David Edgar on racism and modern theatre

In 2005, the Arts Council of England produced ‘a practical resource’ for arts organisations developing a ‘race equality action plan’. Veering between the patronising (‘a well written press release can raise you audience profile’ – wow) to the questionable (the only example of a ‘mutually beneficial relationship’ for an arts organisation to develop is with ‘business and finance’), the 106-page document was written in a parodically bureaucratic style (‘the main deliverables of your plan should be the objectives and their success criteria’) and is exactly the kind of document which gives the race relations industry a bad name. More importantly, the document’s tick-box, bullet-point, Cbeebies style evaded any issue on which there might be difficulty or even disagreement. For instance, in a report produced six weeks after its forced closure, there was no mention of Behzti.


One of the striking things about Hazel Waters’ book is the way it charts the move, in the eighteenth and nineteenth century stage treatment of Black people, from complexity and difficulty to simplicity and stereotype. Expressed in very different language, set largely in the dramaturgically bleak century between Sheridan and Goldsmith’s brief Georgian flowering and the reinvention of British playwriting led by Wilde, Barker and Shaw in the late Victorian era, Hazel has nonetheless discovered plays and musicals which, at the beginning of her period, try to do surprising and challenging things with the subject of slavery. In the middle of her period, the American T. D. Rice’s grotesque song and dance figure Jim Crow takes London by storm, turning the stock representation of Black people from the dignified (if often sentimental) to the brutish. The later re-sentimentalisation of abolition in the myriad dramatic representations of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin served only to privatise the abolitionist impulse and to assert domestic family values as both the victim and the answer to enslavement. As a white male writer, who believes strongly that writers can and should create characters at a distance from themselves (as the black male Roy Williams has done so effectively with white males in Sing Yer Heart Out For The Lads and white females in Days of Significance) Hazel’s book is a salutary reminder of the twin, complementary dangers of sentiment and stereotype.


The fact that the Arts Council’s document pays so little attention to hard artistic and political choices serves to downgrade its historic achievements. Set up after the war to defend high British arts against the threat of American pop culture, the Council now promotes and protects the idea that arts organisations should both attract and look like the wider communities they serve. Integrated casting – an initially contested notion, mentioned in Respond, once, in list of do’s and don’ts – is one obvious example of this process When I came into the theatre in the early 1970s, Black British actors played identifiably Black parts in contemporary plays and servants, villains or fairies in Shakespeare. Interestingly, as Hazel points out, the first two categories were also stock Black roles nearly 200 years ago, a commonplace challenged then by the great Black actor Ira Aldridge, in performances not just of Othello but of Shylock and at least two Shakespearian kings. The fact that it caused a stir when a Black actor (David Oyelowo) was cast as Henry VI at Stratford six years ago demonstrates how long it has taken to win the battle for colour-blind casting in plays where colour in uncoded. (When I was on the board of the Birmingham Rep, the artistic director regularly fielded letters from inner-city Birmingham children asserting that Juliet had to be blonde and white.) Nonetheless, the principle that where it doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter has worked exactly as its advocates said it would: that a Black Lear can have white daughters has become as solid a theatrical convention as the aside or fourth wall.

The dramatic increase in the number (and therefore the experience, range and talent) of Black and later Asian actors hasn’t been matched in the backstage sectors. Jatinder Verma’s heroic 30-year campaign to open different theatrical cultures up to each other through his company Tara has been impressive in its scope and achievement. But, as critic Michael Billington pointed out at the turn of the millennium, what had been eighteen revenue-funded Black and Asian theatres had dwindled down to two (it’s gone back up a bit since). The Arts Council’s failure to enable a permanent home for Talawa two years ago was the latest of a succession of disappointments in the battle for buildings and there has been no non-white director of a major British theatre company.

