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"I always think of Scotland as a European country, and England as, unfortunately, not one."1 

Howard Barker 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Howard Barker in Mark Brown (ed.), Howard Barker Interviews 1980-2010: Conversations in Catastrophe 

(Bristol: Intellect, 2011), p. 151.   
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Abstract 

 

Scotland has enjoyed a late and significant flowering of theatre since the late 1960s. This 

project explores what I believe to have been a Renaissance that has occurred in Scottish 

theatre since 1969 and tests my thesis that at the core of this revival lie profound connections 

to the related concepts of Europeanness and Modernism. 

 The work combines a considerable quantity of new material, generated through 

exclusive interviews conducted with major players in this Renaissance (both theatre 

directors and dramatists), with my own analyses and interaction with the existing critical 

and academic literature. The thesis begins with a Preface addressing various facets of 

European Modernism and their relations to the development of Scottish theatre since the 

late Sixties. Chapter 1 of the work offers a detailed consideration of the role played in 

Scottish theatre's revival by Giles Havergal's thirty-four year reign as artistic director at 

Glasgow's Citizens Theatre, and explores the manner in which Havergal's work was, or was 

not, taken forward by his successors Jeremy Raison (2003-2010) and Dominic Hill (2010 to 

the present).  

 Moving on from the establishing of a European Modernist aesthetic at the Citizens in 

the 1970s, the thesis contends (in Chapter 2) that this aesthetic was disseminated more 

widely in Scottish theatre in the 1980s, and that the driving force in that dissemination was 

Communicado theatre company. Chapter 3 addresses the emergence of a generation of 

Scottish theatremakers in the 1990s whose work, arguably, represents the clearest and 

strongest reflection of European Modernist aesthetics in new theatre produced in Scotland. 
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This chapter comprises interviews (in question and answer format) with the five artists who 

I consider to be the leading figures in the "golden generation" of the Nineties, followed by 

analyses of the interviews. The interviewees are writers David Greig, Zinnie Harris, David 

Harrower and Anthony Neilson, and the auteur director/designer Stewart Laing. 

 Finally, in Chapter 4 and the Conclusion, the thesis considers the way in which the 

National Theatre of Scotland (established in 2006) has mapped onto and contributed 

towards the European Modernist strand in Scottish Theatre. This is followed by an analysis 

of the possible future for this tradition in live drama in Scotland. 
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Preface: defining our terms 

 

This thesis contends that a Renaissance1 has occurred in Scottish theatre during the last five 

decades. Throughout the work there are numerous references to particularly "European" 

and/or "Modernist" elements in Scottish theatre in this period. In the context of this thesis, 

these terms should, in general (i.e. unless otherwise indicated) be considered to be 

interchangeable references to European Modernism, particularly in its developments 

throughout the early-twentieth century and the three decades after the Second World War.2 

European artistic Modernism comes in many different forms, including: Futurism,3 

Constructivism,4 Cubism,5 Dadaism,6 Surrealism,7 Absurdism,8 and a panoply of other 

                                                           
1 By which, crucially, I mean not a rebirth of a halcyon period in Scottish drama, but the sudden 

flourishing in Scotland of the modern, continental classicism of European Modernism some seventy-

three years after the premiere (in 1896) of French playwright Alfred Jarry's early-Modernist 

masterpiece Ubu Roi. 
2 Anna Bronovitskaya, 'European Modernism', from website of the Narkomfin Foundation: 

narkomfin.ru/Eng/Architecture/Modernism.aspx (accessed 15/6/2013). 
3 "The most important Italian avant-garde art movement of the twentieth century, Futurism celebrated 

advanced technology and urban modernity[...] Their enthusiasm for modernity and the machine 

ultimately led them to celebrate the arrival of the First World War. By its end the group was largely 

spent as an important avant-garde, though it continued through the 1920s, and, during that time 

several of its members went on to embrace Fascism, making Futurism the only twentieth century 

avant-garde to have embraced far right politics." Encyclopaedia entry, The Art Story website: 

www.theartstory.org/movement-futurism.htm (accessed 23/1/2017).  
4 "Constructivism was the last and most influential modern art movement to flourish in Russia in the 

20th century. It evolved just as the Bolsheviks came to power in the October Revolution of 1917, and 

initially it acted as a lightning rod for the hopes and ideas of many of the most advanced Russian 

artists who supported the revolution's goals. It borrowed ideas from Cubism, Suprematism and 

Futurism, but at its heart was an entirely new approach to making objects, one which sought to 

abolish the traditional artistic concern with composition, and replace it with 'construction.'" 

Encyclopaedia entry, The Art Story website: www.theartstory.org/movement-constructivism.htm 

(accessed 23/1/2017).  
5 "Cubism was a revolutionary new approach to representing reality invented in around 1907/08 by 

artists Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque who aimed to bring different views of subjects (usually 

objects or figures) together in the same picture, resulting in paintings that appear 

fragmented and abstracted." Tate galleries website: www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-

resources/glossary/c/cubism (accessed 23/1/2017). 
6 "Dada was an artistic and literary movement that began in Zürich, Switzerland. It arose as a reaction 

to World War I and the nationalism that many thought had led to the war. Influenced by other avant-
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movements and tendencies that might exist under the umbrella of the European "avant-

garde". Despite the dizzying array of its manifestations, it is, nevertheless, worthwhile to 

attempt to define one's terms (albeit in a way which cannot possibly be exhaustive) with 

regard to what "European Modernism" means in the context of Scottish theatre since the late 

1960s. To that end, this Preface will consider the general implications of the artistic 

revolution that exploded in early twentieth-century Europe, before exploring four 

particularly significant theatrical manifestations of Modernism: namely, the concept of 

theatrical "auteurism", and the theatres and theories of Bertolt Brecht, Jacques Lecoq and the 

contemporary English playwright Howard Barker.  

 As alluded to above, Modernism revolutionises artistic expression in Europe in all of 

its forms. Indeed, it is remarkable how closely its manifestation in one art form is reflected in 

other areas of artistic practice. The language of Modernism in the visual arts is, for example, 

replicated within that of avant-garde music. When the Hungarian Modernist composer Béla 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
garde movements[...] its output was wildly diverse, ranging from performance art to poetry, 

photography, sculpture, painting, and collage. Dada's aesthetic [was] marked by its mockery of 

materialistic and nationalistic attitudes[...]." Encyclopaedia entry, The Art Story website: 

www.theartstory.org/movement-dada.htm (accessed 23/1/2017).  
7 "[Emerging in the early twentieth century] [t]he Surrealist artists sought to channel the unconscious 

as a means to unlock the power of the imagination. Disdaining rationalism and literary realism, and 

powerfully influenced by psychoanalysis, the Surrealists believed the rational mind repressed the 

power of the imagination, weighting it down with taboos. Influenced also by Karl Marx, they hoped 

that the psyche had the power to reveal the contradictions in the everyday world and spur on 

revolution." Encyclopaedia entry, The Art Story website: www.theartstory.org/movement-

surrealism.htm (accessed 23/1/2017).  
8 A philosophical and cultural movement connected to Existentialism, widely seen to have originated 

in the early-twentieth century with the French philosopher and writer Albert Camus. As the Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy puts it: "[Camus's] philosophy of the absurd has left us with a striking 

image of the human fate: Sisyphus endlessly pushing his rock up the mountain only to see it roll back 

down each time he gains the top": plato.stanford.edu/entries/camus (accessed 23/1/2017). The concept 

is applied to playwrights such as Eugène Ionesco and Samuel Beckett in theatre critic Martin Esslin's 

influential 1960 essay 'Theatre of the Absurd'. 
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Bartók called for, "a complete break with the nineteenth century,"9 his words could have 

been mistaken for those of the painter Pablo Picasso. Speaking of Arnold Schoenberg and 

the Second Viennesse School of composers,10 the music critic and broadcaster Tom Service 

talks in terms that could be applied equally to Modernists working in other art forms: "This 

is music that is suffused with tonal implication, with tonal suggestion and ambiguity. That's 

what gives it its expressive and emotional power."11 In its reflection of key aspects of 

Modernist aesthetics, Service's commentary could almost be a partner to Barker's statement, 

with regard to theatre: "It is not to insult an audience to offer it ambiguity."12 As Service 

points out, Schoenberg wanted to, "emancipate the dissonance". The Austrian's oeuvre is, 

Service continues, "an emancipated music that has freed up realms of feelings that just 

weren't permitted before." In the years immediately before the First World War, Service 

argues, "This question [of how to contain the "volcano of expressionist violence"13 unleashed 

by Modernism] wasn't confined to Schoenberg, and it wasn't confined to music, because 

volcanoes of expressionism and experimentation were exploding across whichever art form 

you can think of."14 In a letter written in the form of a Modernist poem, the composer wrote 

in terms of "expression" and of "thousands" of simultaneous sensations that, "can no more 

readily be added together than an apple and a pear." Such ideas get to the heart of 

Modernism's sense of energy, urgency and indeterminacy: 

                                                           
9 Bartók quoted in Peter Laki (ed.), Bartók and His World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 

p. 18. 
10 The name given to the group of composers, most famously Alban Berg, who came under the 

influence of Schoenberg during the years in which he lived and taught, sporadically, in Vienna (1903 

and 1925). 
11 The Listening Service: Breaking Free, The Second Viennese School, BBC Radio 3, 1/1/2017: 

www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b086t9mw (accessed 1/1/2017). 
12 Howard Barker, 'Fortynine asides for a tragic theatre', in his collection of theatre theory Arguments 

for a Theatre (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), p. 19. 
13 Service, The Listening Service. 
14 Ibid. 
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  My music must be   

  brief. 

 Concise! In two notes: not built, but 'expressed'!! 

  And the results I wish for: 

 No stylized protracted emotion. 

 People are not like that: 

 it is impossible for a person to have only one sensation at a time. 

 One has thousands simultaneously. And these thousands can no more readily be 

 added together than an apple and a pear. They go their own ways.15 

 

What Schoenberg writes of music is perfectly compatible with the Spanish Modernist 

painter  and sculptor Juan Gris's comment about the visual arts: "Cubism is moving around 

an object to seize several successive appearances, which fused in a single image, reconstitute 

it in time."16 Again, we return to possibilities, ambiguities, uncertainties in art works that are 

intended to alter our sense of naturalistic perception and of time itself. Such complementary 

outlooks on aesthetic practice among Modernist artists could be replicated thousands of 

times over, so all-encompassing was the twentieth-century revolution in the arts.   

 If early Modernism is characterised by such avant-garde energy, what of Scottish 

theatre's late arrival at the table?17 The late Australian critic of the visual arts Robert Hughes 

writes that, "the idea of the avant-garde petered out in the institutionalized culture of late 

modernism."18 Yet, while this is true in many and profound ways, there, nevertheless, 

remains enough of what Scottish dramatist David Greig19 calls "English realism"20 on the 

                                                           
15 Schoenberg quoted in Malcolm MacDonald, Schoenberg (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 

9-10. 
16 Quoted on The Art Story website: www.theartstory.org/artist-gris-juan.htm (accessed 23/1/2017). 
17 Which this thesis locates in 1969, with the arrival of Giles Havergal as artistic director of the 

Citizens Theatre in Glasgow. As we will see in the Introduction to the thesis and in Chapter 1, works 

of European Modernism appeared on the Scottish stage prior to this, but, arguably, it was not until 

Havergal's arrival that a real revolution in the aesthetic practice of Scottish theatre really began.  
18 Robert Hughes, The Shock of the New (London: Thames and Hudson, 1996), p. 6. 
19

 Scottish playwright and, since 2016, artistic director of the Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh. For 

more on Greig see Chapter 3 of this thesis. 
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Scottish stage in the late 1960s and 1970s (and beyond) that the aesthetics and methods of 

European Modernism bring, if not quite avant-gardism, then, at least, a palpable energy to the 

theatre culture in Scotland. Indeed, one could argue that the energy of Modernism still 

resonates today, in the second decade of the twenty-first century. 

 Selecting which of the many aspects of European Modernism one considers to have 

been most influential upon Scottish theatre over the last five decades is an invidious task. 

One might contend, however, that the four theatrical agents selected here have had 

particularly marked influences upon the leading artists and companies of Scotland's 

theatrical Renaissance. The much-discussed "triumvirate"21 of directors at the Citizens 

Theatre in Glasgow, for instance, can and should be considered prime examples of European 

Modernist auteurs working in Scotland. Indeed, as we will see in Chapter 1, in addition to a 

general regard for the techniques and literatures (in terms of both drama and prose fiction) 

of European Modernism, the triumvirate had a particular taste for Brecht, whose work they 

produced often. Brecht and Lecoq can both be seen to be influential, in different ways and to 

different degrees, upon a number of important companies in Scottish theatre's Modernist 

strand. Nowhere is that more pronounced than in the case of Communicado theatre 

company. As we shall see in Chapter 2, the distinctive aesthetic contributions of both Brecht 

and Lecoq have found their way into the work of a company which has, in turn, had a 

profound influence upon the Scottish companies which followed it. Barker may not be a 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
20 David Greig, 'A tyrant for all time', The Guardian (London, 28/4/2003): 

www.theguardian.com/stage/2003/apr/28/theatre.artsfeatures (accessed 1/1/2017). 
21 Giles Havergal, Philip Prowse and Robert David MacDonald, who collaborated at the Glasgow 

playhouse during Havergal's time as artistic director between 1969 and 2003. The opening line of the 

British Theatre Guide's obituary for MacDonald (in 2004) is typical of the general and accepted 

description of the three men as the "triumvirate": www.britishtheatreguide.info/news/RDM.htm 

(accessed 16/5/2013). 
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household name in his native England in the way that, for example, Harold Pinter is,22 but 

he is considered an eminent dramatist by many theatre cultures around the world, 

including, notably, France23 and Scotland.24 The importance of his work to Scottish theatre's 

Modernist artists is reflected in the work of Dominic Hill, the current artistic director of the 

Citizens Theatre, Glasgow,25 and of playwrights such as David Greig and Zinnie Harris.26   

 To alight upon these four particular agents is in no way to disregard the importance 

of other movements and individuals in European Modernism, from the early twentieth-

century experimentalism of Dadaism to writers such as Luigi Pirandello, Eugène 

Ionesco, Samuel Beckett and, his disciple, Harold Pinter, and the great, Polish experimental 

theatremaker Jerzy Grotowski. Indeed, as we will see in Chapter 3, where we consider the 

work of five leading dramatists in contemporary Scottish theatre, and Chapter 4, which 

takes as its subject the National Theatre of Scotland, one can and should consider the 

development of such artists as being influenced by, among other factors and alongside self-

generated talents, a panoply of elements within both European Modernism and the Scottish 

                                                           
22 A fact that numerous commentators attribute to the hostility towards his work among the London 

critical and theatrical establishment. I explore this idea in the essay, 'Barker, criticism and the 

philosophy of the "Art of Theatre"', in Howard Barker's Art of Theatre, David Ian Rabey and Sarah 

Goldingay (eds.) (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), pp. 94-101.  
23 See Christine Kiehl's essay, 'Staging Barker in France 2009', in Rabey and Goldingay (2013), pp. 105-

114, which considers both the general reverence for, and prominence of, Barker's theatre in France 

and the season of four Barker plays that was presented at the Odéon theatre in Paris in 2009. 
24 Barker's Victory was directed to great critical acclaim by the late Kenny Ireland (who had been a 

founding member of, and actor and director for, Barker's company The Wrestling School) at the Royal 

Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh in 2002. In 2006 Mark Coleman directed a production of the Barker play 

A Hard Heart for Strathclyde Theatre Group in Glasgow, and received many critical plaudits. Perhaps 

even more significantly, there have been no fewer than fourteen Barker productions at the Royal 

Conservatoire of Scotland (previously Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama): see my 

interview with Hugh Hodgart, Dean of Drama and Dance at the RCS, 'Staging Barker at Scotland's 

Conservatoire', in Howard Barker's Theatre, James Reynolds and Andy W. Smith (eds.) (London: 

Bloomsbury, 2015), pp. 215-224. 
25 In addition to directing his multiple  award-winning production of Barker's Scenes from a Execution 

at Dundee Rep in 2003, Hill also commissioned a Citizens Theatre Company production of the 

dramatist's Lot and His God, directed by Debbie Hannan, in 2015. 
26 See Chapter 3 of this thesis. 
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theatrical Renaissance itself. Nevertheless, in order to gain a sharper focus on what this 

thesis means by the influence of European Modernism upon modern and contemporary 

Scottish theatre, it is, as argued above, instructive to consider the following four agents. 

 

Auteurism and the director's theatre 

The concept of the directorial "auteur" in the theatre is, as Avra Sidiropoulou writes, 

"borrowed from French film criticism".27 Originating in France in, depending on 

one's point of view, the early 1950s, 28 the late 1940s29 or, even, the early 1920s,30 

"auteur theory" sought to describe a type of film director who would become 

prominent within the French "New Wave" cinema of the 1950s and 1960s. Such 

filmmakers were considered to have a highly distinctive aesthetic, and a perceived 

originality and singularity of cinematic vision which made her or him the primary, 

or even sole, author of the artwork (even when s/he was not the writer of the 

screenplay). Two of the theory's leading exponents, François Truffaut and Jean-Luc 

Godard, became major directors in the New Wave.31 Auteur theory has been applied 

not only to French directors, but to a broad, eclectic and international range of 

                                                           
27 Avra Sidiropoulou, Authoring Performance: The Director in Contemporary Theatre (New York: Palgrave 

MacMillan, 2011), p. 11.  
28 Kate Ince credits François Truffaut with "launching the polemic" on auteurism in the 1950s. 

Introduction to Kate Ince (ed.), Five directors: Auteurism from Assayas to Ozon (Manchester: Manchester 

University Press, 2008), p. 1.  
29 The Encyclopedia Britannica locates the beginning of auteur theory in French film criticism in the 

1940s. Encyclopedia Britannica online: britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/44609/auteur-theory (accessed 

12/6/2014). 
30 Ince, p. 3. 
31 Encyclopedia Britannica. 



18 
 

filmmakers, from Federico Fellini32 to Quentin Tarantino.33 There are, of course, many 

complexities within, and variations upon, auteur theory. However, the philosophy of the 

cinematic auteur is, perhaps, best summarised by Andrew Sarris, its leading exponent in the 

United States: "The strong director imposes his own personality on a film; the weak director 

allows the personalities of others to run rampant."34 

 As Sidiropoulou observes, whilst the term "auteur" may not have been applied 

to them, European avant-garde theatremakers, including, notably, Alfred Jarry, began 

working as the primary author of stage productions as early as the late-nineteenth 

century, when the birth cries of Modernism were being heard across the continent.35 

In that sense, although the concept of the directorial "auteur" emerges from within 

cinema criticism, the practice of the auteur in the theatre might be said to predate its 

manifestation in film. That said, it is not difficult to see how the cinematic concept of the 

auteur crossed over to continental European theatre. The notion of the director as an artistic 

visionary, who assumes, with the widespread support of the theatre-going public, 

the right to re-envision the theatrical text according to her or his own imagination 

and tastes has an obvious appeal within the contexts of the new theatrical forms of 

twentieth-century Modernism. The theory and practice of auteurism contrasts starkly 

with the approach of nineteenth-century naturalistic theatre, which, arguably, 

remains stronger in England than in any other European country. In such a theatre 

                                                           
32 Fellini's position as an auteur is the subject of the book-length study: John C. Stubbs, Federico Fellini 

as Auteur: seven aspects of his films (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2006). 
33 Nick James, 'Auteurism vs Bureaucracy', Sight and Sound (London: British Film Institute, 19/9, 

September 2009), p. 5. 
34 Quoted in James Chapman, Cinemas of the World: Film and Society from 1895 to the Present (London: 

Reaktion Books, 2003), p. 114. 
35 Sidiropoulou, pp. 13-14. 
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the director is, broadly, expected to serve a text reverentially, as regards the time and 

place in which the drama is set, the costume and set designs, and, indeed, the 

presentation of the text itself. Moreover, s/he is expected, often, to place her/himself 

at the disposal of the actor as interpreter of the play. 

