1956:
The Soviet Army’s
invasion of Budapest to crush a
peaceful revolution by the
Hungarians has shocked the
world. TMA and Equity are
supporting a Relief Fund to aid
Hungarian refugees, and a
number of fund-raising shows
are being staged.
At the same time, Britain has
invaded Egypt to take control of
the Suez Canal, an act described
by playwright, John Osborne, as
“the last gasp of a dying
Empire”. Some right-wing Tory
MPs are demanding a ban on
performances of Osborne’s
“Look Back in Anger”, calling it
an unpatriotic tirade against the
British Establishment.

1956 : A “Theatre Workshop” has
been founded at the Theatre
Royal, Stratford, East London,
directed by the actress Joan
Littlewood.

1956 : Ballerina Margot Fonteyn,
and actress Peggy Ashcroft have
been created Dames of the
British Empire.

1956:
The English Stage
Company under the direction of
George Devine has opened at
the Royal Court Theatre, Sloane
Square. The company has a
policy of presenting plays by
new writers. Its first season
included works by Angus
Wilson, Nigel Dennis, Ronald
Duncan, Arthur Miller, and a
sensational new discovery, the
27 year old actor turned writer,
John Osborne.
Osborne’s first play, “Look
Back in Anger” has become
such a box office hit that the
number of performances has
been doubled, and plans are
being made for a Broadway
transfer and for a film version.
The success of this one play has
guaranteed the English Stage
Company’s future for many
years to come.
The play itself has been
criticised for being over-long,
repetitious, and laborious in its desire to shock the audience. But it has been highly praised for
giving voice to a searing passion against the futility, indifference and insensitivity of modern life.
It is said to rival “Waiting for Godot” in forcing British theatre into a new direction, and to give a
voice to the “angry young men” of the post-War generation who wish to change society.
“Look Back in Anger” has angered many traditional theatregoers, who regard it as an attack on
traditional values, such as patriotism and decency. The leading character, Jimmy Porter, is a
young neurotic, “full of intellectual frustration, who lives like a pig and furiously finds the whole
world out of step except himself” according to the Daily Mail’s critic. Its setting is a dingy
bedsit and features an ironing board. It has been described as a “kitchen sink” drama.
However, critic Kenneth Tynan has described it as “the best young play of its decade”, and others
have called it “a watershed in modern theatre”.

1956 : The Royal Court Theatre took a risk in
staging the jazz opera by Kurt Weill and Bertolt
Brecht. “The Threepenny Opera” has taken 28
years to reach London, following a Berlin
premiere where the audience threw stinkbombs, the jazz audience claimed it was a
mockery of real jazz, and the highbrow
audience accused Kurt Weill of prostituting his
art.
This “musical” replaces the usual glamour with
squalor, has “hate” songs instead of love songs,
and is set in a brothel. The BBC have banned
its main song “Mack the Knife” because of a
reference to a “jack-knife”, “which might give
irresponsible young people ideas”.
But the risk has paid off. Its limited five week
run has been a total sell out, and there are now
plans to transfer the £10,000 production to the
West End.
The success of this production has led to plans
for Brecht’s own company, the Berliner
Ensemble, to be invited to perform a London
season later this year. It is hoped that Brecht
himself will attend, and many are looking
forward to seeing the man who is hailed as “the
most important living playwright”.

1956 : The first visit to London by the famous Berliner Ensemble went ahead
despite the death of its founder, Bertolt Brecht, shortly before the visit was due to
take place.
The company, now headed by
Brecht’s widow, the actress
Helene Weigel, is regarded as
one of the most exciting theatre
ensembles in the world. It
works on principles devised by
Bertolt Brecht over many years
of
experimenting with new
forms of theatre. Many of his
theories involve rejecting
scenery and lighting effects, and
having actors directly address
the audience.
Brecht, who was 58, had fled
Nazi Germany and worked in
America, but left the USA after
investigation into his
Communist beliefs. He returned
to East Germany at the
invitation of the new
Communist government there,
and was invited to create his
new theatre company.
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