And while there is now a significant canon of Black and Asian British plays, this work has tended to sit on the periphery of other movements. Since John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger opened at the Royal Court fifty-one years ago, theatre has provided a site for many hitherto invisible communities to enter into conversation with themselves and each other. In the late 1950s and early 1960s – from Look Back in Anger via Arnold Wesker’s Roots and Chips with Everything to Edward Bond’s Saved – young men from working- and lower middle-class backgrounds questioned the cultural consequences of the democratisation of Britain which arose from the Second World War. In the 1970s the huge generation which had gone to university during the Vietnam war challenged the limited ambitions of the social-democratic welfare state, calling for much more radical change in a country that appeared to be in freefall political, economic and cultural decline. In the 1980s, an upsurge of young women writers posed an alternative model of change, based around personal identity, while in the mid-1990s, the so-called ‘in-yer-face’ generation of playwrights, many of them gay, responded vibrantly and sometimes violently to a complex crisis of masculinity that followed (among other things) twenty-five years of feminism, fifteen years of Thatcherism and ten years of AIDS.

Throughout this period, important Black playwrights charted the Black (and, to a lesser extent, Asian) experience of migration to and living in a rapidly changing Britain. Plays like Errol John’s groundbreaking Moon on a Rainbow Shawl (triumphantly revived by Paulette Randall our years ago) and Barry Reckord’s Flesh to a Tiger and Skyvers were produced at the Royal Court in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Ten years later, Mustapha Matura and Michael Abbensetts (who was later to write the television series Empire Rd ) depicted the struggle of first generation West Indian immigrants, and, later, their sons and daughters (Matura’s great study of Rastafarianism, Welcome Home Jacko, was premiered in 1979). The upsurge of plays exploring the politics of personal identity embraced Hanif Kureishi’s stage output in the early 1980s (particularly Borderline) and the work of Winsome Pinnock a bit later on. While, intermittently, white writers addressed the changing character of post-colonial Britain. Trevor Griffiths, Stephen Poliakoff and I all confronted the growing impact of the National Front, and Caryl Phillips recently described Barry Keeffe’s 1979 Sus as ‘probably the most successful “Black” play of the late 1970s’.

Taken as a whole, and together with the work of other key figures like Edgar White, Alfred Fagon and Tunde Ikole, this canon adds up to a considerable intervention in British theatre, and provides a particular and perhaps unique picture of the making of multicultural Britain. But, paradoxically, Black and Asian work has only begun to feel like a movement quite recently; since, indeed, multicultural Britain has been called into question by the war on terror. This is partly because of changing generations; following long-established figures like Yvonne Brewster and Josette Bushell-Mingo, there is a remarkable cohort of increasingly experienced Black and Asian directors and producers, now in their thirties. But there’s also a sense that, as for other groups in the past, theatre has become a site for necessary conversation between Black and Asian theatre-makers and their audiences.

This was brought home to me with a vengeance nearly two years ago, when I went to five plays in one theatre. All of them had overwhelmingly or entirely Black or Asian casts, all of them attracted substantial Black and/or Asian audiences, all but one was written by a Black or Asian writer. That would be remarkable enough for any regional theatre, but it is doubly remarkable as the theatre was the Birmingham Rep.

After the forced closure of Behzti in December 2004, two things were widely predicted. One was that theatres would become more conservative in their programming of potentially contentious Asian work (particularly on religious and sexual themes). The other was that it would be more difficult for theatres to retain an already fragile non-white audience.

Well, the Rep didn’t have much choice about its post- Behzti  repertoire: it had already announced a programme of already-written Black and Asian plays on issues as bland and uncontroversial as Afro-Caribbean gun crime, Muslim brothels, terrorism, communalism and teenage sex. During their runs, the theatre kept a rough head-count of its non-white audiences for all its shows. In the studio, 40 per cent of the audience for Azma Dar’s Chaos  (set in a Muslim home, concerned with careerism, communalism and terrorism) was non-white; about the same for Yasmin Whittaker Khan’s Bells, the play about Muslim brothels. A revival of Kwame Kwei-Armah’s groundbreaking Elmina’s Kitchen (in Birmingham en route to the West End) achieved the largest Black audience of its pre-London tour (nearly a third) in the Rep’s 900-seater main house. While over 60 per cent of the audience for a short run of Roy Williams’ Little Sweet Thing was non-white.