 There are simply too many European auteur directors to mention. In post-Second 

World War Europe until the present day, however, we might talk of such figures as: Ariane 

Mnouchkine (France), Peter Zadek and Peter Stein (both from Germany), Kristian Lupa and 

Krzysztof Warlikowski (Poland), Robert Sturua (Georgia), Eimuntas Nekrošius (Lithuania), 

Silviu Purcărete (Romania), and Calixto Bieito (Spain). Indeed, whilst he hails from the 

United States, acclaimed stage director Robert Wilson might also be classified as a member 

of the "European director's theatre", if not by birth, then by both artistic inclination and, 

indeed, since the early 1980s, the places where his work has been produced.36 American actor 

Willem Dafoe, a collaborator of Wilson's, makes an observation about the director which 

might be applied to European theatre auteurs more generally:  

 

 Bob [Wilson]'s a very strong personality and has a strong aesthetic and you submit to 

 his vision. His theatre is not burdened with personality or manner or psychology [...]

 [W]hen [as an actor]  your plate is very full, not with ideas but with tasks, that's 

 when you perform in a purer way. It's like animal instinct. When I feel my most free 

 and have my greatest discoveries is when the world drops away and my attention is 

 based totally on action and balancing and sound, light and music.37 

 

                                                           
36 Namely, to take a few examples, Cologne (Germany), Paris (France), Hamburg (Germany) and, in 

the case of his 2013 production of Danil Kharms' The Old Woman, Manchester (England) and Spoleto 

(Italy). See Alisa Solomon, 'Robert Wilson', in Martin Banham (ed.), The Cambridge Guide to Theatre 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995 [1988]), p.1202, and Stuart Jeffries's interview with 

Willem Dafoe, 'Don't make this into a crackpot profile please' (London: Guardian website, 16/6/2013): 

guardian.co.uk/film/2013/jun/16/willem-dafoe-dont-make-crackpot-profile-please (accessed 6/2/2017). 
37 Jeffries, ibid.  



20 
 

 As theatre critic and author Michael Billington writes, there has long been a hostility 

towards the director's theatre within England, and, arguably, the theatre cultures of Britain; 

albeit a hostility which has, as Billington argues, been in decline in recent decades.38 

Nevertheless, as Billington also writes, the opposition in England to the director as auteur 

continued long after the director's theatre had become established in continental Europe. 

Indeed, the hostility remained a potent enough force that it led to "genuine visionaries like 

Joan Littlewood and Peter Brook39 eventually [fleeing] our shores"40 (both to Paris  in the 

1970s). Howard Barker (who might be considered an ultra-auteur, in that he often writes, 

directs and designs his own work) finds himself in the position of an internal exile in 

England, such is the hostility towards his work among the English directorial and critical 

establishment.41 Barker's comments on the nature of his company, The Wrestling School, are 

a particularly clear expression of auteurism: 

  

 The Wrestling School is not a collaborative company. It's often misunderstood as 

 being an actor's company, which it's not [...] [F]or all my profound respect for the 

 actor[,] I do not require his opinion as a means of arriving at some sort of agreement 

 on how he might address the role. I rely entirely on his skill and sensibility. 

 Otherwise, as the writer of the piece, I know not only what is written, but also what I 

 require from its playing. The absence of the collaborative will in the company - I 

                                                           
38

 Michael Billington, 'D is for Director's Theatre', The Guardian (London: 3/1/2012): 

guardian.co.uk/stage/2012/jan/03/d-director-s-theatre-modern-drama (accessed 17/6/2013). 
39 Interestingly, in the context of Howard Barker's comment (above) that, "Scotland [is] a European 

country, and England [is], unfortunately, not one", Brook selected the Tramway arts venue in 

Glasgow as his preferred UK venue following his departure from England for France. Brook's 

relationship with Tramway is outlined in my article, 'Peter Brook takes spiritual journey back to 

Scotland' (Glasgow: Sunday Herald, 29/3/2010): http://www.heraldscotland.com/arts-ents/stage-visual-

arts/peter-brook-takes-spiritual-journey-back-to-scotland-1.1017054 (accessed 17/6/2013). 
40 Billington, 'D is for Director's Theatre'. 
41 The 2012 production of Barker's play Scenes From an Execution at the National Theatre in London 

was the first time the company had staged his work. This despite high profile productions and 

festivals of his theatre in such countries as Australia; Finland; France; Portugal; Slovenia; and the 

United States. 
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 detect no demand for it - both defines it and, perhaps, renders the experience of it 

 luxurious.42 

 

 In Scottish terms (as we will see in Chapter 1), the right to re-envision classical texts 

assumed by the directorial triumvirate of Giles Havergal, Philip Prowse and Robert David 

MacDonald at Glasgow's Citizens Theatre, in tandem with the expression of certain ideas 

that might be associated with "the Sixties",43 came as a profound shock, not only to 

Scotland's theatre critics, but to many people in society, including teachers, politicians and, 

even, members of the Citizens' board of directors. Interestingly, whilst, over the last fifty 

years, auteurism might be considered to have combined with other ideas within European 

Modernism in the work of various Scottish theatre companies (such as Communicado, 

Vanishing Point, Grid Iron and Catherine Wheels), its influence in Scotland has often been at 

its strongest in relation to the Citizens Theatre. Stewart Laing, the designer, director and 

founder of the distinctly European Modernist company Untitled Projects (whose work will 

be discussed in Chapter 3), trained in theatre design at the Citizens under Prowse. Dominic 

Hill, Scotland's most highly acclaimed stage director since Havergal's departure from the 

Citizens in 2003, took over the artistic directorship of the Glasgow playhouse in 2011.44   

 

Brecht: theory and practice 

As we will see in the chapters to follow, the influences of the theatre and theory of Bertolt 

Brecht on the Scottish theatrical Renaissance are manifold, ranging from the significant 

position of his plays in the early repertoire of Giles Havergal's Citizens Theatre to the stage 

                                                           
42 Barker in Mark Brown (ed.), p. 199. 
43 Such as "metrosexuality" and a more liberal attitude to sexual expression and the naked body. 
44 Announcement of Hill's appointment at the Citizens, (London: Daily Telegraph website, 18/3/2011): 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/theatre-news/8391086/Dominic-Hill-is-announced-as-

Artistic-Director-of-Glasgows-Citizens-Theatre.html (accessed 17/6/2014). 
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aesthetics of leading director Dominic Hill. Indeed, Brecht might also be considered to be 

playing a subtle, indirect role in the non-naturalistic imaginative landscapes of the plays of 

David Greig, Zinnie Harris, David Harrower and Anthony Neilson.45 Interestingly, Brecht's 

primary influence upon modern Scottish theatre is widely considered to be upon the 

tendency that is called, in the Introduction to this thesis, the "7:84/Wildcat strand".46 It is the 

tendency which is most interested in the expression of (leftist) politics and, arguably, largely 

distinct from the aesthetics of European Modernism on the national stage. Brecht's leftist 

political agenda and frequent deployment of live music might be cited as significant 

influences upon, for example, 7:84's legendary 1973 agitprop/ceilidh production The Cheviot, 

The Stag and The Black Black Oil.47 There is, however, a strong case to be made that Brecht's 

primary importance as a dramatist and thinker is, not as an agitational propagandist, but as 

a theatrical innovator. In the Scottish context, the logical extension of this argument is to 

consider Brecht's most profound effects to be upon those theatre practitioners who, rather 

than being the most explicitly political artists, stand in the more imaginatively inclined and 

aesthetically innovative traditions of European Modernism.     

 Of the various elements in Brecht's self-defined "epic theatre", the two most 

influential upon the modern Scottish stage have, it may be argued, been "alienation 

techniques" and "narrative realism". The former is an aesthetic innovation employed by 

Brecht with an explicitly political intent, but which is very much of a part with the stage 

techniques of the Modernist movements of the time. Alienation techniques are at odds with 

notions of naturalism, in which every element of a production, from acting and design, to 

                                                           
45 See Chapter 3 of this thesis. 
46 Critic Brian Logan refers to John McGrath, the founding artistic director of both the 7:84 England 

and 7:84 Scotland theatre companies as "Britain's Brecht", (London: The Guardian website, 15/5/2002): 

http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2002/may/15/artsfeatures (accessed 29/6/2014). 
47 Trish Reid, Theatre and Scotland (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), pp. 10-13. 
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the language and chronology of the play, should aim, somehow, to replicate the "real 

world". Rather, they were employed precisely to accentuate their own theatricality, and, in 

doing so, to emphasise the distinction between the theatrical stage and world beyond. In his 

table of opposites, in which he placed his epic theatre in counterposition to the "dramatic 

theatre" (i.e. naturalistic theatre), Brecht argued that, whereas, in the naturalistic theatre, 

"one scene makes another" in a chronologically "linear development", epic theatre prefers 

"each scene for itself" in plays which progress "in curves" and "jumps".48 As Walter Benjamin 

observed, "the main function [of the text in epic theatre] [...] is not to illustrate or advance the 

action but, on the contrary, to interrupt it".49 These attempts to alienate the theatregoer from 

her/his expectations of live drama, to disturb the notion that theatre should, as Brecht wrote, 

"implicate the spectator in a stage situation",50 were, in Brecht's case, made with political 

objectives in mind; namely, to "arouse [the theatregoer's] capacity for action" and "force him 

[or her] to take decisions".51 Such radical breaches in naturalistic representation, however, 

opened up a vast array of aesthetic possibilities far beyond the political objectives outlined 

by Brecht.  

 Benjamin explains the profound gulf which exists between the naturalistic drama 

and Brecht's epic theatre in the following manner: 

 

 The naturalistic stage is in no sense a public platform; it is entirely illusionistic. Its 

 own awareness that it is theatre cannot fertilize it; like every theatre of unfolding 

 action, it must repress this awareness so as to pursue undistracted its aim of 

                                                           
48 Bertolt Brecht, 'The Modern Theatre is the Epic Theatre', in John Willett (ed.), Brecht on Theatre: The 

Development of an Aesthetic (New York: Hill and Wang, 1997), p. 37. 
49 Walter Benjamin, Understanding Brecht (London: Verso, 1998), p. 3. 
50 Brecht, p. 37. 
51 Brecht, p. 37. 



24 
 

 portraying the real. Epic theatre, by contrast, incessantly derives a lively productive 

 consciousness  from the fact that it is theatre.52    

 

It is, one might suggest, Brecht's strong emphasis upon self-conscious theatricality, rather 

than his more polemical intentions, which has had the greatest, and most enduring, impact 

upon Scottish theatre. In no element of Brecht's theatre is that clearer than in the theory and 

practice of stage design embedded within the idea, which might be considered an alienation 

technique in and of itself, of "narrative realism".53 

 The term "narrative realism" was coined by Eric Bentley, the Anglo-American critic, 

leading Brecht scholar, and friend of Brecht. For Bentley, Brecht's preference in stage and 

costume design only for such naturalistic props and costumes as are required by the 

narrative marked a breakthrough in theatre technique. It is consistent with Brecht's 

alienation techniques because, unlike traditional realism, it does not fill the stage with the 

paraphernalia of the "real" situation it is trying to portray; it does not, in other words, 

pretend that the stage is something other than a stage. Significantly, however, neither does 

narrative realism distract the theatregoer from the narrative by employing the techniques of 

the symbolism which was in vogue in much early twentieth-century European drama. 

Bentley gives the example of a symbolist play using chairs to represent a motor car: "[This] 

may at first seem an admirable economy, both monetary and artistic[...] [But it] attracts more 

attention than it deserves. It would actually be more straightforward to use a real car."54 

Hence, in (arguably) Brecht's magnum opus, Mother Courage and Her Children, we see the 

actress playing the eponymous trader pulling a wooden cart which is a reasonable 

approximation of the kind of cart one might imagine to have existed in seventeenth-century 

                                                           
52 Benjamin, p. 4 
53 Eric Bentley, The Brecht Commentaries (New York: Grove Press, 1987), pp. 59-63. 
54 Ibid, p. 60. 
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Europe; however, she pulls it (as can be seen in the final photograph in the Methuen edition 

of the play text)55 across a bare stage. To stage the play in line with Brecht's principles is to 

create a production which, in Bentley's words, "stands midway between the two extreme 

methods of modern theater[...] naturalism and symbolism."56 

 The double-acting aesthetic of narrative realism simultaneously eschews the out-and-

out abstraction of symbolism, yet avoids the overwrought artifice of nineteenth-century 

theatrical realism. It allows Brecht, and those who have subsequently followed his model, 

both to reflect the historical specificities of a given narrative, particularly in terms of the 

design of sets, costumes and props, whilst also explicitly acknowledging the theatricality, 

and, therefore, the contemporaneousness, of their production. This is an aesthetic inclination 

which, to take just one example of many, can be seen particularly clearly in the work of 

director Dominic Hill at the Citizens Theatre in Glasgow.57 This is an especially potent 

Modernist device, building as it does a bridge between the millennia-old tradition of the 

theatrical narrative and the Modernist insistence upon the exploding, or at least the removal, 

of the imagined "fourth wall" separating actors from audience. Indeed, Brecht's innovation 

might be considered one of the major techniques in a series of Modernist developments 

which restored a classical theatrical essence to live drama in the twentieth century. Phyllis 

Hartnoll's description of the breach between classical theatre and nineteenth-century 

realism, which Modernism, and Brecht's techniques in particular, sought to resolve, is worth 

quoting at some length therefore: 

  

                                                           
55 Bertolt Brecht, Mother Courage and Her Children (London: Methuen, 1996), p. 108. 
56 Bentley, p. 59. 
57 See Chapter 1 of this thesis. 
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 One of the paradoxes of the [nineteenth-century realist] theatre [...] became apparent 

 [as live drama moved into its Modernist phase]; the more realistic the play, the more 

 it needed in the way of accessories. The classics could be acted with little more than 

 'bare boards and a passion'; but the realistic playwright demanded all the 

 paraphernalia of modern living, and in addition to the complete segregation of the 

 audience from the actors. This led to the darkening of the auditorium, and to the 

 convention by which the proscenium arch became an opening in a 'fourth wall',

 through which the spectators watched what [Émile] Zola, speaking of his own 

 intensely realistic plays, called a 'slice of life.'58      

 

 If Brecht made great strides in resolving the conflict between classical drama and 

nineteenth-century realist theatre, this was seized upon gratefully by the pioneers of the late 

twentieth-century Scottish theatrical Renaissance. A brief survey of the items held by the 

Scottish Theatre Archive59 gives a clear indication of the centrality of the work of Brecht in 

Scottish theatre since the Second World War. The archive documents many Brecht 

productions, including presentations by the companies of the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh 

(1964; 1974; 1979), Gateway Theatre, Edinburgh (1964), Pitlochry Festival Theatre (1965),60 

TAG (Theatre Around Glasgow), Glasgow (1984; 2002), Dundee Rep (1987; 1999), Scottish 

Opera (1986), and the Royal Lyceum, Edinburgh (1998). By far the most prolific Scottish 

producer of Brecht, however, has been the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow, which staged one or, 

on numerous occasions, two productions of his work in: 1962, 1964, 1967,61 1970, 1971, 1972, 

1973, 1974, 1976, 1978, 1980, 1982, 1990, 1992, and 1999. This list is by no means exhaustive 

where Scottish professional productions of Brecht are concerned. Nevertheless, it surely 

                                                           
58 Phyllis Hartnoll, The Theatre: A Concise History (London: Thames and Hudson, 1998), p. 240. 
59 From the website of the Scottish Theatre Archive: 

http://special.lib.gla.ac.uk/STA/search/resultspe.cfm?NID=1786&EID=&DID=&AID= (accessed 

29/11/2013) . 
60 The Scottish Theatre Archive has no record of the year of the Pitlochry production of Senora Carrar's 

Rifles. The National Library of Scotland's theatre programmes archive indicates that it took place in 

1965:  www.nls.uk/collections/british/theatres/theatre.cfm?startRow=121&T=75 (accessed 29/11/2013). 
61 In 1967, the Citizens staged two distinct Brecht productions: The Visions of Simone Machard (in 

February and March) and the UK premiere of The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui (performed at the 

Glasgow theatre in September and October, before transferring to the Royal Lyceum, Edinburgh). The 

latter, which was directed by Michael Blakemore, starred Steven Berkoff and Leonard Rossiter. 
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indicates that Brecht has been one of the most produced non-British/non-Irish playwrights 

in post-war Scottish theatre.    

 As ever in modern Scottish theatre, the influence of visiting artists from overseas 

cannot be overlooked. In addition to the work of Scottish companies, Brecht productions by 

international companies included a presentation of The Caucasian Chalk Circle by the 

acclaimed Rustaveli Theatre of Tbilisi (the national theatre company of Georgia)62 at 

the Royal Lyceum, as part of the Edinburgh International Festival programme in 1979, and 

Opera National de Lyon's staging of The Lindbergh Flight/The Flight Over the Ocean and The 

Seven Deadly Sins at the EIF in 2006 . 

 As noted above, there was, without doubt, a political dimension to the Scottish 

enthusiasm for Brecht, especially in the 1960s and 1970s. His Marxist politics fitted well with 

the significant elements within Scottish theatre, among both the practitioners and the 

audience, who considered the theatre the perfect arena for the expression of left-wing 

political objectives. As is discussed in the Introduction to this thesis, this political tendency 

found particularly clear expression in the establishment of the theatre companies 7:84 

Scotland (1973-2008)63 and Wildcat (1978-2007).  

 It would, however, do a great disservice to Brecht to reduce his appeal, in Scotland or 

elsewhere, exclusively to politics. To do so would be to underestimate his role as a leading 

innovator in the aesthetics of theatrical Modernism. As is suggested above, despite the 

passing of what might be termed the most avowedly polemical, leftist Scottish theatre 

companies, Brecht's aesthetic legacy continues in Scottish theatre. Indeed, as we will see in 

                                                           
62 Notably, this production was directed by the above named theatre auteur Robert Sturua. 
63 7:84 toured with a production of The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui in 1991. The production marked the 

professional debut of the actor David Tennant. See: 

davidtennanttheatre.webs.com/resistiblerisearturo.htm and team-tennant.com/interview/id106.html 

(both accessed 29/11/2013). 
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the coming chapters, it has been a constant throughout the artistic development of Scottish 

theatre's modern Renaissance.   

  

Lecoq: beyond mimicry  

Important as auteur theory and Brechtian theatre have been for many modern Scottish 

theatre practitioners, there are some for whom the primary influence has been the French 

theatre master Jacques Lecoq. Actor Myra McFadyen,64 for example, trained at L'École 

Internationale de Théâtre Jacques Lecoq in Paris (the school founded by its guru in 1956). 

Others, such as the actor, director and founder of the Communicado theatre company Gerry 

Mulgrew,65 acknowledge a very definite debt to the Frenchman. There is even a Scottish 

theatre company (carrying the appropriately French name Plutôt la Vie66) which is expressly 

and distinctively Lecoqian in its theory and practice. 

 From a practice and teaching in mime, Lecoq developed influential systems of 

physical performance in the theatre.67 His highly distinctive, strongly mannered, defiantly 

non-naturalistic style spread across the world, primarily by way both of actors (such as 

Steven Berkoff) who had studied at his school, and the teachings of his acolytes (particularly 

Philippe Gaulier) who expounded Lecoq's methods. As Simon Murray writes, "[it is a] 

fundamental dimension in Lecoq's thinking [...] that motion provokes emotion. To put it 

another way, one can begin to construct characters [...] by working physically rather than 

through psychological motivation"68; an inclination which, as Murray acknowledges, Lecoq 

                                                           
64 See National Theatre of Scotland webpage about the actor: 

nationaltheatrescotland.com/content/default.asp?page=s545_6 (accessed 16/6/2014). 
65 See Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
66 plutotlavie.org.uk (accessed 16/6/2014). 
67 Banham (ed.), p. 634. 
68 Simon Murray, Jacques Lecoq (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 103. 
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shares with such great European dramatists as Vsevolod  Meyerhold, Jerzy Grotowski and 

Eugenio Barba.69 Lecoqian aesthetics not only create an interestingly physical starting point 

for the development of individual characters, they also lend themselves very well to styles of 

ensemble playing which are predicated at least as much upon the visual effect of a number 

of human bodies in motion as upon the speaking of language. This fact has, as we will see in 

Chapter 2 on Communicado, proved particularly significant for Scottish theatre. 

