitable for 'a body with strong left-wing 
sympathies' - while at the other extreme the group was once 
asked to complete a bill featuring 'some juvenile tap 
dancers, a lady singer, and perhaps a conjuror.' b(l

Even having become a regular attraction at the David 
Lewis, M.L.T. continued to perform outside the theatre. 
The early agit-prop pieces were designed to respond to 
current events and scripts were written at short notice   
often with a deadline imposed by the date of a particular 
meeting. Members of the Company often wrote their own 
material with Edgar Griddle's talents being particularly 
valuable. His adaptation of Swingler's Spain was the first 
piece, followed swiftly by other topical productions such as 
Before Guernica, Insurgents Aid Committee, and later on, Jack 
Lindsay's On Guard for Spain. The early repertoire also 
included Corrie's And So to War, Paull's Stop Those War Drums, 
and a revived W.T.M. script Gas. Even when more tradi 
tional material was being produced these documentaries, 
sketches and short plays often remained in repertory.

A particular innovation came in the country's first 'Living 
Newspaper'. Produced in 1937, and thus pre-dating London 
Unity's 'Busmen' by several months, this was an attempt to 
use the American theatrical technique of dramatising news 
paper reports which had emerged from the Federal Theatre 
Project. In its American form the 'Living Newspaper' had 
developed into quite a sophisticated multi-media affair but 
by Jerry Dawson's own admission the M.L.T. version was 
'more newspaper than living'. 61 Hunger March was an austere 
piece on unemployment and the problems of the distressed 
areas and whatever its retrospective dramatic shortcomings 
it could not fail to relate to a city hit hard by the crisis of 
world capitalism. It was important to remind people that 
the struggle against unemployment and poverty was as 
much a part of the Popular Front movement as the defence 
of Spain or the desire for peace.

By making itself available for political rallies of all kinds - 
the Daily Worker Bazaar or Merseyside Peace Council - Left 
Theatre was able to serve the broad labour movement. Its 
own non-sectarian nature made a valuable contribution to 
the People's Front on Merseyside - which not only hospi 
talised Mosley for a week in 1937,62 but sent the first 
foodship to Spain as well as many International Brigaders. 
Wherever it played though, M.L.T. retained its teeth, nearly 
causing apoplexy in the editor of the Bootle Times'.
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Merseyside Left Theatre confirmed our worst fears on Wednesday 
night by using Peace Week in Bootle to get some really barefaced 
Communist propaganda. The four plays which they put on were chiefly 
distinguished by their exaggerated insistence upon the vileness of 
employers, contractors, and the aristocracy, the naivete of the 
Christian religion, and the downtrodden state of the unemployed.

Unfortunately, our leftists never know where to draw the line, and 
even when people with more respectable views on life generously open 
their arms to them for a few days of innocent collaboration in a good 
course, they seem to go out of their way to let us know that we are 
clasping a serpent to our bosom. 63

The group's policital aims, always clear, were included in 
a publicity leaflet of 1940: the group sought to play a part in 
the progressive movement by direct contact with all local 
progressive organisations. Just as much a political aim was 
the desire 'to bring back to the theatre the great mass of the 
people who will find their struggles and their strength 
reflected in our work'.64 The desire was to present plays 
springing from the experience of the people. To condemn 
the search for material of social significance, as Samuel 
does, is to forget that the W.T.M. too often appeared to 
prove that the alternative was irrelevance to society, or 
escapism. M.L.T. saw that the crucial concern was to 
portray humankind in social action   which is a classic 
conception of a socialism which is not based solely on a 
demand for immediate revolution.

Accepting the idea of a 'rough theatre' M.L.T. was very 
much concerned with using theatre as a weapon in the 
struggle of the day which was the defeat of fascism and 
unemployment. It realised that this weapon would be 
sharpened if the material was better presented. This does 
not mean that 'finished staging' and 'accomplished per 
formances' were the primary objectives, as Samuel - using 
the terms as dirty words - seems to be suggesting: it 
represents a realisation that to get a political message 
across to a wider audience it needed to be better phrased. It 
was this realisation that prompted London Unity to use 
professional producers such as Andre van Gyseghem. The 
Liverpool group never used professionals but always co 
operated with middle-class individuals sharing similar 
ideals: co-operation was seen not necessarily to entail 
dilution of the political message. The company would have 
agreed with Bram Bootman who, even while resisting the 
move to a permanent home for London Unity, realised that:

the most important thing is to get your point across by presenting it
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entertainingly in the best way you know. It's silly casting someone 
because he's the best trade unionist or the best political worker if he
can't act.6S

Agit-prop work continued throughout the Left Book Club 
Theatre Guild. In London a mobile touring unit was main 
tained and in Liverpool the same wide approach as the 
VV.T.M. unconsciously made use of mass declamation and 
popular theatrical idioms such as sketches, parodies, panto 
mime and revue. Even then its activities were wider than 
theatre alone: its political vigour was applied equally to 
other endeavours such as the Singing Group, film shows, 
recitals and lectures.