Although all of these plays had tough and challenging content, Little Sweet Thing was probably the most controversial of all. Roy Williams’ story of a Black ex-con who tries but fails to break free of a criminal sub-culture contained two white characters, both of which are threatened and bullied by Black characters, whom they seek first to emulate and then out-do. The idea that emulating Black urban culture can turn weak nice people into strong nasty ones is a pretty brave notion for a Black writer to express.

So why was over half its audience Black (responding, on the night I saw I, with enthusiasm and recognition)? Why after the Behzti protests, did a play about Muslim Mujra survive and flourish (despite an attempt by a local radio station to whip up protests, by alerting the police to non-existent pickets)?

One reason is consistency. Before Behzti, the Birmingham Rep studio presented well over twenty Black or Asian plays, from Ayub Khan-Din’s East is East (premiered in 1996), via Charles Mulekwa’s A Time of Fire and Sudha Bhuchar’s Balti Kings to Amber Lone’s Paradise. In the same period, the main house hosted twelve shows with predominantly Black or Asian casts, including Peter Oswald’s adaptation of The Ramayana, Jatinder Verma’s Journey to the West and Benji Reid and Felix Cross’s Slamdunk. Like the Theatre Royal, Stratford East, and the Tricyle in North London, the Birmingham Rep understood long ago that the way to grow a new audience is to sow the seed, water it, and keep mowing.

A second reason is that, clearly, these plays are dealing with the subjects of acute concern to audiences, which are not being debated elsewhere in the same way (as, more recently at the Rep, have Tanika Gupta’s Sugar Mummies, Shan Khan’s The Prayer Room and Amber Lone’s Deadeye). Among these issues are those faced by young Asian women, who formed a substantial part of the audience for most of the Asian plays I’ve listed, including Behzti itself (clearly, the sexual abuse of a young Sikh woman by an older Sikh man struck a chord among young Asian women from many different communities; as obviously, a play about sexual abuse by people in positions of religious authority was bound to be condemned by Birmingham’s Catholic Archbishop).

The fact that theatre is – as it has for fifty years – providing a site for hitherto unheard voices to speak makes the Behzti affair even more bitterly ironic. Along with Roy Williams and Kwame Kwei-Armah, young Asian women writers have understood that theatre is a particular kind of place, with particular rules of engagement, which arise out of its character as a public but intimate space, where human activity is not enacted directly but represented. When Janet Steel’s Kali Theatre – producer of Chaos and Bells – recently put out a call for new scripts by Asian women, they received thirty-seven replies. However, companies like Kali, Tara and Tamasha are touring organisations which need venues to invite them in, and there is an increasing impetus for them to provide particular product. Writers are subject to contradictory pressures, either to sensationalise their subject matter to increase its profile, or to tone it down on the grounds of health and safety. The increasing leverage of Asian audience in particular tempts management to avoid controversy, domesticate Bollywood and rely – as the popular theatre of the nineteenth century did before them – on easily recognisable stereotypes and caricature (what one young writer calls the ‘comic fat aunty syndrome’). And that’s before writers confront the complexities of their relationship with their families and their communities.

Hazel’s book opens a hitherto curtained window onto a previously invisible room. Significantly, it starts not with Black people on the London stage but Black people in the London auditorium. On Saturday night, I was part of a full and thoroughly diverse house at the Birmingham Rep watching Felix Cross’ high-powered, colourful and moving Wedding Dance, a play set against the background of salsa dance clubs in London, but actually about all the big things: ambition, exile, passion and betrayal. For all its limitations, British theatre has been sufficiently open over the last few years to provide a site for various marginalised and even invisible groups to confront questions which matter o them in an open space. Hazel’s book is a salutary reminder that the theatre can be a place to confirm prejudice and stereotype as well as challenge it, that a window you can open is a window you can shut. Which is why, if that deliverable is to continue to be rolled out, we need to defend its objectives against the many forces ranged against them.