 As Franc Chamberlain and Ralph Yarrow acknowledge in their 2002 study Jacques 

Lecoq and the British Theatre, Lecoq's influence is diffuse and, consequently, often difficult to 

identify: 

 

 There is no ensemble with whom Lecoq is uniquely associated, no performer who is 

 the Lecoq disciple par excellence. Lecoq offers a method of working, what the 

 students do with it is up to them. He doesn't direct them. He doesn't tell them what 

 to say. Lecoq's school is, as Simon McBurney [founder of English, Lecoq-influenced 

 company Théâtre de Complicité] put it [...], 'a school to provoke the imagination; to 

 provoke creativity in the actor so that he is not just another consumable product'... 

 [T]here is no pure Lecoq form [...] 70      

 

This in no way undermines the notion of Lecoq as a major influence upon theatre in 

Scotland, or in any other country for that matter. Indeed, the very fact that his theory and 

practice have proven to be so malleable and adaptable, so resistant to any attempt to reduce 

them to a formula, should be considered key to their influence. The almost infinite 

possibilities offered by Lecoq's emphasis on the human body in movement fertilised 

theatrical ground which had become barren through a formulaic style of mime. Lecoq 

                                                           
69 Ibid, p. 103 
70

 Franc Chamberlain and Ralph Yarrow, Jacques Lecoq and the British Theatre (London: Routledge, 

2002), p. 4. 
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acknowledged as much, although he did not credit himself with the breakthrough, when he 

wrote: 

 

 The theatre of movement and gesture can be recognised throughout the world today 

 through the emergence of original productions. Young performers get together in 

 companies, exchange their cultures and mix art forms: their performances are 

 brought alive through gesture, word, music, object, and the image. This theatre 

 makes its appearance following the break-up of that 'ossified mime' which flourished 

 in numerous countries after the 1950s. The image of mime then was characterised by 

 routines such as walking on the spot, the imaginary wall, and the typical outfit of 

 white face and black tights.71    

 

 Lecoq's identification of a theatre, "brought alive through gesture, word, music, 

object, and the image", reads like an aficionado of contemporary Scottish theatre describing 

the work, not only of Communicado, but of numerous other companies, including 

Vanishing Point and Pachamama Productions, whose works in 2014 (respectively, The 

Beautiful Cosmos of Ivor Cutler and Grit: The Martyn Bennett Story) stand very clearly within 

the frame of the reinvigorated theatre of movement and gesture identified by Lecoq. 

  

Barker: the reluctant Modernist 

To belong to Modernism is not, as we will see in Chapter 3 of this thesis, necessarily to do so 

consciously.72 Howard Barker certainly asserts the absence of a conscious adherence to 

Modernist theory and practice within his oeuvre. Asked if he perceives a connection between 

the lack of chronological consistency in his work and the "liberation of modernity", he 

                                                           
71 Jacques Lecoq, Theatre of Movement and Gesture (London: Routledge, 2006), p. 126. 
72 In the interviews in Chapter 3 below, playwrights Zinnie Harris, David Harrower and Anthony 

Neilson, whilst, to varying degrees, accepting the key premises of this thesis, talk about their work 

evolving from a personal artistic drive, rather than a conscious, conceptual reference to the aesthetics 

and theories of Modernism. 
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answers simply, "no".73 Pressed on whether he sees any link to Modernism in his disregard 

for naturalism, he replies, "no, I'm not aware of it", before asking a question that might be 

considered to be revealingly anti-conceptual or faux naive: "is Kafka a Modernist?"74 There is 

a sense that Barker is either setting himself against critics and commentators who associate 

his work with concepts such as Modernism or playfully pretending not to understand why 

people would make the connection.75 The dubiety in Barker's denial of any awareness of a 

Modernist influence in his work lies not only in his willingness to associate his writing with 

that of Kafka,76 but in his stated admiration of the music for the Hungarian composer Béla 

Bartók,77 the work of the French writer Louis-Ferdinand Céline,78 and the poems of the 

French writer Guillaume Apollinaire, the Hungarian Attila József, the Czech Rainer Maria 

Rilke and the Romanian Paul Celan,79 all of whom are associated strongly with Modernism. 

This suggests that, although he professes himself unaware of a connection between his 

writing and Modernism, Barker is, in fact, steeped in the work of some of the greatest 

European Modernist artists. 

 Despite Barker's own reluctance to be considered a Modernist artist, he is often 

described as either a Modernist or (erroneously, in my opinion) a "postmodern"80 artist. 

                                                           
73 Barker in Brown, p. 196. 
74 Ibid, p. 197. 
75 Asked if he is offended when people connect his work to Modernism, he replies, "not at all, as I 

don't understand it." Ibid, p. 197. 
76 "In an artist like Kafka, I sense a predecessor", he says. Ibid, p. 197. 
77 "I love Bartók", he comments, "I try to write the way he composes." Ibid, p. 170. 
78 An artist acclaimed for his writing and reviled for his fascism and anti-Semitism, who is described 

by Barker as, "an outright collaborator with the Nazis, a racist and a right-winger[...] but an incredible 

writer, a brilliant writer." Ibid, p. 152. 
79 Barker talks about his admiration for these four poets in an interview with Nick Hobbes published 

in the programme for Dundee Rep's production of his play Scenes From an Execution in 2004, and re-

published on the website of Barker's theatre company The Wrestling School: 

thewrestlingschool.co.uk/twspages/barker.html (accessed 20/12/2016). 
80 See note on postmodernism later in this chapter. 
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Writing about the photographic practice of Barker's heteronymic alter-ego Eduardo Houth,81 

particularly in relation to book covers and promotional materials for productions of his 

plays, Andy W. Smith describes Houth's work for a production of Barker's play Und as 

"modernist/surrealist".82 Karoline Gritzner's article, '(Post)Modern Subjectivity and the New 

Expressionism: Howard Barker, Sarah Kane, and Forced Entertainment',83 raises a question 

over the designation of Barker's work; by placing the word "(Post)" in speculative 

parenthesis in the title she seems to be acknowledging the dubiety of the categorisation of 

Barker as a postmodern writer. Moreover, Gritzner identifies Barker with the Modernist 

movement (namely, Expressionism) much as Smith does with his description of works by 

Houth/Barker as "modernist/surrealist". Interestingly, she also considers Barker alongside 

artists whose Modernist/postmodern designation is equally open to debate; namely, 

playwright Sarah Kane and leading theatre and performance company Forced 

Entertainment. Elisabeth Angel-Perez makes a crucial observation regarding Barker's 

relationship to postmodernism when she writes, "Barker does not dismiss the structural 

concept of grand narrative."84 It is a mistake to see a postmodern project in Barker's 

abundant anti-naturalism85 and anti-historicism.86 As Angel-Perez notes, Barker does not 

                                                           
81 Like the Portuguese Modernist poet Fernando Pessoa, who, in addition to writing under his own 

name, wrote under four heteronyms,* each of which had his own biography and writing style, Barker 

has worked under heteronyms in numerous roles, including photographic artist, biographer, theatre 

designer and theatre composer. *See Poems of Fernando Pessoa, edited by Edwin Honig and Susan M. 

Brown (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1998), p.3, pp. 7-8 (on Alberto Caeiro), pp. 35-36 (on Álvaro 

de Campos), pp. 125-126 (on Ricardo Reis), and p. 209 (on Bernardo Soares). 
82 Andy W. Smith, 'The Photographic Practice of Howard Barker', in James Reynolds and Andy W. 

Smith (eds.), Howard Barker's Theatre (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), p. 110. 
83 Karoline Gritzner, '(Post)Modern Subjectivity and the New Expressionism: Howard Barker, Sarah 

Kane, and Forced Entertainment', Contemporary Theatre Review, Vol. 18 (Abingdon: Taylor and Francis, 

2008). 
84 Elisabeth Angel-Perez, 'Reinventing "grand narratives": Barker's challenge to postmodernism', in 

Rabey and Goldingay, p. 39. 
85 Such as in the flight of a twentieth-century jet fighter plane over a nominally medieval situation in 

The Castle and the sudden arrival of a body of water, from which Chekhov emerges, in (Uncle) Vanya. 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10486800802123617
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10486800802123617
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10486800802123617
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10486800802123617
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dismiss the idea of a grand narrative (to which postmodernism is so hostile), rather he 

creates new grand narratives of his own to replace, challenge or coexist with those his work 

draws upon. This process, as we shall see in Chapter 3 below, is remarkably similar to that 

found in plays by writers who are identified in this thesis as leading Scottish Modernist 

playwrights.87  

 Barker is correct to associate his startling breaches in naturalistic and chronological 

consistency, and his powerful linguistic and imagistic challenges to conditioned socio-

psychological expectations, with the writing of Kafka. He is also right to associate his 

consciously morally ambiguous, deeply metaphorical work with the profound and 

dissonant music of Bartók. Add to that the resonating expression of the sex/death nexus 

within Barker's form of tragedy, the "Theatre of Catastrophe", and we have a Modernist 

dramatist who, like a number of prominent Modernist playwrights before him,88 has a 

profound understanding of, and respect for, classical tragedy (be it Ancient or Renaissance). 

Barker, despite his reluctance to identify himself with Modernism (or, it should be noted, 

any other artistic movement or tendency) might be described as one of the pre-eminent 

Modernist dramatists in English-language theatre; indeed world theatre more generally, in 

the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
86 His radical reimaginings of events within the Restoration of the English monarchy in 1660, in 

Victory, or the aftermath of the Nuremberg trials in 1945-46, in Found in the Ground.  
87 Plays such as Zinnie Harris's Further Than the Furthest Thing (which radically reimagines events on 

the mid-Atlantic island of Tristan da Cunha during and after the Second World War) and David 

Harrower's Knives in Hens (a very non-naturalistic imagining of a pre-industrial society).  
88 Such as Jean Anouilh, for example, the unquestionably Modernist theatre artist whose work 

famously included a radical adaptation of Antigone by Sophocles. 
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 Graham Eatough89 comments insightfully on the experience that he, and fellow 

Bristol University students had performing in Barker's play Victory. His observations get to 

the heart of what makes Barker such an important and unique Modernist writer, and, as 

such, they deserve to be quoted at some length: 

 

 In my first term at Bristol, I acted in a production of Howard Barker's Victory 

 alongside Sarah Kane, with David Greig, Simon Pegg90 and others. It was a very 

 important moment for David and me in different ways. In some of the early Suspect 

 Culture shows I think you could definitely see the influence of Barker, not just on the 

 writing but on what the shows were setting out to achieve, politically and 

 intellectually. What Barker does, whether or not the plays are successful, he scouts 

 out the possibilities for alternative theatres. He neither points towards a mainstream 

 theatre style but nor is he swept up in current avant-garde movements. At that time 

 there was a slightly ludicrous division between the 'text-based theatre' people and 

 the 'physical theatre' people. And for those who didn't want to leave playwriting 

 behind, Barker was a model for something that could still be radical, which I think 

 was important for David. And it was important for me too, because it mapped out a 

 place that a theatre company could potentially exist. We wanted to create a text-rich 

 theatre which was also aesthetically rich; that was interested in bodies and so on and 

 complex stage imagery but was also about great writing.91 

 

 Eatough's observations that Barker, "scouts out the possibilities for alternative 

theatres", and offered Greig and him, "something that could still be radical", are extremely 

important. At a time (the 1980s and early 1990s) when devised, visual and physical theatres 

were being proposed as the new avant-garde92 it is notable that young people who would 

become leading exponents of a text-based (but also visual and physical) Modernist theatre93 

                                                           
89

 Scotland-based theatre director and founder member, with playwright David Greig, of the 

Glasgow-based experimental theatre company Suspect Culture (1993-2009). See interview with David 

Greig in Chapter 3 of this thesis. 
90 Well-known English actor, comedian and screenwriter. 
91 From The Suspect Culture Book, quoted on the website of publisher Oberon Books: 

oberonbooks.wordpress.com/tag/howard-barker (accessed 25/1/2017). 
92 See discussion of performance art in the Eighties in the interview with Anthony Neilson in Chapter 

3 of this thesis. 
93 See Greig's comments regarding Eatough's attraction to European Modernism and hostility to 

theatrical naturalism in Chapter 3 of this thesis.  

http://oberonbooks.com/barker-plays-one
http://oberonbooks.com/barker-plays-one
http://oberonbooks.com/suspect-culture
http://oberonbooks.com/suspect-culture
http://oberonbooks.com/author/howard-barker/
http://oberonbooks.com/author/howard-barker/
http://oberonbooks.com/author/howard-barker/
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turned to Barker. Indeed, Sarah Kane spoke of Barker being one of three playwrights94 that 

she was most interested in as a student and aspiring dramatist.95 Like Eatough, Kane 

remembered with relish the Bristol production of Barker's Victory: "In my first term I played 

Bradshaw96 in Howard Barker's Victory, which was an unusually brilliant experience. 

Barker's control of language is just extraordinary and I think I loved him all the more 

because none of the teaching staff seemed to share my enthusiasm."97 Not only did Kane 

scoff at her teachers' lack of appreciation for Barker, she went so far as to compare him to 

Shakespeare: "In a few hundred years Howard will be like Shakespeare. No one will really 

understand what Howard Barker's done until he's been dead for a long time."98 Kane's 

enthusiasm for Barker stands in stark contrast  to the aforementioned hostility of much of 

the London theatre and critical establishment. It is, however, quite in-keeping with his 

widely-held status within Scottish theatre.99 As we will see in Chapter 1 and Chapter 3, there 

is little question that Barker has influenced some of the most prominent theatre artists 

working in contemporary Scottish theatre.100  

 

                                                           
94 The other two being Harold Pinter and Edward Bond.  
95 Sarah Kane quoted in Aleks Sierz, In-Yer-Face Theatre: British Drama Today (London: Faber and 

Faber, 2001), p. 92. 
96 The widow of the regicidist judge John Bradshaw and the lead role in the play. 
97 Kane quoted in Graham Saunders, About Kane: the Playwright and the Work (London: Faber and 

Faber, 2009), pp. 48-49. 
98 Ibid, p. 49. 
99 Which is noted earlier in this Preface. 
100 Barker's position in Scottish theatre goes beyond his appreciation by and/or influence upon artists 

such as Graham Eatough, David Greig, Zinnie Harris, Dominic Hill and Hugh Hodgart. For example, 

when I interviewed Ewan Downie, joint artistic director of Glasgow-based theatre group Company of 

Wolves (who are very much influenced by Grotowski and Polish laboratory theatre), for the Sunday 

Herald in January 2017, he referenced Barker as an influence, saying, "For me the creative process 

always starts with an irritant[...] "It's what[...] Howard Barker calls 'the sand in the oyster's gut'." 

'Ahead of the pack' (Glasgow: Sunday Herald, 15/1/2017): 

www.heraldscotland.com/arts_ents/15024373.Ahead_of_the_pack__Company_Of_Wolves_director_E

wan_Downie_on_The_End_Of_Things_PLUS_Manipulate_festival_highlights (accessed 21/1/2017). 
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A note on postmodernism 

The relationship between Modernism and postmodernism, and, indeed, the debates over 

which artists belong to which category is notoriously uncertain. As this thesis is built upon 

notions of Modernism, however, including claiming a particular debt to Modernism on the 

part of artists who might be claimed for postmodernism, I think it is essential to offer at least 

a short note regarding postmodernism. It is, inevitably, contentious to refer to late twentieth 

and twenty-first century artists as "Modernists", so pervasive has the notion of 

postmodernism become, particularly within artistic, cultural and academic circles, not least 

within the countries of the nominal "West". Ironically, given its focus upon uncertainty and 

unreliability, postmodern theory can be stridently confident in the idea that an epochal shift, 

from modernity to postmodernity, took place at some point in the second half of the 

twentieth century. Indeed, such a hard-and-fast, epochal notion can be found in the late 

Anthony Cronin's description of Samuel Beckett as The Last Modernist;101 a description which 

might be considered to cast every playwright who could qualify as a successor to Beckett (be 

it Harold Pinter, Caryl Churchill, Edward Albee, Howard Barker or Sarah Kane) as a 

postmodernist.  

 Disputes on such matters are not the subject of this thesis; indeed, they could form 

the basis for an entire doctoral dissertation on their own. For our purposes, it suffices here to 

say that, whilst it is true that some aspects of postmodern theory have found their way into 

the output of some theatremakers and performance artists, and whilst some postmodern 

tropes have emerged in their work,102 I believe that postmodernism's influence in the theatre 

                                                           
101 Anthony Cronin, Samuel Beckett: The Last Modernist (Cambridge Massachusetts: Da Capo Press, 

1999). 
102 For example, in my review of Scottish performance artist Jenna Watt's piece How You Gonna Live 

Your Dash, I commented: "Watt has gone in a self-consciously postmodern direction. Her show 
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has been exaggerated. Postmodernism has a magpie-like tendency to claim for itself 

concepts and art works that do not belong to it (typically, it steals from Modernism). Alex 

Callinicos exposes postmodernism's tendency to retrospectively co-opt key concepts from 

Modernism in his book Against Postmodernism: A Marxist Critique, and he quotes the art critic 

Suzy Gablik defining postmodernism thus in 1987: 

 

 In the multidimensional and slippery space of Postmodernism anything goes with 

 anything, like a game without rules. Floating images[…] maintain no relationship 

 with anything at all, and meaning becomes detachable like the keys on a key ring. 

 Dissociated and decontextualized, they slide past one another failing to link up into a 

 coherent sequence. Their fluctuating but not reciprocal interactions are unable to fix 

 meaning.103 

 

Callinicos juxtaposes this quotation with a comment by the poet Hugo von Hofmannsthal in 

1905: "The nature of our epoch is multiplicity and indeterminacy. It can only rest on das 

Gleitende [the moving, the slipping, the sliding],104 and is aware that what other generations 

believed to be firm is in fact das Gleitende."105 Hofmannsthal's definition of the modern epoch, 

characterised by the multiplication of cultural possibilities and the refusal of singularity of 

meaning, is reflected in the dissonances, uncertainties and ambiguities of all manner of 

Modernist art works, from the music of Arnold Schoenberg and Steve Reich,106 to the 

paintings of Alexander Rodchenko and Georges Braque, and the plays of Eugène Ionesco 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
interlaces briefly narrated moments from people's testimonies (George quits his job, John goes to Sri 

Lanka) with uninspired, meaningless stage imagery (a few miniature fireworks are ignited, Watt 

appears to fly in the face of health and safety regulations by blowing purple powder from a funnel all 

over her face)[...] When Phil Collins's song Against All Odds is the most emotive thing in your show, 

you should know you're doing something wrong", (Glasgow: Sunday Herald, 7/2/2016): 

www.heraldscotland.com/news/14259112.Theatre_review__How_You_Gonna_Live_Your_DashPlatfo

rm__Glasgow/?c=0ctmhong7dwco6flxr (accessed 23/1/2017). 
103

 Suzy Gablik quoted in Alex Callincos, Against Postmodernism: A Marxist Critique (Cambridge: Polity 

Press, 1992), p. 12. 
104 Callinicos's parenthesis. 
105 Quoted in Callinicos, ibid, p. 12. 
106 Contemporary, American Minimalist composer and musician. 
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and Harold Pinter. In 1958, Pinter reflected upon the uncertainty of meaning within 

Modernist art long before Gablik, or anyone else, associated such ideas with postmodernism 

when he wrote: "There are no hard distinctions between what is real and what is unreal, nor 

between what is true and what is false. A thing is not necessarily either true or false; it can 

be both true and false."107  

 A more recent example of misappropriation of Modernist concepts and perspectives 

by postmodernism is in the publication of Ted Gioia's short essay about Kafka's novel The 

Trial in 2011. Gioia108 writes: "In Kafka's upside-down world, the places where justice is dealt 

out resemble the locales where, in other novels, crimes might be committed."109 This 

comment, and, indeed, the entire case put forward by Gioia's essay, is absolutely consistent 

with the understanding of The Trial as a Modernist masterpiece. The "upside-downness" of 

Kafka's novel, like the discordance of Schoenberg's music, is quintessentially Modernist. 