On Merseyside there had been no VV.T.M. to replace 
which rather weakens Samuel's conspiracy theory which is 
echoed by many other writers.66 Though M.L.T. was a 
completely independent response it used very similar forms 
to the W.T.M. in its early days   and occasionally, even the 
same script. Samuel has tended to fall into a reverie of 
romantic nostalgia brought on by his contact with Tom 
Thomas and his documents. This exercise has been at the 
expense of examination of the provincial Left Theatre 
experience. His enthusiasm for 'Third Period' Communism 
makes Samuel welcome the W.T.M. as evidence of abrasive 
political theatre, which was lamentably superseded by 
Unity. In this he overlooks the work of Len Jones which, 
through access to German drama archives in Leipzig, 
illustrates the backwardness of the W.T.M. in the inter 
national context - both artistically and politically.

The W.T.M. confused the negation of bourgeois culture 
with its destruction. Hegelian dialectics demand that all 
that is best in the culture of previous societies should be 
absorbed into a new socialist drama. Dramatic groups in the 
Soviet Union remained unaware of this, perhaps recalling 
the words of Lenin:

. . . proletarian culture must be the result of a natural development of 
the stores of knowledge which mankind has accumulated under the 
yoke of capitalist society, landlord society and bureaucratic society. 67

Robbing the drama of its own nature the W.T.M. cast it in 
the role of political agitator. Such immature sectarianism 
was incapable of building a true workers' theatre according 
to Jones. This could only be achieved if theatre once more 
became a communal event with no artificial distinction
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between artists and audience. The W.T.M. tried to do this 
by abandoning the curtain stage but Unity Theatre at large 
saw that this could be achieved if the audience could 
identify with what was being portrayed on stage. And so:

the roots of human conduct must be exposed in all their depth and 
complexity as growing out of the social, economic and political 
conditions oflife itself.

The acceptance of bourgeois playwrights like Auden and 
Isherwood - Dog Under the Skin was produced during the 
Blitz of 1940 when the David Lewis Theatre was the only 
one in the city still open - was very much part of the 
perceived political need to accept middle class allies. Such 
acceptance and re-introduction of naturalism to the social 
ist drama, was not a genuflection to high culture. 'Expro 
priating the appropriators', Merseyside Left Theatre saw 
the necessity of plundering the bourgeois theatrical method 
and its repertoire. The same political commitment was 
brought to these plays as was directed into the agit-prop 
work. There was always enough faith placed in the audi 
ence to feel sure that even in the projected productions of 
the classics   actually realised in the post-war era   the 
contemporary meaning would be understood. The company 
did not condescendingly suppose that an audience inside a 
union hall would be less able to appreciate the subtleties of 
realist drama than they would a crude caricature of a 
capitalist with a fat cigar. Similarly, the relevance of Ben 
Jonson or Shakespeare could be appreciated by a working 
audience.

The efforts during the years 1937 to 1940 to raise both 
consciousness and cash for Spain, and avoid a catastrophic 
war could not create a Peoples Front. One of the main 
reasons for this failure was the Labour Party's acceptance of 
non-intervention. Further dissension amongst the broad 
Left occurred following the Nazi-Soviet Pact: a popular 
front was eventually formed behind Churchill and the Left 
Book Club Theatre Guild collapsed. When the Unity 
Theatre Society was formed in 1944 Merseyside Left 
Theatre changed its name to Merseyside Unity Theatre. Its 
achievement was to have adapted itself to the realities of 
wartime performance at garrison theatres and camp sites, at 
a time when the repertoire could not depend on characters 
and consisted once more of sketches, revues and song- 
scenes. The future demanded a further adaptation, to the
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political situation of the Cold War era: its survival from 
1945 right through to 1986 is the subject of another study. 69
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