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Introduction
Mary Luckhurst

‘Modern British drama’ is a tricky label and a contested notion. The idea that certain
playwrights and certain plays might be representative of various cultures and various
communities is troubling. If the English were later than most to acquire a national
theatre, it was in many ways because it was not seen to be needed: there was
Shakespeare, there was the English language and there was imperial self-regard. The
fact that the National Theatre came into existence during the postimperial crisis is no
surprise. But recognizing the power of that seismic crisis and acknowledging the
continuing quakes is another matter entirely for the English. Only very slowly indeed
is that happening, and as Declan Kiberd points out in chapter 2, it has been at the
prompting of plays by modern Irish dramatists, which the English have imported to
view themselves at a safe remove. ‘The project of inventing Ireland’, Kiberd says,
‘presupposed the task of helping the neighbouring people to reinvent the idea of
England’ and the ‘shaping of the modern democratic po/is has been rehearsed in the
dramas of England over the past half-century’. A major difficulty for the idea of
English drama is that it has been consumed by the notion of British drama, just as
‘England’ has been consumed by the idea of ‘Britain’. Englishness needs redefining
just as English drama needs re-viewing and reassessing with postcoloniality in mind.
Irish drama, Scottish drama and Welsh drama can all be seen to be engaged in the
political project of interrogating histories and identities, and reimagining past and
present. Drama in England is generally not thought about in this sense, and the
academy lags behind the inventive endeavours of many playwrights and theatre
companies. The postcolonial agenda, then, is strong in this Companion to Modern
British and Irish Drama, and because of recent history the forum for much reflection,
as Victor Merriman elucidates in chapter 1, is the dramatic traffic that has flowed
from Ireland to England and vice versa.

If imperial history is a significant and passionately discussed narrative in this
volume then so is the feminist agenda — and in the case of Winsome Pinnock they,
of course, overlap, as Gabriele Griffin discusses in chapter 16. ‘Postfeminism’ is an
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invidious ideological construct and there is no credence given to it on these pages. Too
many tetrospectives of twentieth-century British and Irish drama have paid shock-
ingly tokenistic attention to plays by female authors despite the important advances
made in theatre criticism. As Sally Ledger makes clear in chapter 4, there is still a
huge amount of work to be done in evaluating the extraordinary contribution of
women dramatists in their outstandingly effective political campaign. The post-Ibsen
realist project has overwhelmingly been written up as a male enterprise, and unhappy
as the term ‘women playwrights’ is, it will be used as long as the academy treats them
inequitably. Periodicity comes into the equation here. The negative constructions of
the New Woman still tend to be feted more in conservative plays than in the
extraordinary and radical plays by women such as Elizabeth Robins. Suffrage plays
still tend to be treated as something apart from the canon. John Osborne has been
privileged over an infinitely more progressive Shelagh Delaney. Sarah Kane and
Marina Carr are privileged apparently because they write violent plays, and stray
into a territory that prejudice has reserved for the masculine. The theatre industry
itself has problems: the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC), the Royal Court and the
National Theatre (NT) have never employed a female artistic director, and women
directors find the profession notoriously difficult to navigate. Certain voices, it seems,
are still too dangerous to be heard, as Gurpreet Bhatti discovered when her play Bebzti
was closed down because of riots at the Birmingham Rep in 2004 and she had to go
into hiding. Without doubt, there are other voices in Britain and Ireland that go
unheard — one of the last taboos certainly appears to reside in being an openly lesbian
playwright, and lesbian theatre, unlike gay theatre, really struggles with visibility.
There are chapters in this volume that look penetratingly at these issues and insist on
wholesale re-examination.

If feminist and postcolonial agendas dominate this volume, it is not at the expense
of many other vitally important questions. Why the history of modern British
theatre, for example, is predominantly refracted through the lenses of three institu-
tions — the Royal Court, the NT and the RSC - is quite baffling. Similarly, the Abbey
Theatre with its particular literary and performative traditions has dominated the
history of modern Irish drama for good and bad.

The question of the metropolis versus the regions is also raised. Without doubt the
histories of regional theatres and performance events in Britain and Ireland have been
marginalized, and urgent work is needed to chase away some of the myths about
conservatism and the supposed lack of modernist experimentation. Kate Newey
reflects on this in chapter 3, wondering at the adoption and naturalizarion of Ibsenite
realism by the English, and what that whole project may have steam-rollered and
erased.

This Companion is divided into six parts. The first sets out broad historical and
political frames; the second examines modern playwrights and theatrical events that
had a profound influence on the mid- to late twentieth century. The third considers
specific aspects of class and empire. Part IV celebrates the different comic modes that
have been famously deployed by many British and Irish dramatists. Chapters in “War
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and Terrot’ explore the tepresentation of conflict, atrocity and trauma on stage —
subjects which have not received enough critical attention from theatre historians. In
chapter 26, for example, John Lennard reflects on Holocaust drama in Britain, and in
chapter 28 Charles Wood is rightly identified as the most significant living dramatist
of war. Part VI traces significant developments in theatre since 1968 and looks at a
plethora of very diverse playwrights engaging with a variety of agendas. Many
questions are posed, many dialogues conducted. This Companion is polemical and
provocative and, hopefully, far from representative.