Indeed, far from being postmodern, Kafka's comment regarding mystery and truth ("is there 

a greater mystery than the truth? Poetry is always an expedition in search of truth"110) is 

antithetical to postmodernism's extreme scepticism towards the very notion of truth.111 The 

misappropriation comes, not in Gioia's essay, but in its publication by the website 

Postmodern Mystery, which describes itself as, "a web site devoted to experimental, 

unconventional and postmodern approaches to stories of mystery and suspense."112 This 

attempt to combine the "experimental" and the "unconventional" with the "postmodern" is a 

                                                           
107 Quoted in Pinter's Nobel Prize for literature acceptance speech in 2005: 

www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2005/pinter-lecture-e.html (accessed 23/1/2017). 
108 An American cultural critic and historian who specialises in music, particularly jazz. 
109 Ted Gioia, 'The Trial by Franz Kafka', Postmodern Mystery website (23/8/2011): 

www.postmodernmystery.com/the_trial.html (accessed 29/1/2017). 
110 Quoted in Gioia, ibid. 
111 See American philosopher Daniel Dennett's paper to the World Congress of Philosophy, 

'Postmodernism and Truth' (13/8/1998), on the website of Tufts University, Massachusetts: 

ase.tufts.edu/cogstud/dennett/papers/postmod.tru.htm (accessed 29/1/2017). 
112

 Postmodern Mystery website. 
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particularly clear example of postmodernism's magpie-like tendencies. There is nothing 

especially "experimental" or "unconventional" in Gioia's argument. It is, in fact, an 

uncontroversial celebration of The Trial vis-à-vis the literature of crime mystery conducted in 

well-established, Modernist terms. Once again we see postmodernism attempting to apply 

its conceptual nebulousness in such a way as to claim for itself something (in this case, 

Gioia's essay, if not Kafka's novel itself) that patently belongs to Modernism. 

 We are not concerned here to explore in any depth the debate regarding what does 

and does not constitute postmodern art. It is hoped, however, that this short note gives a 

sense, at least, of the continuing Modernist challenge to some of the concepts by which 

postmodern art tends to attempt to define itself. 

 

Conclusion 

Considered together, the distinct, yet sometimes overlapping, influences of auteurism, 

Brecht, Lecoq and Barker open a window onto the role of European Modernism in the 

somewhat belated Renaissance of theatre in Scotland. As is argued in the Introduction to this 

thesis and, it is hoped, evinced throughout the thesis itself, the aesthetic innovations brought 

forth by these agents, and many others within Modernism, have proved more enduring, and 

more significant, than the distinctly agitational/political work113 which is often seen as the 

driving force in Scottish theatre. Former Citizens Theatre director Giles Havergal remembers 

                                                           
113 In her introduction to John McGrath's book Naked Thoughts That Roam About, of which she is the 

editor, Nadine Holdsworth describes the basis of McGrath's theatre thus: "[McGrath] went to Paris 

during the uprisings of May 1968, an experience that strengthened his belief in, and commitment to, 

the formation of a vigorous counter-culture to inform and mobilise opposition against the class basis 

of British society" (London: Nick Hern Books, 2002), p. xv. This is an accurate description of the 

framework for the oeuvre of a man who is widely considered to be the most important figure in post-

Second World War Scottish theatre, and a great influence upon such companies and theatremakers as 

Wildcat, David MacLennan, David Anderson and Martin McCardie.    
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his collaborator, and fellow triumvirate member, Robert David MacDonald saying that, 

"[7:84 and the Citizens] marched to the same drum in opposite directions".114 The following 

doctoral dissertation will argue that European Modernism, as practised by the Citizens 

between 1969 and 2003, and as taken forward by the likes of Communicado theatre 

company and the artists interviewed in Chapter 3, has exerted a greater influence upon the 

aesthetics of contemporary Scottish theatre than any other artistic tendency or movement. 

 

 

 

                                                           
114 Havergal, from interview with Mark Brown (Royal Academy of Dramatic Art, London, 

14/11/2012). 
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Introduction 

 

It is the contention of this thesis that, insofar as Scottish theatre has had anything 

approximating a Renaissance, it has occurred over the last five decades. Indeed, the 

proposition of the work is that the period since 1969 is the strongest in the history of live 

drama in Scotland and that most of the country's finest theatremakers, and certainly its best 

playwrights, are alive and working today. These are, of course, contestable assertions. 

However, it is my hope here to convince the reader, if not of the correctness of my case, then, 

at least, that my argument has the virtues of being rooted in serious, conceptual thinking 

and rigorous, largely original research. 

 The methodological approach of this thesis is to test its arguments against both the 

existing literature (ranging from scholarly books and articles to critical and other writings in 

periodicals and newspapers) and a series of original interviews with key figures from 

Scottish theatre during the period under consideration. Indeed, given the relative lack of 

literature on this subject, the securing of ten exclusive interviews with major players in 

modern Scottish theatre, ranging from Giles Havergal1 to Jackie Wylie,2 has proved critical to 

the development of this work. The opinions and insights offered by these interviewees, each 

of them talking directly to the key propositions of this thesis, should, I hope and believe, 

give the current work not only a strong conceptual and historical perspective, but also 

considerable originality in terms of scholarly research in contemporary Scottish theatre.  

                                                           
1 The artistic director of the Citizens Theatre between 1969 and 2003, who, this thesis contends, began 

the suggested Renaissance in Scottish theatre (see Chapter 1 of this thesis). 
2 The third  artistic director of the National Theatre of Scotland, who took up her post in the spring of 

2017. 
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 Chapter 33 of the thesis differs in presentation from the others. It consists of: 1) an 

introduction to the interviews; 2) the five interviews, presented in question and answer 

(Q&A) format, each accompanied by introductory texts about the interviewee; and 3) notes 

reflecting on some of the implications of the interviews for the case advanced by this thesis. 

The reason for the particular form of Chapter 3 is that I want to recognise the crucial role of 

playwrights and, in the case of Stewart Laing, auteur theatremakers in the development of a 

national theatre culture. If, as this thesis contends, the 1990s generation in general, and these 

five theatremakers in particular, represent the highest creative expression4 so far achieved by 

Scottish theatre, these interviews offer the broadest, most open platform on which to 

explore, not only the artists' thoughts on the positions proposed in this work, but also, more 

widely, their thinking about Scottish theatre and their place within it. With these artists in 

particular, the openness of the Q&A format offered a particularly effective way to cover the 

greatest possible breadth of subject matter.  

 As outlined in the Preface (above), the central premise of the present work is that, 

over the last five decades, live drama in Scotland has undergone a very significant 

transformation. Furthermore, I propose that the prime drivers in this transformation have 

been the aesthetics, concepts and perspectives of European Modernism.5 The course of this 

process of development, as advanced by this thesis, fits fairly neatly into four chronological 

categories: 1) the emergence and embedding of European Modernist aesthetics in a major 

Scottish repertory theatre company (namely, the Citizens in Glasgow) from 1969 and 

                                                           
3
 Chapter 3 of this thesis is constructed around interviews in Q&A format with the four playwrights 

who, I propose, are the most important in the 1990s generation of Scottish dramatists, namely David 

Greig, Zinnie Harris, David Harrower and Anthony Neilson and with an auteur director/designer 

(namely, Stewart Laing) whose contribution to the continuation of the Modernist Renaissance in 

Scottish theatre must, in my view, be recognised in any serious consideration of this subject.   
4 In terms of the creation of new works.    
5 See the Preface to this thesis above. 
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throughout the 1970s;6 2) the wider dissemination of these aesthetics within Scottish theatre 

in the 1980s, particularly due to the efforts of the influential touring company 

Communicado;7 3) the emergence in the 1990s of the first identifiable generation of Scottish 

playwrights whose writing can be said to be European Modernist in character;8 and, finally, 

4) the arrival on the Scottish theatre scene of a diverse millennial generation of 

theatremakers and dramatists, some of whom can be said to stand in the European 

Modernist tradition.9 In addition to these four periods of development, the thesis also 

considers the role of the National Theatre of Scotland, from its inception in 2006 to the 

present day, in mapping onto the predominant strands in Scottish theatre, and, in particular, 

the European Modernist strand.10 

 

An historical note 

The complex history of Scottish theatre is not the subject of this thesis. For that, the reader 

would be well advised to consult such books as Playing for Scotland: A History of the Scottish 

Stage 1715-1965 (1996), by Donald Campbell, A History of the Scottish Theatre (1998), edited by 

Bill Findlay, and Scottish Theatre: Diversity, Language, Continuity (2013), by Ian Brown. That 

said, as this thesis is bold enough to assert that Scottish theatre is currently experiencing an 

on-going Renaissance which began in 1969, and that this Renaissance marks the richest 

period in Scottish theatrical history, the work should, at least, offer a considered historical 

note in support of this assertion. 

                                                           
6 See Chapter 1 of this thesis. Note that this aesthetic revolution continued after the 1970s, as is 

detailed in Chapter 1 below. However it was from 1969 and through the 1970s that its impact was 

most revolutionary and, therefore, most keenly felt.  
7 See Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
8 See comments re. Chapter 3 in this introduction above. 
9 See Chapter 4 of, and the Conclusion to, this thesis. 
10 See Chapter 4 of this thesis. 
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 The historical perspective of this thesis is one that is held widely, but by no means 

universally, among those who are concerned with the development of Scottish theatre over 

the last five centuries. Put simply, this view holds that the prohibitions placed upon theatre 

(in addition to other cultural activities) by Scotland's Calvinist Reformation of the sixteenth 

century, and the suspicions and strictures of the state and Kirk11 in the centuries thereafter, 

seriously arrested the development of live drama in Scotland. Liz Lochhead,12 leading 

Scottish poet and playwright, sums up this perspective succinctly: 

 

 [O]ur Reformation, early and thorough, stamped out all drama and dramatic writing 

 for centuries. This means that the indigenous product seems to consist of Lyndsay's 

 1540 Ane Satyre of the Thrie Estaites13 [sic] - and 'ane satire' is definitely not enough. 

 We have no Scottish Jacobean tragedies, no Scottish Restoration Comedies. Our 

 greatest dramatist that never was, Burns, confined himself to the dramatic 

 monologue purely in poetic form[....] Holy Willie14 and Tartuffe15 may be brother 

 archetypes, but only one had a full five-act play written about him.16 

 

Here Lochhead points not only to the devastating impact of the Reformation on the 

development of theatre in Scotland, but also to the reason why Scottish theatre has a 

                                                           
11 The Scottish Calvinist Church in its various forms, predominantly the Church of Scotland 

(established in 1560), its breakaway denomination the Free Church of Scotland (1843-1900), and the 

Free Presbyterian Church (which broke from the Free Church in 1893). 
12 Born in 1947, Lochhead was Scotland's Makar (national poet) between the years of 2011 and 2016. In 

addition to her considerable poetic output, she is the author of many plays, including original works 

such as Mary Queen of Scots Got Her Head Chopped Off (1987), Perfect Days (1998) and Thon Man Molière 

(2016), and adaptations of Greek classics, such as Euripides's Medea (2000), and plays by Molière, 

including Tartuffe (1986) and The Misanthrope, retitled Miseryguts, (2002).  
13 Sir David Lyndsay's (1490-1555) social and political satire, Ane Pleasant Satyre of the Thrie Estaitis 

(1540), is considered a classic of Scotland's comparatively scant theatrical history. Revived from time 

to time in the modern era, it was most recently performed in 2013 at Linlithgow Palace by the Arts 

and Humanities Research Council-funded project Staging and Representing the Scottish Renaissance 

Court. 
14 The hypocritical religious moralist who is the subject of Robert Burns's 1785 poem 'Holy Willie's 

Prayer'.  
15 The charlatan priest who is the subject of  Molière's 1664 play Tartuffe. 
16 Liz Lochhead, introduction to Educating Agnes, after Molière's The School for Wives (London: Nick 

Hern Books, 2008), p. 7. 
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celebrated tradition of adapting Molière (known as the "MacMolière" tradition).17 In the 

absence of Scotland's own historical stage comedies, Scottish dramatists of the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries found in Molière a writer whose irreverence and comic idiom 

complemented the Scottish sense of humour.  

 One might add to Lochhead's comments the further observation that the 

Reformation's prohibition of theatre, and its deadening impact on Scottish drama for 

centuries thereafter, left theatre in Scotland in an unusually weakened position vis-à-vis 

other relatively small countries in northern Europe. Of course it is true that Scotland, 

compared with England, has no Shakespeare, nor, for the matter, an Aphra Behn, a Thomas 

Otway, or a Richard Brinsley Sheridan. How could it have been otherwise? In England, the 

theatres were closed for just eleven years (throughout Oliver Cromwell's Puritanical 

interregnum of 1649 to 1660). By contrast, Scottish theatre was still in search of a voice and 

an identity by the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. Look beyond mainland 

Britain, however, to northern European neighbours, countries to which Scotland might, in 

some ways, be considered more comparable, such as Sweden, Norway and Ireland, and one 

can truly see how severe was the historical setback to Scottish theatre. There simply is no 

Scottish August Strindberg or Henrik Ibsen. Nor, for that matter, is there an historical 

Scottish playwright to match any of the great Irish dramatists of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, whether it be J.M. Synge, Oscar Wilde, George Bernard Shaw, Sean 

O'Casey or Samuel Beckett? Whether one considers Lyndsay's Ane Satyre to be an historical 

curiosity (albeit an accomplished one) or a genuinely outstanding work of Renaissance 

                                                           
17 A tradition in which Robert Kemp, Hector MacMillan and, latterly, Lochhead have translated plays 

by Molière into Scots and Scots-English. See Noel A. Peacock's Moliere in Scotland, 1945-1990 

(Glasgow: University of Glasgow, French & German Publications, 1993), and Bill Findlay's essay 

'Talking in Tongues: Scottish Translations 1970-1995', in Randall Stevenson and Gavin Wallace (eds.) 

Scottish Theatre Since the Seventies (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996), pp. 186-197. 
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drama, few critics would claim that the sixteenth-century Scottish knight deserves a place in 

the pantheon of northern European playwrights mentioned above.  

 Writing of Scottish theatre in the early-eighteenth century, at which point any revival 

in theatre's fortunes in Scotland was tied to the interconnected ideas of Scottish 

provincialism and cultural Britishness, Donald Campbell comments that, "the [Scottish] 

audience which continued to support the theatre would tolerate nothing that did not come 

from London".18 It is, arguably, this fact (rather than any particularly notable brilliance on 

the part of the play) that made the first staging, in Edinburgh, of Presbyterian minister John 

Home's 1756 drama Douglas such a celebrated and controversial event.19 A play based upon 

a Scottish legend of murder and jealousy, the drama did nothing to upset British political 

sensibilities. However, unusually, it was very much a Scottish piece in linguistic and cultural 

terms, eliciting the famous cry from a patriotic theatregoer during its premiere run: 

"Whaur's yer Wully Shakespeare nou?"20 The play, Campbell explains, catered to a nascent, 

but palpably growing, demand among Scottish audiences for, "a drama of their own, a truly 

'British' drama which would reflect Scotland's place in the Union."21  

 Yet, if Douglas offered Scottish theatre audiences a flicker of patriotic cultural self-

assertion, the overwhelming provincialism of live drama in the country would not be 

overcome easily. As Barbara Bell writes of the nineteenth century: "The Scottish theatre 

industry was too weak, fragmented and anglicised to offer any kind of future to a native 

                                                           
18 Donald Campbell, Playing for Scotland: A History of the Scottish Stage 1715-1965 (Edinburgh: Mercat 

Press, 1996), p. 17. 
19 See Adrienne Scullion on 'The Controversy Over John Home's Douglas', pp. 98-106,  in her chapter 

'The Eighteenth Century', in Findlay (1998). 
20 Quoted in Campbell, p. 18. 
21 Ibid, p.17. 
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talent. The few Patent houses22 operating were conscious of their legitimate status as 

satellites of the great London houses[...]".23 Even in the early years of the twentieth century, 

in which Scotland saw a veritable explosion in the building of new theatres, the 

provincialism of the preceding centuries endured. As David Hutchison notes: "like the 

Victorian playhouses that preceded them, these theatres were heavily dependent on touring 

productions which originated south of the border. The Scottish element in their repertoire 

consisted largely of pantomimes, variety and very occasional dramatic pieces."24 There were 

fitful attempts to create a serious, homegrown, Scottish theatre, such as the Glasgow 

Repertory Company (1909-1914)25 and the Scottish National Players (1921-1947).26 However, 

a truly thriving Scottish theatre scene was some decades off. 

 This narrative, in which an indigenous Scottish theatre culture is all but snuffed out 

by the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century, only flickering into any truly 

significant life in the early-twentieth century is not accepted by all critics. As playwright 

David Greig says in the interview in Chapter 3 of this thesis, Ian Brown is one particularly 

notable figure in Scottish theatre studies who disagrees with this school of thought. Brown 

is, by his own admission, a belated convert away from the perspective outlined above and 

towards the position that emphasises, not the lack of a Scottish theatre tradition from the 

sixteenth century forward, but a continuity of theatre-making in the country, albeit that it 

has been overlooked by most writers on the subject. Writing in 2013, he explains the view he 

has latterly adopted: "[W]hile there has undoubtedly been a resurgence of Scottish theatre 

                                                           
22 Theatres licensed by Royal patent to perform spoken-word drama, as instituted in England by King 

Charles II soon after his Restoration to the British throne in 1660. 
23 From Bell's chapter, 'The Nineteenth Century', in Findlay (1998), p. 139. 
24 From Hutchison's chapter, '1900 to 1950', in Findlay (1998), pp. 207-208. 
25 Whose repertoire Ibid, pp. 208-214. 
26 A major, but amateur, company dedicated to the performance of plays reflecting Scottish life and 

culture. See Hutchison, ibid, pp. 221-225. 
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[since the 1970s], this resurgence is not some sudden blooming in a desert, but a growth 

from a longer and often hidden tradition."27 To gain a full appreciation of Brown's position, 

one should read both his article 'Public and Private Performance: 1650-1800'28 and his 

aforementioned book Scottish Theatre: Diversity, Language, Continuity. For our purposes here 

it is sufficient to say that recognising the continuation of theatre-making, the definition of 

which Brown stretches to include, "such essentially dramatic performances as ballad-

singing[... and] the long quasi-theatrical Scottish tradition of story-telling",29 within Scotland 

in the three centuries following the Reformation does not invalidate the historical 

perspective that sees in Scottish theatre a tradition that is almost obliterated by the 

prohibitions and strictures from the sixteenth century forward. Lochhead overstates the case 

somewhat when she writes that the Reformation, "stamped out all drama and dramatic 

writing for centuries." As Brown proves, there was dramatic writing going on in Scotland 

during this time. However, Brown oversells his case in trying to represent that activity as 

creating a "continuity" in Scottish theatre-making. By his own admission the "traditions" he 

is writing of were often "hidden" and "secret". As we will see later in this Introduction, they 

did not amount to a theatre culture that could, until the late-1930s, begin to stand on its own 

feet as a national theatre scene. The thread that Brown identifies was, for the most part, 

subterranean. Lochhead is correct when she writes: "We have no Scottish Jacobean tragedies, 

no Scottish Restoration Comedies. Our greatest dramatist that never was, Burns, confined 

himself to the dramatic monologue purely in poetic form." As we have seen above, theatre in 

Scotland in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and into the early-twentieth, was far 

                                                           
27 Ian Brown, Scottish Theatre: Diversity, Language, Continuity (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2013), p. 9. 
28 Ian Brown, 'Public and Private Performance: 1650-1800', in Ian Brown (ed.), The Edinburgh 

Companion to Scottish Drama (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), pp. 22-40.  
29 Ibid, p. 26. 
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more likely to be influenced by touring work from London than any supposed hidden gems 

written in Scotland after the Reformation. Even the celebrated Douglas did not remain 

celebrated for very long. As Campbell notes: "In terms of dramatic effect, its popularity did 

not long outlast its time."30 Indeed, a little more than a century after its premiere, the noted 

critic James Dibdin wrote of Home's drama (in 1888): "The play has been quite dead for 

many years."31 Brown is correct, of course, to say that the resurgence of Scottish theatre in 

the 1970s does not simply appear, as if from nowhere. However, it is the contention of this 

thesis that the late-twentieth century Renaissance has a great deal more to do with the new 

flourishing of live drama in Scotland in the early and mid-twentieth century, and, more 

particularly, with the aesthetic revolution ushered in by Havergal, Prowse and MacDonald32 

at the Citizens Theatre from 1969 forward, than with an historically  "hidden" and "secret" 

theatre culture which was so weakened as to be flattered by the word "tradition".  

 This said, the postulated Renaissance in the aesthetics of live drama in Scotland from 

1969 forward could not have happened had theatre culture in the country not begun to 

assert itself in the preceding decades. As Donald Smith notes, in the late 1930s, "Scotland 

[could] boast the beginnings of a modern theatre profession outside [of] variety."33 By the 

1950s, he writes: "[T]heatre in Scotland seemed to be enjoying a golden age. Established 

professional companies served the cities of Glasgow, Dundee and Perth, while Pitlochry 

Festival Theatre, the Gateway Theatre in Edinburgh and the increasingly professional Byre 

Theatre in St Andrews demonstrated vigorous new growth."34 The Citizens Theatre 

                                                           
30 Campbell, p. 18. 
31 Quoted in Campbell, ibid. 
32 See Chapter 1 of this thesis. 
33 From Smith's chapter, '1950 to 1995', in Findlay (1998), p. 253. 
34 Ibid. 
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Company had been established by playwright James Bridie in 1943,35 with its sister repertory 

group the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company being created in 1965.36  

 Alongside the emergence of important repertory and touring companies, there was 

also, in the early to mid-twentieth century, a notable flourishing of playwriting. There were 

a number of prominent dramatists besides Bridie,37 ranging from Joe Corrie,38 to Ena Lamont 

Stewart39 and C.P. Taylor.40 It is notable that, in their naturalism and their foregrounding of 

the lives of working-class people, the socialists Corrie and Taylor, and the humanist Lamont 

Stewart can be said to have been precursors of the agitprop theatre companies 7:84 Scotland 

and Wildcat.41 Indeed, Corrie might even be described as the founder of the extremely 

variable tradition of the Scottish "work play", which ranges from Roddy McMillan's The 

Bevellers (1973)42 and Sue Glover's Bondagers (1991),43 to nostalgic, light comedies such as 

Tony Roper's The Steamie (1987)44 and Chris Rattray's The Mill Lavvies (1998).45 

                                                           
35 See Citizens Theatre website: www.citz.co.uk/about/history (accessed 1/2/2017). 
36 The company (which absorbed the Gateway Theatre Company in 1965) was originally called the 

Edinburgh Civic Theatre. It would eventually be renamed the Royal Lyceum Theatre Company in 

1977. For more on the establishment of the company, see Smith's chapter, '1950 to 1995', in Findlay 

(1998), pp. 264-265. 
37 In addition to founding the Citizens Theatre Company, Bridie (1888-1951) wrote numerous plays, 

including The Paradise Case (1947) and Stage Fright (1950). 
38 Corrie (1894–1968) was a Fife miner who enjoyed considerable acclaim as both a poet and a 

playwright. His plays include In Time O' Strife (1926) and Hewers of Coal (1937); the former of which 

was revived by the National Theatre of Scotland in 2013. 
39 Lamont Stewart (1912- 2006) is most famously the author of the 1947 play Men Should Weep; which 

has been revived on a number of occasions, most recently by the National Theatre of Scotland in 2011. 
40 A prolific playwright and screenwriter, Cecil Philip Taylor (1929-1981) drew, in his theatre writings, 

upon his Jewish heritage and his socialist political convictions. His more than eighty plays include Mr 

David (1954), Lies About Vietnam (1969) and Good (1981). 
41 For more on 7:84 and Wildcat see the section entitled 'Two strands: Modernism and agitprop' later 

in this introduction. 
42 A drama about workers in a Scottish glass making factory. 
43 A play about semi-enslaved ("bondaged") women farm labourers in the Scottish Lowlands in the 

nineteenth century. 
44 A comic drama set in a Glasgow wash house in the 1950s. 
45 A play located, mainly, in the fetid toilets of a Dundee jute mill in the 1960s. 
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 That there was a very concerted development of Scottish theatre culture from the 

late-1930s onwards is not in doubt. However, the extent to which live drama in Scotland 

lagged behind the theatre cultures of much of Europe and countries beyond can, perhaps, be 

measured in the lack of any truly great writers and the absence of any serious engagement 

with the aesthetics of Modernism which had begun to break through on the continent in the 

late-nineteenth century and exploded in European cultures in the early-twentieth century. 

There were, it should be said, some serious attempts by Scottish theatre companies to 

engage with a number of European Modernist writers prior to the arrival of Havergal at the 

Citizens in 1969. As Joyce McMillan writes in her book The Traverse Theatre Story: 1963-

1988,46 the pioneers47 who established the Traverse as a theatre club did so, on January 2, 

1963, with a double bill of plays by two titans of Modernism,48 namely Jean-Paul Sartre's 

Huis Clos (1944) and Orison (1957) by Fernando Arrabal. It was a statement of intent. The 

first year's programme49 would also include works by significant European Modernists such 

as Alfred Jarry and Eugène Ionesco, and the brilliant, if fascist, Japanese Modernist Yukio 

Mishima. As we shall see in Chapter 1 of this thesis, the work of Bertolt Brecht was an 

established part of the Citizens Theatre repertoire prior to Havergal's arrival as artistic 

director. However, although some companies were staging Modernist plays, it is seems 

unarguable that the aesthetics of the European avant-garde had still not become embedded in 

the Scottish theatrical consciousness. This is evinced by the considerable scandal that 

                                                           
46 Joyce McMillan, The Traverse Theatre Story: 1963-1988 (London: Methuen, 1988). 
47 Namely, Jim Haynes, Richard Demarco, Tom Mitchell and John Calder. For more on these founders 

of the Traverse theatre club see the short section about the Traverse later on in this Introduction.  
48 McMillan, p. 7. 
49 Ibid, p. 18. 
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attended the arrival of such daring aesthetics at the Citizens Theatre in 1969 and the early-

1970s.50 

 

Two strands: Modernism and agitprop    

As alluded to above, the new Scottish theatre of the early and mid-twentieth century was, in 

contrast to the Modernist work sweeping continental Europe, overwhelmingly naturalistic. 

Often focused on the conditions of life and/or work of the Scottish working class, the plays 

tended to have an avowedly socialist outlook. Although, in the second half of the twentieth 

century, live drama in Scotland became increasingly confident and diverse, this strong 

strand of socially engaged naturalism continued. So, too, did the longstanding tradition of 

variety performance. These elements (political engagement and variety performance, in 

particular) were combined with others (including, notably, the Scottish Highland tradition 

of ceilidh51) by two of the most significant Scottish theatre companies to emerge in the late-

twentieth century; namely, 7:84 Scotland52 (established by director and playwright John 

McGrath,53 his wife, actor Elizabeth MacLennan,54 and her brother, actor and director David 

MaLennan,55 in 1973) and Wildcat (established by former 7:84 members Dave Anderson,56 

                                                           
50 See Chapter 1 of this thesis.  
51 Social events which involve live traditional music, singing, dancing and storytelling. 
52 The name 7:84 was famously taken from a statistic published in The Economist magazine in 1966 to 

the effect that seven percent of the UK population owned eight-four percent of the wealth. 
53 McGrath (1935-2002) came from Birkenhead on Merseyside. His work as a director and dramatist 

includes directing many episodes of the BBC television police drama series Z-Cars in the early-1960s 

and adapting Sir David Lyndsay's classic play Ane Pleasant Satyre of the Thrie Estaitis (1540) as The 

Satire of the Four Estaites for performance by Wildcat at the Edinburgh International Festival in 1996. 
54 Elizabeth MacLennan (1938-2015) was an actor and writer most closely associated with 7:84 

Scotland theatre company and the movement for a politically radical popular theatre. 
55 David MacLennan (1948-2014) was an actor, writer and producer best known for his work with the 

7:84 Scotland and Wildcat theatre companies, and his establishing, as producer, of the successful, and 

continuing, lunchtime theatre series A Play, A Pie and A Pint at the Òran Mór venue in Glasgow in 

2004. 
56 Scottish actor, musician and writer. 
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David MacLennan and Ferelith Lean57 in 1978). Although it is the contention of this thesis 

that the prime driver of the Renaissance in Scottish theatre, from 1969 forward, has been 

European Modernism, one cannot ignore the tremendous significance of agitational 

propagandist (agitprop) work (the 7:84/Wildcat strand, if you will). There were, of course, 

other aspects of the Scottish theatre scene in the 1970s, but these two were, surely, the most 

important in the development of a self-confident live drama culture in Scotland.   

 The impact of the 7:84/Wildcat strand in Scottish theatre can be best measured in 

relation to the show entitled The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil. First staged in 1973, 

the play, written by John McGrath, considered the history of the Scottish Highlands, from 

the Highland Clearances58 of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, through the system of 

land ownership which followed, and the development of the oil industry in the north of 

Scotland in the 1960s and 1970s. Combining live music and song (some of which was in 

Gaelic), storytelling, satirical comedy, first-hand accounts and acted scenes, and an openly 

socialist political perspective, the original tour of Scotland (which included performances in 

community venues throughout the Highlands and Islands) was a huge success. So much so 

that the BBC made a film version of the production in 1974. Revived by Wildcat theatre 

company in 1991 and by the Dundee Rep theatre company in 2015 and, again, in 2016,59 The 

Cheviot remains an icon of modern Scottish theatre.    

                                                           
57 Writer and theatre practitioner. 
58 The forced, often violent, eviction of a huge number of Highland crofters (small tenant farmers) and 

their families from their land by wealthy landowners and the British state in order to replace them 

with more profitable sheep. Many of the dispersed people crossed the Atlantic Ocean to Canada and 

the United States, others went to southern Scotland and elsewhere in search of new lives. For more on 

the Clearances see John Prebble's 1963 book The Highland Clearances (London: Penguin Books, new 

edition, 1982). 
59 My own 2016 article previewing Dundee Rep's 2016 tour of The Cheviot includes both details of the 

history of the play and interviews with performers who took part in the original 1973 production. The 

article's title, as published in the Sunday Herald ('Relighting Scotland's Fire') was not written by me. 

Given that the Clearances involved the burning of some people out of their homes, I consider the 
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 Wildcat theatre company came to an end in 2007 and 7:84 Scotland closed down in 

2008. Although the success of the Dundee Rep production of The Cheviot indicates that there 

is, in early-twenty-first-century Scotland, a continued appetite for, at least, the very best of 

the companies' agitprop work, it no way denigrates the remarkable histories of both groups 

to say that their aesthetics are not foremost in contemporary Scottish theatre. It will, no 

doubt, be controversial to some to say it, but it is the contention of this thesis that, important 

though it is, the 7:84/Wildcat strand in Scottish theatre has proved to be less influential, and 

less central to the aesthetics of live drama in Scotland in the new Millennium, than the 

European Modernist revolution started by Giles Havergal and the Citizens Theatre in 1969. 

There is, of course, no absolute separation of these two strands, but, as the following 

chapters attempt to prove, a distinctive European Modernist aesthetics have done more than 

any other factor to drive the Renaissance of Scottish theatre in the late-twentieth and early-

twenty-first centuries. 

 

Aesthetic and structural players 

This thesis distinguishes between the artists and companies that are identified as the key 

aesthetic drivers of the Scottish theatrical Renaissance and the institutions and events which 

might be considered more as structural players in the process of revival. The structural 

players include a number of extremely significant institutions and events, each of which 

could be, and, in a number of cases, have been, the subject of doctoral theses or books of 

their own. These include festival programmes past and present, such as: the Edinburgh 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
headline somewhat crass and insensitive (Glasgow: Sunday Herald, 4/9/2016): 

www.heraldscotland.com/news/14721961.Theatre__Relighting_Scotland__39_s_fire (accessed 

2/2/2017). 



55 
 

International Festival and Edinburgh Festival Fringe;60 Glasgow's year as European Capital 

of Culture in 1990; Glasgow arts festival Mayfest;61 and Imaginate, the international festival 

of children's theatre and dance.62 They also include important institutions, such as: Glasgow 

venues Tramway;63 the CCA;64 and The Arches arts and club venue;65 and Edinburgh venues 

the Traverse Theatre;66 the Roxy Art House;67 and Summerhall.68 In addition to these, there 

are influential performances that should be considered artistic landmarks of late twentieth-

century Scottish theatre, such as Peter Brook's staging of the Indian epic The Mahabharata in 

198869 and Bill Bryden's large-scale First World War drama The Big Picnic in 1994.70 Although 

this thesis is focused very particularly (and, no doubt, subjectively and contentiously) upon 

                                                           
60 Which, together with the Edinburgh International Book Festival and other associated festival 

programmes held in Scotland's capital each August, continue to be the world's biggest celebration of 

the arts and culture. 
61 Which ran from 1983 to 1997. 
62 Held annually in venues across Edinburgh, with a touring programme taking work elsewhere in 

Scotland. 
63 A major arts centre housed within an enormous former tram shed in Pollokshields on the southside 

of Glasgow. Since its opening in 1988, it has been a home to international theatre, dance and 

performance, including many theatre artists whose work could be said to be in the European 

Modernist tradition, including: Peter Brook (France), Robert Lepage (Quebec), The Wooster Group 

(USA), Victoria (Belgium), TG Stan (Belgium), DV8 Physical Theatre (England) and Scottish 

companies Suspect Culture, Vanishing Point and Untitled Projects.  
64 Centre for Contemporary Arts, previously The Third Eye Centre. 
65 Established, in 1991, following its use as a temporary gallery space during the European Capital of 

Culture programme, by Andy Arnold, artistic director of the new Arches Theatre Company. The 

venue was controversially closed down in 2015 by the Licensing Board of Glasgow City Council, 

following the advice of Police Scotland, which raised concerns over drug-related incidents. See 

Glasgow Evening Times report by Caroline Wilson on the protest against the closure (27/6/2015): 

www.eveningtimes.co.uk/news/13357340.Protest_to_keep_the_Arches_open (accessed 1/1/2017). 
66 Now self-styled as Scotland's new writing theatre, but, as we shall see below, with its origins in a 

theatre club specialising in the European Modernist repertoire.  
67 An independent performing arts centre in central Edinburgh from 2002 to 2010. Housed in a former 

chapel, it has, in more recent years, been used as an Edinburgh Fringe venue by major producer 

Assembly (known as Assembly Roxy). 
68 A major independent arts venue on the southside of Edinburgh city centre housed within the 

former veterinary school of the University of Edinburgh. Established as an Edinburgh Fringe venue 

by former artistic director of Roxy Arthouse Rupert Thomson in August 2011, it has become a 

permanent, year-round centre for the performing and visual arts. The venue's owner, Robert 

McDowell, took over the directorship upon Thomson's departure (to become a senior programmer at 

the Southbank Centre in London) in 2015.  
69 The founding production of Tramway. 
70 Performed in the engine shed of the Harland & Wolff shipyard in Glasgow. 
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those players considered to be the most significant in the revival of Scottish theatre, their 

interconnections with other players71 are acknowledged and discussed at various points 

throughout this work.  

 The refusal to identify the Traverse Theatre as a key aesthetic driver in the Scottish 

theatrical Renaissance is, perhaps, one of the most contentious stances taken by this thesis. 

As noted above, the original Traverse theatre club made an extremely important structural 

contribution in the sense that it intervened seriously in the question of the Scottish 

repertoire, introducing important plays from the European Modernist canon. The Traverse 

club was the creation of such colourful figures as its founding director Jim Haynes,72 

Edinburgh arts lover, and future impresario, Richard Demarco, property developer Tom 

Mitchell73 and John Calder, enthusiastic early publisher of many important modern 

playwrights, including Samuel Beckett and Howard Barker. The Traverse's Modernist 

credentials are, therefore beyond doubt. However, throughout a history in which it has 

changed from a Modernist theatre club to, by its own definition, "Scotland's new writing 

theatre",74 and whatever the particular contributions of individual artistic directors, the 

Traverse has always been, first-and-foremost, a writer's theatre, rather than a director's 

theatre.75 This emphasis on the writer/theatremaker continues under the current Traverse 

artistic director, Orla O'Loughlin, who scored a notable success with her production of Ciara, 

                                                           
71 For example Anthony Neilson and the Traverse Theatre, see Chapter 3 of this thesis. 
72 Although hailing from the United States, Haynes had a passion for the European avant-garde.    
73 McMillan, p.12. 
74 This was a gradual process, with new writing coming increasingly to the fore in the theatre's 

output. In 1988, for example, the Traverse referred to itself as 'a powerhouse of new writing', and its 

entire Edinburgh Fringe programme that year consisted of new work. The Traverse finally defined 

itself as "Scotland's new writing theatre" in 2004. Source: The Traverse.   
75 Note, for example, that Steve Cramer's essay 'The Traverse, 1985-97: Arnott, Clifford, Hannan, 

Harrower, Greig and Greenhorn', takes as its primary subjects six playwrights. The essay appears in 

Ian Brown (ed.), The Edinburgh Companion to Scottish Drama, pp. 165-176. 
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by David Harrower,76 in 2013, and whose appointment of Gary McNair77 as an associate 

artist78 reaffirmed the Edinburgh theatre's commitment to its new writing remit. I would 

suggest, therefore, that Chapter 3 of this thesis, which consists largely of Q&A interviews 

with, arguably, the four finest dramatists of Scotland's "golden generation" of playwrights,79 

is, to a considerable degree, a chapter about the Traverse; in the sense that the institution 

played a crucial role in nurturing and developing the talents of all four writers. 

 The scope of this thesis, which explores the role of European Modernism in Scottish 

theatre from 1969 until 2017, is considerable. The subjects explored by each of the chapters, 

indeed numerous subjects within chapters, are worthy of full doctoral study in their own 

right. However, it is my hope and intention that the present work gains more in its 

construction of a grand narrative about the posited Scottish theatrical Renaissance than it 

loses in the more forensic study that might have come with a more narrowly focused thesis.  

                                                           
76 For more on Harrower see Chapter 3 of this thesis. 
77 See Chapter 4 and the Conclusion to this thesis. 
78 Announced by the Traverse on February 9, 2017. 
79 Namely, those who emerged in the 1990s. 
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Chapter 1 

'My wife glimpsed a testicle!': the Citizens Theatre since 1969 

 

i. The Havergal Revolution 

If Scottish theatre has undergone a Renaissance since the late 1960s, it is all but unarguable 

that the Citizens Theatre in Glasgow provided the initial impetus - and, in the following 

decades, much of the fuel - for change. In 1969 the theatre (which was located, then as now, 

in the famous working-class community of the Gorbals, on the south bank of the River 

Clyde) appointed Giles Havergal as its artistic director. His appointment followed a 

turbulent decade in which, regardless of the perceived recklessness or conservatism of their 

various programmes, the Citizens Theatre had parted with a succession of artistic directors.1 

Edinburgh-born and familiar with Glasgow (having lived in the city during his early life), 

the thirty-one-year-old Havergal arrived at the Citizens following four successful years as 

artistic director of the Palace Theatre, Watford. It was an appointment which would 

revolutionise theatre in Glasgow, and Scotland more broadly, over the course of an 

extraordinary thirty-four year reign. 

 Havergal did not orchestrate this revolution alone. He arrived at "the Citz", as the 

Clydeside playhouse was (and still is) affectionately known, with talented theatre designer, 

and soon-to-be co-director, Philip Prowse (with whom he had worked at Watford). The duo 

were joined in 1971 by a third co-director, Robert David MacDonald, a prodigious linguist 

and translator who shared Prowse's passion for European theatre. Together, the three - who 

                                                           
1 This period is sketched in the late theatre critic Cordelia Oliver's book Magic in the Gorbals: a personal 

record of the Citizens Theatre (Aberdeen: Famedram, 1999), pp. 25-38. 
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were soon being described collectively by people in the media and beyond as "the 

triumvirate"2 - embarked upon a style of theatre making which Glasgow had not seen 

before. The shock did not come from the triumvirate's fascination with the European 

repertoire; as Cordelia Oliver points out, Iain Cuthbertson's directorial reign (1962-65) had 

seen productions of plays by such European Modernists as Brecht, Pirandello, Anouilh and 

Durrenmatt.3 Indeed, Havergal himself is quick to point out that, during Cuthbertson's 

directorship, the theatre enjoyed some considerable commercial success: "People never give 

him enough credit, but the box office figures were better under Cuthbertson than they were 

under anybody [else]."4 It was not simply the selection of texts which made the work staged 

by Havergal, Prowse and MacDonald incendiary.5 With their continental tastes came an 

inclination towards the aesthetics of the European "director's theatre".6 Theatre critic and 

author Michael Coveney contends that the triumvirate created: "[A] theatre of visual delight 

and European orientation which [bore] no relationship whatsoever to the great upheavals in 

British theatre since the mid-1950s[...] [They] renounced Scottishness, but renounced 

Englishness, too."7 Havergal agrees with Coveney's appraisal entirely: 

 

 In terms of the "Europeanness" of the work, Philip [Prowse] was always very 

 determined that we wouldn't become another "English company". We were up in 

 Glasgow (which was actually home to me, as it turned out), but not for them 

 [Prowse and MacDonald], and we actually wanted to take advantage of being 400 

 miles away from London, and create our own style of theatre. I always summed it up 

                                                           
2 The opening line of the British Theatre Guide's obituary to Robert David MacDonald (in 2004) is 

typical of the general and accepted description of the three men as the "triumvirate": 

www.britishtheatreguide.info/news/RDM.htm (accessed 16/5/2013). 
3 Oliver, p. 29. 
4 Giles Havergal, from interview with Mark Brown (Royal Academy of Dramatic Art, London, 

14/11/2012). 
5 Although such productions as 1975's De Sade Show were inherently controversial. 
6 As outlined in the introduction above. 
7 Michael Coveney, The Citz: 21 Years of the Glasgow Citizens Theatre (London: Nick Hern Books, 1990), 

p. 4. 
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 by saying we didn't care what the Royal Shakespeare Company was doing. We 

 weren't influenced by that. Whereas, I think, if you were in an English theatre at that 

 time, you would have to have been. We simply weren't connected to that whole 

 organisation that was "English theatre".8 

 

 There was, in the early years of Havergal's reign, no clearer an example of the 

disjuncture between the new regime at the Citz and the expectations and predominant tastes 

of Scottish theatre (or of the critical fraternity and opinion formers, at least) than the 

production of Hamlet which opened in September 1970. Directed by Havergal and designed 

by Prowse, it featured an all-male cast (led, in the title role, by a young David Hayman), a 

liberally truncated and reordered script, scantily-clad gravediggers and, as a tone-setting 

opener, a vision of a sexual tryst between Claudius and Gertrude. The main stages of 

Scotland's repertory theatres (such as the Royal Lyceum in Edinburgh and, indeed, the 

Citizens) were not accustomed to such liberties being taken with classical (or, indeed, any) 

texts. As Donald Smith writes, the Citizens' Hamlet: "announced that something new had 

arrived, and that a bold contemporary theatricality would now take precedence over both 

literary notions and bourgeois expectations of repertory theatre."9  

 The critics (and many West of Scotland teachers, who cancelled school parties in 

considerable numbers)10 were not amused either by the production's perceived lack of 

reverence for Shakespeare's text or by its radical departure from respectable norms in 

costume and performance. Mamie Crichton of the Scottish Daily Express summed up the 

general view - namely, that Havergal was not long for the Glasgow rep - by ascribing to the 

Citz a "death-wish".11 Allen Wright took to the front page of The Scotsman in a review which 

                                                           
8 Havergal, from interview (14/11/2012). 
9 Donald Smith in Bill Findlay (ed.), A History of Scottish Theatre (Edinburgh: Polygon, 1988), p. 273. 
10 Coveney, p. 42. 
11 Ibid, p. 39. 
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opined: "[I]t is shameful that this should be the play's first production in Glasgow for ten 

years, giving many young people a warped impression of it."12 Perhaps the most memorable 

broadside against what he termed this "anti-Hamlet" came from Glasgow Herald theatre critic 

Christopher Small. In a review entitled, "This silly 'Hamlet' must certainly harm Citizens", he 

wrote, "Mr Havergal [is] determined only to do something new, at whatever cost".13 

Shakespeare's greatest play had been: "not so much cut as minced, scenes and speeches 

transposed, truncated, or removed altogether, character ignored, and all reduced to a dead 

uniformity of 'decadence' [...]" Hayman, Small continued, was "the only readily identifiable 

member of the all-male cast." He managed, the critic wrote, to achieve "a certain 

consistency": "consistent, that is, as a gibbering idiot, mopping and mowing, slobbering, 

giggling, and scratching himself, mouthing over the more celebrated lines as meaningless 

catch-phrases and diversifying them with physical spasms (at one point, after 'what a piece 

of work is a man,' he bounds like a kangaroo)." Such was Small's outrage, in fact, that he was 

moved, as the pre-eminent theatre critic in Glasgow, to call, by unsubtle implication, for the 

heads of Havergal and Prowse, even before they had completed their first full year at the 

theatre: "[O]ne may ask the board [of the Citizens] whether, since the promised reform 

[which was to have been ushered in by Havergal and Prowse] has been so indifferent, it is 

not time to reform matters altogether."14 

 At one level, the indignation was moral; the partial nudity and the implicit 

homoeroticism generated by the all-male cast were not commonplace on the Scottish stage 

in 1970. At another, the protests were against an aesthetic which gave directorial (and 

designer) vision precedence over a "faithful" rendering of the text. As we have seen above, 

                                                           
12 Ibid, p. 40. 
13 Christopher Small, Glasgow Herald (Glasgow: 7/9/1970), p.3. 
14 Ibid. 
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Coveney  identifies this as a clash between the "European orientation" of Havergal and 

Prowse and the artistic preferences of both "Englishness" and "Scottishness". One might 

contend that, insofar as there might be said to be a "British" approach to classical plays, there 

remains to this day a certain reverence for the text and, by logical extension, a suspicion of a 

continental emphasis on directorial and dramaturgical license.15 

 On both the moral and the aesthetic planes (and the two cannot, of course, be 

separated), Havergal believes that his Hamlet marked the belated arrival of the 1960s in a city 

which had been largely unaffected by the social revolutions of the previous decade: 

 

 My sense of what happened at that Hamlet was that what we call "the Sixties" came to 

 Glasgow. I'd lived in Glasgow since 1953, because my father worked there. So, I'd 

 seen Glasgow, and I always say a bus queue in Glasgow in 1969 - or 1970, when the 

 Hamlet was - looked very much like a bus queue of 10 years before. The whole thing 

 of wide trousers, long hair, pot smoking, ambisexuality and all that had simply not 

 arrived.16 

 

Which is not to say that Havergal arrived in Glasgow as a self-conscious revolutionary 

intent on dragging the city violently into the Sixties: 

 

 We didn't think, "we'll shock the bourgeoisie", we really, really didn't. We wanted to 

 put on what we fondly imagined was a sort of cutting edge production. We were 

 interested in a new version of Hamlet; why would you do Hamlet without [radical 

 reinterpretation]? [The controversy] was really a sort of wake-up call. It was a clash 

                                                           
15 English dramatist Howard Barker, who considers himself, first-and-foremost, a European writer, 

might be seen as a case in point. Widely perceived to be an internal exile within English theatre, he 

believes that his situation can be explained partially by way of the English theatre establishment's 

reaction to his radical recreation of Chekhov's Uncle Vanya. "I deepened my menace... [ I] appear[ed] 

to attack the pantheon. I rewrote... Chekhov - as I've always said, I think Chekhov is the national 

dramatist in England... ", quoted in Mark Brown (ed.), Howard Barker Interviews 1980-2010: 

Conversations in Catastrophe (Bristol: Intellect, 2011), p. 195. 
16 Havergal, from interview. 
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 of cultures. It was the first time a big artistic statement had been made, where men 

 played women, people had long hair and it was in black.17 

 

 It should be noted that Hamlet was not the first outré presentation at Havergal's Citz. 

There was controversy over the theatre's staging of Antonin Artaud's reinvention of P.B. 

Shelley's The Cenci. The drama, based upon the true story of a sixteenth-century Italian 

nobleman who was murdered by the family he had tyrannised over, has been performed 

rarely since its premiere in Paris in 1935.18 Artaud is regarded highly for his theatre theory, 

particularly the above noted manifesto The Theatre of Cruelty, but less celebrated for his 

works for the stage; Susan Sontag wrote that, “no one who works in the theater now is 

untouched by the impact of Artaud’s specific ideas.” However, she also opined that The 

Cenci was “not a very good play.”19 The work is not particularly controversial in and of 

itself, except perhaps inasmuch as it reflects Artaud's eschewal of conventional theatrical 

realism and his preference for a theatre that, "assaults the audience's mind and senses in 

equal measure, immersing us in a 'total experience'."20 The primary source of the controversy 

at the Citizens was the nature of the production, which was directed by Robert Walker, an 

ally of Havergal and Prowse, which found itself at the centre of a media storm before it had 

even opened in March 1970. Havergal remembers his irritation at the hypocrisy of 

journalists who were keen to tell their readers as much as possible about the supposed 

licentiousness of a forthcoming production they feigned to be appalled by: 

 

                                                           
17 Havergal, from interview. 
18 Noted in Mark Blankenship's feature article about a production of the play at the Ohio Theater, 

SoHo, New York; 'It’s Not Just Cruel; It’s Unusual, Too', New York Times (New York: 10/2/2008): 

www.nytimes.com/2008/02/10/theater/10blank.html?_r=0 (accessed 2/9/2014). 
19 Quoted in Blankenship's article, ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
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 The scandal with The Cenci was really ridiculous. We did feel very beleaguered 

 during that first year. We got so pissed off with the press photo call, which 

 traditionally you did for each show. They always said, "can you lean over and 

 show your tits", even if it was Macbeth or something like that. Then there was the 

 famous moment when Robert Walker said to the cast, "just all take your clothes off". 

 Then I said to Bob, "you can't actually do it like that. Not because I have any 

 objection to actors being nude, but because I don't think it will work for the play. 

 You've got to get people to think in this piece, and they're sure as fate not going to be 

 thinking if they've got eight, really rather beautiful, completely naked people 

 wandering around." He agreed, after what was, not a row, but an animated 

 discussion. So, we got the actors to put their clothes back on for the photo call, and 

 the Daily Express was scandalised. Scandalised, not by the original nudity, but that 

 we'd put the clothes back on!21  

 

Widely and sensationally trailed as an outrageous sex play, The Cenci opened to critical 

brickbats. In a review headed "Unhealthy masochism", Small argued that the production 

was anti-theatrical and evidence of a masochistic desire on the parts of Havergal, Prowse 

and Walker to destroy the theatre's reputation.22 For his part, Wright thought the 

production's pre-publicity over-stated its sexual decadence, but he shared Small's distaste 

for the play: "This lurid exercise seems to belong not so much to the theatre as to a bizarre 

mixture of a wrestling stadium and hot-gospel mission."23 It wasn't only the critics who lined 

up to denounce the production. Havergal recalls a furious comment from a patron, who was 

apoplectic that designer Prowse had costumed one male character in a leather jockstrap 

which proved not entirely capable of containing its contents. "It was disgraceful", the 

director remembers him commenting, "my wife glimpsed a testicle!"24 

 Spilled gonads notwithstanding, the outrage over The Cenci was as nothing 

compared with the furore over Hamlet. The reason that the latter created so much more 

                                                           
21 Havergal, from interview. 
22 Small, Glasgow Herald (Glasgow: 26/3/1970), p. 6. 
23 Allen Wright, The Scotsman (Edinburgh: 26/3/1970), p. 4. 
24

 Havergal, from interview. 
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controversy than the former lay, not so much in the fact that the Shakespeare was bound to 

play to far more school parties than the Artaud, as in the fact that The Cenci was performed, 

not on the main Citizens stage, but in the theatre's studio space, The Close Theatre Club,25 

which was located next door. Havergal talks in almost admiring terms about the seeming 

willingness of opinion formers, policy makers and, even, moral watchdogs to tolerate 

riotous theatrical behaviour in the Gorbals, just as long as it was confined to the little stage 

in The Close, and didn't contaminate the hallowed boards of the Citz's main stage: 

 

 The Cenci was a different story [from Hamlet], because it was in The Close. I think 

 there was a big feeling among what you might call conservative opinion in Scotland, 

 or in Glasgow, that you could do what you liked in The Close, but in The Citizens 

 [the work] should be of a certain type, intellectually, aesthetically and so on. The 

 Close had opened, before my time, with what they [conservative opinion formers] 

 would have considered a scandalous production of Doctor Faustus, done by Charles 

 Marowitz. So,  The Close was thought to be very rough and far out. I always thought 

 that was, in a way, rather admirable; [the idea that] "we want a proper theatre [in 

 The Citz], and we're perfectly prepared for there to be a studio theatre [The Close] 

 where people take their clothes off and pour a glass of blood over themselves." What 

 they found tricky was when that [the avant-garde work in The Close] transferred 

 itself onto the main stage.26 

 

 By putting a seemingly radical, sexually unconventional reinterpretation of 

Shakespeare at the centre of the Citz stage, Havergal's Hamlet had transgressed an unwritten 

law. The director is in no doubt that he and Prowse came very close to being shown the 

door: 

 

 [T]here definitely was a move to get me out. Christopher Small said that it was time 

 that the problem at the Citz was dealt with completely, or words to that effect. That 

 combined with the resignations of some people who worked at the theatre. I think 

 people thought, "this just isn't going to work"; and possibly quite justifiably, at that 

                                                           
25 The Close was destroyed by fire in May 1973, Coveney, p. 61. 
26 Havergal, from interview. 
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 moment [...] I think the board [of the Citz] were very rattled. I think they thought we 

 would lose our grant. It's funny looking back on it, but it was a dangerous time.27 

 

 Cordelia Oliver believed that the very controversy which threatened Havergal's 

position, also proved to be his saviour: 

 

 [T]here were those who had taken offence at that first Hamlet to the point of turning 

 their backs on a theatre where, presumably, they had come to feel unhappy at 

 confronting the unpredictable. And, in the heated controversy generated in the 

 correspondence columns of the Glasgow Herald, they gave vent in surprisingly  

 virulent terms to their anger and resentment. But those who enjoyed the production 

 also wrote to say so and, as always when a controversial subject is argued out at 

 length in the columns of a newspaper, the exchange of brickbats and bouquets 

 proved good for business.28 

 

Havergal agrees with Oliver's analysis: "We were saved by the fact that almost the same 

number of people who loathed [the production of Hamlet] liked it." 

 Like previous moments of aesthetic revolution,29 the beginning of Havergal's 

directorship had served notice that an established artistic approach was coming to an end 

and a new way was being introduced. It may not have led, as in the case of Schoenberg's 

First Symphony, to fist fights and the clearing of the theatre by the forces of law and order, 

but it created a similar division in its audience; between terrified and outraged 

traditionalists, on one side, and delighted and excited Modernists, on the other.  

 Havergal's observation (quoted above), that, with the early work he and Prowse 

staged at the Citizens, "what we call 'the Sixties' came to Glasgow", is extremely significant. 

One can talk of the Havergal revolution belatedly introducing the aesthetics of "European 

                                                           
27 Ibid. 
28 Oliver, pp. 45-46. 
29 The division, to the point of riot, of the audience during the premiere performance of Schoenberg's 

modernist Chamber Symphony No. 1 in Vienna in 1913 is a case in point. See BBC Radio 3 website: 

www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b03k6ynj (accessed 6/2/2017). 
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Modernism" to Scottish theatre, but it is also eminently arguable that the most significant 

factor in the process of this "modernisation" was an overdue social change in Scotland which 

was manifested in a particularly high profile fashion at the Citizens Theatre. When Havergal 

observes that, "The whole thing of wide trousers, long hair, pot smoking, ambisexuality and 

all that [which characterise the concept of 'the Sixties' in the popular imagination] had 

simply not arrived [in Glasgow]" by 1970, he is, in effect, contending that his "modern" 

Hamlet was at the forefront of a "shock of the new";30 a shock that spread quickly from the 

Citizens' stage to Glaswegian, and Scottish, society more widely; indeed, the outrage it 

generated, even among people who had not seen it, suggests that the production had 

become a social phenomenon. If  "the Sixties" came late to Scotland, the Havergal Citz can , 

surely, claim to have had a hand in that social and cultural change. More particularly, if a 

theatrical Renaissance began in Scotland in 1969 and the early-1970s, no-one, not even John 

McGrath and 7:84, played a more influential role than Havergal, Prowse and MacDonald. 

 When Smith argues that Havergal's Citizens, "announced that something new had 

arrived"31 in Scottish theatre, and when Coveney describes the Havergal style as, "[A] theatre 

of visual delight and European orientation which [bore] no relationship whatsoever to the 

great upheavals in British theatre since the mid-1950s[...] ",32 both are alluding, not only to 

the social shock of a belatedly arriving Sixties, but also to the aesthetic shock of the dawning 

of a European-style director's theatre in Scotland. As we have seen, Havergal's Hamlet not 

only created social consternation in its perceived affront to conservative moral values, it was 

also subject to a critical backlash on account of its perceived lack of reverence for the text. 

                                                           
30 As the title of Robert Hughes' 1980s television series and book about twentieth-century art had it: 

Robert Hughes, The Shock of the New (London: Thames and Hudson, 1991). 
31 Smith in Findlay, p. 273. 
32 Coveney, p. 4. 
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Here was the director as auteur, rather than mere servant of the text. Havergal was assuming 

the right (which had long since been assumed by such directors as German theatremaker 

Peter Zadek and his compatriot Peter Stein, to name but two ) to re-envision classical texts 

and, even, to alter them in line with his new vision. Havergal's approach to theatre-making 

was both fresh and fearless. Deliberately at odds with the accepted, and expected, 

reverential attitudes to classical texts, and unafraid of alienating a section of the audience in 

its attempts to attract new, possibly younger, theatregoers, his methods and objectives were 

closer to those of Zadek than any leading director Scottish theatre had ever seen. Hugh 

Rorrison writes of Zadek: 

 

 His long, brightly lit, ramshackle productions of The Merchant of Venice (1972), King 

 Lear (1974), Othello (1976) and Hamlet (1977), often with the house lights up, were 

 acclaimed as a breath of fresh air after the arty stylization of the previous generation. 

 Spontaneity, directness and whimsical costumes, usually from stock, have been his 

 trademark - Cordelia sat on Lear's knee in a pink tutu[...] Zadek's project was to 

 provoke the middle-class, middle-brow season-ticket-holders, while attracting and  

 entertaining a new, younger audience.33 

 

Whilst Havergal insists, as we have seen above, that, in 1970, his company did not stage its 

controversial Hamlet thinking "we'll shock the bourgeoisie", the shock was very real 

nevertheless. The impact upon the Citizens audience, and upon Scottish theatre, and even 

Scottish culture more generally, of that and future productions by the triumvirate was 

remarkably similar to that Rorrison ascribes to Zadek in Germany. 

 Having survived the early threats to his position as Citizens director, 

Havergal (with Prowse and, now, MacDonald by his side) continued as he had begun, with 

                                                           
33 Hugh Rorrison, 'Peter Zadek', in Martin Banham (ed.), The Cambridge Guide to Theatre (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 1223.  
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a distinctly literary, often continental European repertoire, and an irreverent, visually 

spectacular aesthetic. In the months and years immediately following the Hamlet 

controversy, the theatre programmed such plays as: Waiting for Godot, by Samuel Beckett 

(1971); The White Devil, by John Webster (1971); Danton's Death by Georg Büchner (1971); and 

MacDonald's adaptation of Alexandre Dumas' novel Camille (1974).34 However, as Havergal 

points out, if the theatrical style and the sheer breadth of the European repertoire were new, 

the idea of staging the work of modern European writers at the Citizens was not. In 

particular, artistic tastes and political proclivities had combined before Havergal's arrival to 

give Bertolt Brecht a prized position in the company's repertoire: "We were led into [the 

European repertoire] by the support the Citizens had given, long before I arrived, to Brecht. 

Everything came together: the politics and the fact that there was a following for it. So, we 

did a hell of a lot of Brecht. Interestingly, it was box office, whereas other companies would 

do Brecht to get their Arts Council grant."35 

 By the time MacDonald's potentially incendiary De Sade Show was staged, in January 

1975, the Citz had begun to enjoy both a, sometimes grudging, critical respect and an 

enthusiastic audience for its distinct style. The critical clamour for Havergal's head had 

declined to the point where Coveney, in the Financial Times, could write of De Sade Show: 

"Far from being a gratuitous spectacle of sodomy and oppression, Robert David 

MacDonald's play is a responsible and gorgeous attempt to illustrate the fundamentals of 

Sade's philosophy."36 

 Small, who in 1970 had wanted Havergal driven out of the Gorbals by the theatre's 

board, reviewed De Sade Show in glowing terms when it was revived in January 1976. The 

                                                           
34 Coveney, pp. 286-288. 
35 Havergal, from interview. 
36 Coveney, Financial Times (London: 19/1/1976), p. 3. 
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show was, he wrote, an "astonishing piece", the revival of which was "exceedingly 

welcome". Having seen it for a second time, it was, he opined, somewhat prudishly: "still a 

tour de force, highly stimulating to the mind - and not at all, surely, to those tastes with which 

the Marquis's name has usually been associated."37 In the matter of a mere four years, the 

triumvirate had shifted the Citizens from a position, in 1970, in which Havergal was widely 

seen as just the latest in the theatre's alarming sequence of here today, gone tomorrow 

directors, to the point where even previously hostile critics were heaping fulsome praise 

upon a work which focused upon the Marquis de Sade and in which, in Coveney's words: 

"The floor is stained the colour of blood; head-high pillars are decorated with clusters of 

candles and interspersed with glaring interrogation lights; four languid valets in pink 

loincloths and jewelled collars glide subserviently [...]."38 Having seen his leadership derided 

as "disastrous"39 and his Hamlet declared "silly nonsense",40 Havergal was now lauded for 

having developed, "a company whose youthful grace and androgyne flair is unparalleled 

anywhere in Britain."41  

 Ask Havergal the invidious question as to which production, during his thirty-four 

year reign, gives him the greatest pride and he identifies a work of extraordinary artistic 

ambition, if not hubris, from 1980. Translated, adapted and written by MacDonald, directed 

and designed by Prowse, with a cast which included Havergal himself, A Waste of Time 

(MacDonald's wittily entitled, inverted meditation upon Marcel Proust's À la recherche du 

temps perdu) was, perhaps, the zenith in the triumvirate's mission to create works of 

intelligent, literate, sensual, beautiful, European theatre. For Havergal, the piece, which 

                                                           
37 Small, Glasgow Herald (Glasgow: 19/1/1976), p. 5. 
38 Coveney, Financial Times (London: 19/1/1976), p. 3. 
39 Small, Glasgow Herald (Glasgow: 7/9/1970), p. 3. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Coveney, Financial Times (London: 19/1/1976), p. 3. 
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pursued the truncated narrative in reverse, illuminated much of what the triumvirate was 

about: "Although it was very early in our time at the Citizens, I think the Proust was such an 

achievement. The idea of dramatising À la recherche du temps perdu, and doing it in one 

evening, and doing it backwards, and having twenty-eight people [on stage], and the 

production that Philip did - I always thought it was a turning point, or a kind of beacon."42  

 Most of the critics of the day shared Havergal's enthusiasm for the show. In his long, 

somewhat London-chauvinist review for the Financial Times, Michael Coveney began with a 

pen portrait of the production's opening visual gambit: "The proscenium billows with a 

huge black curtain contained in a gilded picture frame. The curtain sweeps aside. The 

[pic]ture frame recedes in the shape of four others. A shadowy salon concentrated on the 

upstage focal point of an actress reciting from Racine's Phèdre[...] The picture frames provide 

progressively raised levels. Plush chairs. Lights up on a glittering tableau."43 Continuing his 

focus upon what he considered to be a very European, in this context Parisian, combination 

of visual and literary aesthetics, he wrote: "In many respects the production is another in the 

Citizen's [sic] distinguished line of salon world drama,44 a line that includes Lermontov's 

Maskerade and Coward's Semi-Monde. But I do not think that the company's panache in 

matters of illusion, multiple setting and sheer unity of purpose has ever been seen to better 

effect."45 Significantly, Coveney ended his review by highlighting what he considered to be a 

contrast, both in style and quality, between the work at the Citizens and that which was 

                                                           
42 Havergal, from interview. 
43 Coveney, Financial Times (London: 3/3/1980), p. 11. 
44 A reference to the continental European, more particularly seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth-

century Parisian, tradition of salons, in which people from "fashionable society" indulged their 

appetites for culture and intellectual discourse; as explained in Benet Davetian's essay 'The History 

and Meaning of Salons': www.bdavetian.com/salonhistory.html (accessed 22/7/2013). N.B. Davetian is 

 Associate Professor in Sociology, University of Prince Edward Island, Canada. 
45 Coveney, Financial Times (London: 3/3/1980), p. 11. 
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being staged in London, and also, somewhat presumptuously (given, as we have seen 

above, the triumvirate's very conscious decision to differentiate their work from theatre in 

London), a call for the Glasgow company to be brought to the capital of the UK, seat, 

Coveney insisted, of Britain's "national theatre":46 

 

 Cannot this enterprise and this talent be injected into our mainstream classical 

 tradition? The Citizens has prospered in isolation for ten years. This show will not, I 

 gather, be seen in London. Theatre people in London must carry the can for that 

 disappointment. We have a major company ready to come home. From Glasgow. 

 They must be supported and encouraged to do so. Glasgow's loss would be the 

 national theatre's incontrovertible gain. Now is the hour.47  

 

The shameless metropolitanism48 of these comments nothwithstanding, they do highlight a 

sense among some London-based critics that the Citizens was offering something which was 

both unique in British theatre and positively distinct from theatre in London. Ned Chaillet, 

of The Times wrote in a similar, if less controversial, vein. Declaring the production, "another 

stunning, uncompromising instalment in the Citizen's [sic] investigation of art in life",49 

Chaillet (who was, in 1980, based in London as deputy theatre critic to Irving Wardle on The 

Times) also focused upon the contrast between the theatre being staged on the south bank of 

the Clyde and that which was on offer in London: 

 

 London should have been able to see Robert David MacDonald's adaptation of 

 Marcel Proust's À la recherche du temps perdu and judge for itself the success of the  

 compression of 5,000 pages of prose into three and three quarter hours of 

 performance. If the Round House [Theatre in London] had been able to find the 

 money to bring the company south, maintaining the admirable democratic policy of 

                                                           
46 By which he meant, the lower case letters on both words suggest, not the National Theatre as an 

institution, but theatre in the UK as a whole. Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 On what authority did Coveney claim London as the natural "home" of the Citizens company? 
49 Chaillet, The Times (London: 3/3/1980), p. 13. 
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 offering every seat at 75p, there would have been a demonstration of why serious 

 theatregoers should envy the luck of the Gorbals which possesses the Citizens' 

 Theatre.50  

 

 There was acclaim in the Scottish press, too. Christopher Small of the Glasgow Herald, 

who had long since abandoned his extreme scepticism about the triumvirate's artistic 

leadership (and who retired in May 1980),51 embraced the Proust warmly, writing: "[the 

production] is emphatically not one of those difficult operations of which one says, would 

'twere impossible."52 Rather, he continued, "it is a great triumph, in which all the finest 

qualities of the present company are displayed to the full: certainly the crown of the past 

season's achievement, perhaps - it's a matter of taste, no doubt - the finest thing they have 

done in the whole 10 years of the present dispensation."53 Indeed, Small suggested, 

MacDonald had created an adaptation which drew tangibly upon the cultures of modern 

Europe: "Robert David MacDonald is too modest, surely, in confining his contribution 

merely to 'dialogue,' and there many inventions - including some splendid passages from 

Phèdre to set the tone, and the slightly surprising transformation of the composer Vinteuil 

into Beethoven - which are recognisable in his manner[...] [W]hat is not Proust is certainly 

Proustian[...] "54 Hugely impressed by the entire cast, the critic wrote: "if there were a star of 

the show (as there is, of course, not) it would be Giles Havergal as Charlus[...] "55  

                                                           
50 Ibid. 
51 Coveney, The Citz, p. 159. 
52 Small, Glasgow Herald (Glasgow: 3/3/1980). 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
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 A rare negative notice for the show came from Scotsman critic Allen Wright. "It is all 

so statuesque that it seems more like a tableau56 than a developing drama",57 he wrote. "It is 

not the first great novel to defy translation into theatrical terms", he continued, "but only the 

Citizens' Company would try to scale these heights." In the midst of this unfavourable, if 

respectful, review, Wright made some observations of Havergal's Citizens which were 

evocative and, in one case, almost prophetic: 

 

 From the outside the Citizens' Theatre may look like a grim warehouse where one 

 would expect to find ruggedly realistic plays which bore some relation to the 

 surrounding community, but internally it is lavishly decorated in red, black and gold 

 - colours match the volumptuous [sic] elegance of much of the drama performed 

 there[...] The Citizens Company would be incapable of presenting anything so down-

 to-earth and vividly recognisable as Roddy McMillan's 'The Bevellers'58 which was 

 revived at another Glasgow theatre this week. They dwell in a much more rarefied 

 atmosphere - the salons of Paris being much more to their liking than the workshops 

 of Clydeside.59 

 

Wright's picture of the Citizens as a place of "lavish" and "elegant" opulence, more akin in 

both its internal decor and its theatrical aesthetics, to a Parisian salon (as Small also 

observed), is further evidence of the widespread critical perception that what was 

happening in the Gorbals had a great deal more to do with continental Europe than with the 

expectations of British theatre at the time. The Scotsman critic's suggestion that the 

triumvirate's artistic inclinations were a long way from Roddy McMillan's 1973 drama The 

                                                           
56 My italics. The idea of the tableau, although used pejoratively by Wright, would become significant 

in the work of two notable European Modernist theatre companies (namely, Communicado and 

Untitled Projects) in the following decades. See Chapters 2 and 3 of this thesis. 
57 Wright, The Scotsman (Edinburgh: 3/3/1980). 
58 It should be noted that, whilst Wright was correct in suggesting that the triumvirate were not 

inclined to present plays such as McMillan's under the banner of the Citizens Theatre Company, the 

maiden production of  The Bevellers, by the Royal Lyceum of Edinburgh, was, in fact, staged 

successfully at the Gorbals playhouse in 1973; as Coveney notes in The Citz, p. 83. 
59 Ibid. 
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Bevellers (which epitomised the genre of the Scottish "work play",60 which also includes such 

works as Tony Roper's Glasgow washhouse comedy The Steamie, from 1987,61 Sue Glover's 

Bondagers62 - which premiered at the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh in 1991 and is, arguably, 

a superior example of the genre - and Chris Rattray's 1998 piece The Mill Lavvies)63 can be 

read almost prophetically, given what occurred, some 27 years later, under Havergal's 

successor Jeremy Raison. As we shall see later in this chapter, having promised to build 

upon the predominantly European and literary aesthetic bequeathed to him, Raison did, in 

fact, stage The Bevellers in 2007.   

 An overview of the critical notices for the Citizens' production of À la recherche du 

temps perdu leads to the inescapable impression that the triumvirate's work (both in terms of 

the Proust adaptation and in general) was considered to be a) highly distinct from London 

theatre, b) unique in British live drama, and c) strongly "European" in its orientation. 

London critics bemoaned the absence of such a company in their city. Critical observations 

were made that the presentation had adapted not only Proust, but also Racine and 

Beethoven, and that this was what one might expect of a company drawn towards 

Lermontov. The work was contrasted with the "realism" which pertained elsewhere in 

Scottish, and British, theatre. The production, which Havergal believes to be the greatest 

achievement of his more than three-decade reign at the Gorbals playhouse, might be 

                                                           
60 For more on the Scottish work play see the Introduction to this thesis. 
61 David Archibald, 'History in Contemporary Scottish Theatre', in Ian Brown (ed.), The Edinburgh 

Companion to Scottish Drama (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), p. 87. 
62 Website of the National Library of Scotland: digital.nls.uk/scottish-theatre/bondagers/index.html 

(accessed 23/7/2013). 
63 Joyce McMillan, review of Dundee Rep Theatre's 2012 production of The Mill Lavvies, The Scotsman 

(Edinburgh: 6/9/2012): http://www.scotsman.com/what-s-on/theatre-comedy-dance/theatre-review-

the-mill-lavvies-dead-famous-1-2508190 (accessed 23/7/2013) . 
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considered to epitomise the "European" choices and aesthetics of the Citizens between 1969 

and 2003. 

 The distinctiveness, style and quality of the triumvirate's work enabled them to 

attract a panoply of fine thespians to the Citz; including, as we have seen, Scottish actor 

David Hayman, Irishman Gerard Murphy64 and, to the chagrin of some in Scotland, such 

English talent as Glenda Jackson65 and Rupert Everett.66 In his flamboyant memoir Red 

Carpets and Other Banana Skins, Everett recalls Prowse, in particular, as very much a 

European Modernist auteur: 

 

 Philip Prowse was a bit like a defrocked Zen monk. He was icy calm, with an 

 ethereal voice and very long fingers[...] He had a crew-cut and piercing blue eyes, 

 and was a kind of visionary.[...] His roots were in the ballet and the opera, and his 

 staging of plays was very different from anything one saw on the English stage. The 

 only work comparable to his was done in Europe by people like Peter Stein or Patrice 

 Chéreau, but Europe didn't rate in the Great Britain of the seventies.67  

  

It is clear that the very European avant-gardeism that repelled some people from the 

Havergal Citz, attracted many actors from across the UK who were frustrated with English 

theatre's antipathy towards European Modernist aesthetics. For actors like Everett, 

performing at the Citizens provided them with the golden opportunity to work with 

directors who were the British equivalent of a Stein, a Zadek or a Chéreau. 

 It is, in this context, worth dwelling upon the Havergal Citizens' antipathy to the 

"realism" which predominated in British theatre at the time, and, arguably, continues to  

                                                           
64 Whose many Citizens shows included Thomas Middleton's The Changeling in 1976. 
65 Who appeared in the title role in Prowse's staging of Brecht's Mother Courage in 1990, among other 

Citz productions. 
66 Whose Citz productions included Noël Coward's The Vortex in 1988. 
67 Rupert Everett, Red Carpets and Other Banana Skins (London: Abacus, 2012), pp. 107-108. 
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Fig 1: Rupert Everett in The Vortex, by Noël Coward (1988).  

Photo: Citizens archive. 

 

 

 

Fig 2: The triumvirate: Philip Prowse, Giles Havergal  

and Robert David MacDonald. Photo: Citizens archive. 
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predominate now. Cordelia Oliver's comment on Prowse's productions serves well as a 

description of the Citizens' aesthetic under the triumvirate: "Prowse abhors anything 

approaching naturalism in the theatre: when staging a period play he loves to inject 

anachronistic touches. Everything he does spells theatre, illusion, magic - never an imitation 

of real life."68 Thus the "Europeanness" of the Citizens under Havergal, Prowse and 

MacDonald resided only partly in the directors' literary proclivities - drawn, as they were, 

towards an impressive series of modern European authors, ranging from Artaud and Proust 

to Laclos, Anouilh, Brecht, Beckett, Genet, Büchner, Gogol, Goldoni, Lermontov, 

Beaumarchis, Balzac, Cocteau, Goethe, De Sade, Kraus, Hofmannsthal, Toller, Sartre, 

Offenbach, Hochhuth, Schiller, Kesselrig, Rojas, Musset, Tolstoy, Racine, Pirandello, Ibanez 

and Dumas.69 As I have suggested in the Introduction to this thesis, the aesthetics which 

shaped the productions (whether of the work of a modern European writer or of 

Shakespeare) were of a distinctly modern European character. Indeed, the antipathy 

towards "naturalism" identified by Oliver, and the preference for the "rarefied" described by 

Wright in his review of À la recherche du temps perdu, are strongly in-keeping with elements 

of the theatre theory of that most important of European Modernists, Artaud. In his hugely 

influential manifesto The Theatre of Cruelty, Artaud rejects the associated demands for 

"realism" and direct social relevance (as might be expressed in a play such as The Bevellers): 

"But, you say, theatre so removed from life facts or present-day activities... news and events, 

yes! Anxieties, whatever is profound about them, the prerogative of the few, no! In the 

Zohar,70 the story of Rabbi Simeon is as inflammatory as fire, as topical as fire."71 The 

                                                           
68 Oliver, p. 68. 
69 From the 1969-1990 production list in Coveney, pp. 85-295. 
70 The Zohar is the foundational text of the spiritual practice, founded in Judaism, of Kabbalah: 

www.zohar.com (accessed 24/7/2013). 
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triumvirate may not have shared Artaud's antipathy towards existing texts ("We will not act 

written plays", he wrote),72 but there is something strongly Artaudian in their rejection of 

social realism and their insistence upon the "inflammatory" and "topical" nature of, in their 

case, not the mythology of the Kabbalah, but the imaginative possibilities of modern 

European and Renaissance theatre and literature. 

 If the Proust laid down a marker for the success of the triumvirate's Modernist 

revolution, one leading critic, as we have seen, continued to resist. Reflecting the profundity 

of the change ushered in by Havergal's directorship, Wright would comment, as late as 1986 

(some seventeen years after Havergal's appointment), about his on-going discomfort when 

visiting what had previously been his "favourite theatre".73 "I would", he wrote, "make no 

attempt to conceal the fact that I admired the Citizens' very much more when its directors 

were Michael Blakemore74 and Michael Meacham75 than I have done in all the time that it 

has been directed by Giles Havergal and his associates, Robert David Macdonald [sic] and 

Philip Prowse."76 Leaving aside the humorous, possibly intended implication (in the word 

"associates") that the triumvirate were some kind of criminal gang operating in Scottish 

theatre, Wright was every bit as candid about his reasons for disliking Havergal's 

directorship as he was regarding his preference for Blakemore and Meacham. "The Citizens' 

Theatre Company, Glasgow", he argued, "presents only one aspect of world drama in a style 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
71 Antonin Artaud, The Theatre and its Double (London: Calder, 1999), p. 76. 
72 Ibid. p. 76. 
73 'Twenty-one Years On', Wright's essay considering his time as theatre of The Scotsman, published in 

a special, double edition (43 and 44) of Chapman magazine (Edinburgh: Spring 1986), p. 5. 
74 Australian actor and director who joined the Citizens company in 1966 and served, briefly, as joint-

artistic director in 1968 and 1969. His 1967 production of Peter Nichols's play A Day in the Death of Joe 

Egg was an award-winning success which transferred to London and Broadway. The play was staged 

by the Citizens again in October 2011, directed by Phillip Breen. 
75 English actor and director who, like Blakemore, began his time at the Citz (in 1965) as an actor, but 

quickly became a director. Meacham was appointed artistic director of the Glasgow theatre in 1966, 

with Blakemore as his associate director. 
76 Wright, Chapman, p. 5. 
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which owes more to contemporary German theatre than the Scottish idiom."77 A little later in 

the same article, Wright explained exactly what he meant by the triumvirate's "German" 

tastes: "That Philip Prowse has created some very impressive artistic spectacles I readily 

acknowledge, just as I would accept that there is no more stylish theatrical company in 

Scotland. But the settings and the style often seem to be superimposed on the plays rather 

than striving to be of service to them."78 It is hard to imagine a more open and 

straightforward opposition to the auteur director's theatre that had long since taken hold in a 

number of continental European countries, not least Germany, and which the exponents of 

"English realism"79 in the UK had long sought to repel. There is no question of Wright "not 

getting" the triumvirate's aesthetic. He understood it perfectly well, and yearned for Citizens 

directors who, in the accepted "British" style (still, even then, in the 1980s), would defer to 

the play and the playwright (be they alive or dead). 

 Wright may have spoken for a residual, but possibly substantial, section of the 

theatre audience which remained unconvinced by the Havergal project. However, following 

the success of the Proust adaptation in 1980, the triumvirate continued to build a repertoire 

founded upon classic texts (be they Renaissance or modern) and a distinct, European 

aesthetic which continued to ruffle feathers; Eric Shorter of the Daily Telegraph began his 

review of Prowse's 1985 production of Schiller's Mary Stuart with the words, "Havoc is what 

the Glasgow Citizens' Theatre usually plays with the classics."80 To this Schiller in 1985 were 

added such plays as: Pirandello's Enrico Four (1990); Eva Peron, by the avant-garde 

Argentinean writer Copi (1997); Thomas Mann's Death in Venice (1999), which was adapted  

                                                           
77 Ibid, p.5. 
78 Ibid, pp. 5-6. 
79 See the Preface to this thesis. 
80 Eric Shorter, Daily Telegraph (London 21/1/1985), p. 10. 
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Fig 3: Giles Havergal in Death in Venice, after Thomas Mann  (1999).  

Photo: Citizens archive. 
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by MacDonald and performed by Havergal; and, Pleasure and Pain (2002), an adaptation of 

the short stories of Guy de Maupassant, created and directed by Mark Thomson, who would 

be appointed artistic director of the Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh in 2003.  

 In the midst of this repertoire came visits to the Edinburgh International Festival, 

with: a revival of MacDonald's 1977 play Chinchilla (in 1979),81 Goldoni's The Good Humoured 

Ladies (also 1979),82 Kraus's The Last Days of Mankind (1983),83 Hofmannstahl's Rosenkavalier 

(1983),84 and Schiller's Don Carlos (1995). The internationalism  and sheer scale of the 

Edinburgh festivals (in particular the International Festival and the Festival Fringe) have 

played an enormous part in the Renaissance which this thesis identifies in contemporary 

Scottish theatre. For his part, Havergal is in no doubt that the existence of the festivals (often 

known generically as the "Edinburgh Festival") was key, despite the initial bumpy ride he 

had in Glasgow, to the success of the triumvirate's aesthetic at the Citizens: 

 

 I've always thought that we were able to take root in Glasgow, with the kind of 

 theatre that we were doing, partly because of the Glasgow sensibility. However, it 

 was also to do with the fact that a lot of people had seen a lot of first rate 

 international work at the Edinburgh Festival; which wouldn't be true in Manchester 

 or Birmingham... The Edinburgh Festival had a huge effect, in terms of our being 

 accepted [in Scotland]... I think if we tried [to do what we did] in other big cities [in 

 Britain], it wouldn't have worked... Also, the audience had a yardstick against which 

 to judge us. They could tell whether we were good or bad because the very best was 

 coming [to Edinburgh] for three weeks a year. These things are very subliminal. I 

 think that's [also] true of the critics. They're seeing, whether they like it or not, a lot of 

 very good, and some not very good, theatre that's imported. I think they could tell 

 [whether the work at the Citizens measured up].85 

 

                                                           
81 MacDonald's play about ballet impresario Sergei Diaghilev, directed by Prowse. Coveney, pp. 92-93 

and p. 109. 
82 Ibid. p. 109. 
83 Ibid. pp. 187-188. 
84 Ibid. pp. 187-188. 
85 Havergal, from interview. 
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Which is not to say the so-called "Scottish slot" in the International Festival's programme has 

not had its problems. If one speaks to many of the leading figures in Scottish theatre today, 

they will tell you that the requirement that Scottish productions be premieres86 (which did 

not afflict the Citizens' production of Chinchilla, but did apply to its other EIF offerings), in 

contrast to the international work, which is tried-and-tested, has put Scottish work at a very 

serious and distinct disadvantage.87 "The Last Days of Mankind [at the EIF in 1983] was a 

perfect example," says Havergal. "It opened unprepared, and it therefore didn't get the 

notices that it warranted, but it was an absolutely fantastic show, and a major statement 

about European theatre. In the case of some of the scenes, it was the first time they had ever 

been done, and it was certainly the first time the play had ever been done in English."88 

 The Citz may have had an uneasy relationship with the UK's premier international 

arts festival, but the Glasgow company's international standing was enviable. In the mid-

1970s Prowse's production of John Webster's The Duchess of Malfi played in Warsaw, 

Belgrade, Frankfurt and Brussels.89 A further invitation, to present Prowse's adventurous 

Chinchilla, at the BITEF festival in Belgrade in 1979 was thwarted by the British Council 

following a controversy over the production's representing Diaghilev as a gay man who 

"ogled waiters on the beach".90 Nevertheless, as Coveney writes, "the Citizens' reputation 

had taken hold abroad."91 There followed a production of Goldoni's La Guerra (translated by 

MacDonald as The Battlefield) which took part in the 1981 Venice Biennale, which took as its 

                                                           
86 It should be noted that this policy changed in 2015, with the first programme of EIF director Fergus 

Linehan, whose theatre offering has included more Scottish productions, and has combined pre-

existing work with premieres. 
87 See comments by Vicky Featherstone, former National Theatre of Scotland, regarding EIF theatre 

programming in Chapter 4 of this thesis.  
88 Havergal, from interview. 
89 Coveney, p. 79. 
90 Ibid, pp.110-111. 
91 Ibid, p. 186.  
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theme interpretations of works by the Italian bard from other European countries. The Citz's 

show was, Coveney notes, "acclaimed as the best of all the entrants."92 The internationalism 

and international standing of the triumvirate's Citizens continues to resonate in world 

theatre. In a recent interview, ahead of the visit of his acclaimed production of Shakespeare's 

The Winter's Tale to the Citz, Declan Donnellan, acclaimed artistic director of London-based 

international theatre company Cheek By Jowl,93 spoke of the importance of the Citz to both 

himself and  joint artistic director and co-founder of Cheek By Jowl, Nick Ormerod:  

 

 The Citizens under Giles, Philip and Robert had a great influence on Nick and I. 

 With its bravura, its internationalism, its sense of the epic gesture, its loathing of 

 twee-ness,  I think the Citz was actually the most Scottish theatre. 

  That was because it brought Scotland into the world and the world into 

 Scotland. Glasgow wasn’t interested in building some kind of inward looking 

 national identity, it was looking outwards, it wanted to be the best theatre in the 

 world.94 

 

 The Citz's internationalism may have reflected something that is deeply embedded 

in Scottish culture, but the Havergal directorship is open to the accusation that its 

enthusiasm for the international canon was to the detriment of contemporary Scottish 

writers. MacDonald wrote prodigiously for the Citz stage, of course, but Havergal 

acknowledges that the existence of the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh as Scotland's self-

proclaimed "new writing theatre" did lead him to suggest that the authors of new plays offer 

their work over on the east coast instead. During an interview I conducted in the early years 

                                                           
92 Ibid, p.186. 
93 Cheek By Jowl often collaborates with theatre companies outwith the UK, often in languages other 

than English. Their staging of Shakespeare's Measure for Measure, for instance, is a co-production with 

the Pushkin Theatre of Moscow, and is performed in Russian. 
94 Mark Brown, feature interview with Donnellan, Sunday Herald (Glasgow, 8/1/2017): 

www.heraldscotland.com/arts_ents/stage/15009177.Seasonal_tale_of_a_troubled_soul__preview_of_T

he_Winter__39_s_Tale/. 
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of the twenty-first century with one of Scotland's pre-eminent playwrights, the writer 

complained bitterly about Havergal's perceived aversion to new Scottish writing. "We didn't 

do as much for [the new generation of Scottish writers] as maybe we should have done", 

says Havergal. "[But], by the time we got into the studios, we were doing a lot of new 

work."95 This latter point, regarding the opening of two studio spaces on the ground and 

first floors of the Citizens in 1992 (in some ways a belated replacement for the Citizens' 

former experimental space, The Close, which burned down in 1973),96 is important. Scottish 

writers - such as Thomson, whose Pleasure and Pain, from 2002, is noted above, and Louise 

Welsh, whose stage adaptation of her own novel The Cutting Room was staged late in 2003, 

after Havergal's departure, but under his commission - were produced by the Citizens 

during the extraordinary flurry of theatrical activity that followed the opening of the 

studios. Havergal looks back on the opening of the studios with considerable satisfaction, 

not least where new work is concerned: "we were able to push on from the international 

work", he says, "to work with new writers and new actors."97 

 The work in the studios - during a period in which it was not unusual for the 

Citizens company to be running three productions consecutively in the building - was 

arguably superior to that being presented on the main stage. This case is certainly supported 

by such productions as: Nine Plays and a Recipe, by Gertrude Stein (1994);98 the above 

mentioned Pleasure and Pain, which secured actor John Kazek the "Best Male Performance" 

                                                           
95 Havergal, from interview. 
96 Coveney, p. 61. 
97 Havergal, from interview. 
98 Website of the Scottish Theatre Archive, University of Glasgow: 

special.lib.gla.ac.uk/sta/search/resultspe.cfm?NID=21934&EID=549&DID=&AID= (accessed 

24/7/2013). 
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prize in the inaugural Critics' Awards for Theatre in Scotland in 2003;99 and  Diderot's The 

Nun (2003).100 Havergal himself felt, and continues to feel, that a quality gap opened up 

between the studio work and the productions on the main stage. "I was sorry we couldn't 

square the circle and keep the main stage more exciting than it became", he says. "It was 

partly a question of money. From 1995 it was really tough going, and, from 2000, it was even 

tougher."101 Whatever the imbalance between studios and main stage, it is undeniable that, 

in addition to providing opportunities for new work, the opening of the studios continued, 

indeed accelerated, the radical, European aesthetic at the Citizens. 

 The impact of the aesthetic upon Scottish theatre and culture is, hopefully, clear (and 

it should become clearer in the chapters that follow), but what is the legacy of the Havergal 

decades in terms of theatremakers in Scotland today? Following the explosion of Havergal's 

Citizens onto the international scene, the position of Scottish theatre on the global theatre 

map has been reinforced by a series of writers and theatremakers - such as David Harrower, 

David Greig, Zinnie Harris, Anthony Neilson and Stewart Laing102 - few of whom have any 

tangible link to the Havergal Citizens.103 However, Havergal does identify two 

theatremakers - designers, directors and devisers - who trained in theatre design under 

Prowse at the Citizens who are now significant players in contemporary Scottish theatre: 

 

                                                           
99 Website of the Critics' Awards for Theatre in Scotland: 

www.criticsawards.theatrescotland.com/Winners%20by%20year/02-03.html (accessed 24/7/2013). 
100 See my review for The Guardian (London: 17/3/2003): 

www.guardian.co.uk/stage/2003/mar/18/theatre.artsfeatures (accessed 24/7/2013). 
101 Havergal, from interview. 
102 All five of whom are interviewed in Chapter 3 below. 
103 Of the five theatremakers named here, only Laing (see Chapter 3 below) is a "child" of the Citz, 

having been an apprentice designer to Prowse and, later, chief designer at the Gorbals playhouse. 



87 
 

 One of the links between these two worlds [of the Citizens' triumvirate's aesthetic 

 and new writing in Scotland] has possibly been forged by Stewart Laing104 and 

 Kenny  Miller. They have gone on to do other, very different things. For example, 

 Stewart did The Salon Project, which was amazing. Kenny has done some amazing 

 productions with Scottish Youth Theatre and with his own company. Stewart and 

 Kenny bridge the time between our work [at the Citz] and the new work. Their work 

 is always innovative and interesting. I can see David Greig and David Harrower, 

 although they don't actually work with them, seeing them as colleagues.105 

 

Indeed, the debt owed to the Citizens, and Prowse in particular, by Laing and Miller is 

palpable. As indeed is the importance of these practitioners to contemporary Scottish 

theatre; Laing's extraordinary exploration of Scottish literature, culture and, most 

significantly, theatre, Paul Bright's Confessions of a Justified Sinner - A Reconstruction, which 

premiered at Tramway in Glasgow in June 2013, is a particularly strong case in point. If 

Laing and Miller provide a direct connection between the triumvirate's Citizens and wider 

theatre practice in Scotland today, Havergal detects a wider, albeit less concrete influence. "It 

was really interesting when I met John Tiffany [associate director for new work, National 

Theatre of Scotland, 2006-13]",106 he comments. "I hadn't realised that he had been a student 

in Glasgow and had seen everything we put on at that time. He was telling me about Citz 

productions that I really couldn't remember. In that sense, I think we were an influence. That 

wouldn't be directly on [playwrights such as] David Greig or David Harrower, but we 

contributed to creating a world [which had an influence on new Scottish writers]. I wouldn't 

put it any higher than that."107 

 Havergal's departure from the Citizens led to an inevitable frenzy of anticipation and 

trepidation as to who would succeed him. The appointment, in the autumn of 2003, of 

                                                           
104 See interview in Chapter 3 below. 
105 Havergal, from interview. 
106 Ibid. 
107 Ibid. 
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Jeremy Raison - a Glasgow-based freelance director who had previously been assistant 

director at the Traverse in Edinburgh and artistic director of the Gateway Theatre, Chester - 

was met with interest and some optimism. 

 

ii. A very British rep: the Raison interregnum 

From the outset, Raison seemed to grasp the significance of the job he had taken on and the 

opportunities and burdens which came with the triumvirate's legacy. The fact that he was 

able to secure the services of Prowse as his assistant director also helped to calm nerves 

(although, as it turned out, Prowse left the theatre after less than a year of Raison's 

directorship). 

 Speaking to me, fully a year before his debut Citz production,108 for an interview 

feature in Scotland on Sunday in September 2003, Raison was full of admiration for the 

triumvirate's achievements: 

 

 I didn’t quite realise what an extraordinary legacy it was. As you find out more and 

 more, you realise just how astute Giles has been, how uncompromising and rather 

 extraordinary Philip has been, and you understand how Robert David MacDonald 

 has sort of been the glue that has kept that together, with the odder shows and the 

 European stuff... You gradually realise what an impressive trio they are but you 

 don’t get really thrown by it until journalists keep asking you about it, and you 

 suddenly think there must be an enormity to it.109 

 

 Perhaps more importantly, the new director seemed committed both to establishing 

his own aesthetic (rather than attempting to mimic the style of the triumvirate), whilst also 

drawing from a similar repertoire to that with which Havergal et al had made the Gorbals 

                                                           
108 A stage adaptation of Emile Zola's novel Thérèse Raquin. 
109 Mark Brown, 'Citizen Keen for a Lead Role', Scotland on Sunday (Edinburgh: 14/9/2003), arts section, 

p. 8. 
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theatre famous. "I don’t know whether it’s that Scottish thing of just sheer curiosity", he told 

me. "I suspect there’s this incredibly literate, informed, interested audience, who will go, 

'Right, what’s  happening? What’s out there?'[...] If it just became a rep, and we suddenly 

went, 'We’re doing Alan Ayckbourn, people would be so disappointed. They wouldn’t 

bother to come either. They’d just go, 'That’s boring'."110 

 Those final words in the Scotland on Sunday article might have come back to haunt 

Raison. His directorship started positively enough, in terms of play selection, with Prowse's 

main stage production, for the Citz's diamond jubilee, of Otway's Venice Preserved,111 Louise 

Welsh's studio play adapted from her award-winning novel The Cutting Room112 and, in 

September 2004, Raison's Thérèse Raquin. However, the promise of a literate and challenging 

repertoire, which would continue to distinguish the Citz from the kind of repertory theatres 

which rely on middle-brow staples by writers such as Ayckbourn, did not last long. In 2006, 

Raison offered a stage adaptation of No Mean City, Alexander McArthur's novel of gang 

violence in early-twentieth century Glasgow. In 2007, he staged Roddy McMillan’s nostalgic 

glass factory work play The Bevellers, and, in 2009, Willy Russell's Educating Rita.113 

Following his resignation in August 2010,114 the theatre staged his final production, an 

adaptation of Anthony Burgess's novel A Clockwork Orange. Such shows received mixed 

reviews, but were evidence of an eclecticism in Raison's programming which was at odds 

with the kind of repertoire he had promised back in 2003. There were some critical successes 

                                                           
110 Ibid. 
111 As the theatre opted to entitle it, in preference to the original Venice Preserv'd. 
112 Like the programming of Venice Preserved, the commissioning of Welsh pre-dated Raison's arrival.  
113 Surely a more clearly middle-brow choice, even, than anything by Ayckbourn.  
114 Which Raison insisted was the voluntary end to a successful directorship; an assertion which is 

doubted by those who believe that his resignation was sought by the Citizens board. 
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- such as Brian Friel's Molly Sweeney (2005),115 Tony Kushner's Angels in America (2007),116 

Harold Pinter's The Caretaker (2008),117 and David Leddy's promenade piece Sub Rosa 

(2009)118 - but few of them (most notably Ron Butlin's The Sound of My Voice in 2008) were 

directed by Raison. 

 The Citz director's own productions received a critical reception which, for the most 

part, varied between lukewarm and strongly negative. The nadir - for some critics, including 

myself  - was reached in February 2006, when, in an attempt to keep faith with his promise 

of a classical European repertoire, Raison tackled Federico García Lorca's great tragedy of 

forbidden love, Blood Wedding. Despite securing the services of such fine actors as Cara Kelly 

(as the Mother of the Bridegroom) and Iain Robertson (Leonardo, the Bride's lover), Raison's 

production was widely perceived to be an erratic, incoherent presentation which failed 

signally to capture either Lorca's experiments in theatrical form or the play's agonised, 

highly poetic sense of duende.119 The Scotsman's Joyce McMillan, who was among the 

production's more favourable critics, nevertheless observed that the production, "seems 

helpless in the face of the strangeness of a text which shifts from heightened social realism 

into complex realms of myth and magic."120 This was a serious charge against a director who 

                                                           
115 Directed by Gregory Thompson. 
116 A co-production with London-based theatre company Headlong and the Lyric Hammersmith, and 

directed by American director Daniel Kramer. 
117 Directed by guest director Phillip Breen. 
118 Directed by Leddy himself. 
119 The definitions of the Andalusian concept of duende, like those of the related Portuguese notion of 

saudades, are many and varied. This is because the idea relates to something which is, primarily 

spiritual, emotional and erotic. It can be heard and seen in the music and dance of flamenco, and also 

in the theatre and poetry of Lorca. My own definition of duende is that it (like saudades, which can be 

heard in the music and song of fado in Portugal) is a powerful and irresistible combination of 

ungovernable human passions (such as love and erotic desire) with an immutable sense of human 

mortality. A human being might be described as having a compelling charm because she exudes a 

sense of duende, precisely because the combined elements represented by this concept are so profound 

and seminal. 
120 Joyce McMillan, The Scotsman (Edinburgh: 22/2/2006), p. 31. 
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had promised to put his personal stamp upon a repertoire which would be exemplified by 

precisely this kind of literary, European play. More negative notices would come from other 

critics. My own review in the Sunday Herald,121 which described the piece as, "a disastrously 

disjointed and spectacularly misconceived production", was the most damning of all. 

 This poorly received Lorca might be considered emblematic of Raison's directorship 

at the Citizens. The director's programming veered between, too often disappointing, 

productions of work from the promised classical, European repertoire and the kind of 

populist presentations Raison had expressly spoken against at the beginning of his tenure. 

The Citizens' body of work under Raison had, by common consent, only rarely risen above 

the mediocre. Leading Scottish actor David Hayman (talking to me in April 2012, ahead of 

his lead role in then new Citizens' director Dominic Hill's production of King Lear) typified 

opinion of Raison's directorship: "I would never have come [to perform] under Jeremy 

Raison’s reign, it just didn’t set the heather on fire. You can put that on the record, if you 

want[...] There was no excitement here, and the dynamic of the place had gone. So, I’d never 

have come back then."122 Given this state of affairs - which was already, by early 2006, 

glaringly apparent to many, if not most, people with a serious interest in Scottish theatre - 

perhaps the most notable fact about Raison's directorship is that it was allowed to continue 

for another four years.  

 

 

 

                                                           
121

 Mark Brown Sunday Herald (Glasgow: 26/2/2006), arts section, p. 22. 
122 David Hayman, from interview with Mark Brown (Citizens Theatre, Glasgow, 10/4/2012). See Mark 

Brown's website: scottishstage.wordpress.com/2012/04/25/feature-david-haymancitizens-theatre-

interview (accessed 6/2/2017). 
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iii. Hill's restoration: a classicist takes the reins 

Given the criticism the Citizens' board had faced, both, retrospectively, for appointing 

Raison back in 2003 and, more seriously, for allowing his tenure to drag on as it did, the 

selection of his successor took on a monumental significance, not only for the famous 

Glasgow playhouse, but for Scottish theatre more generally. The appointment, in March 

2011, of Dominic Hill, then artistic director of the Traverse Theatre123 in Edinburgh, 

previously co-director at Dundee Rep,124 was met with a combination of enthusiastic praise 

and relief.125 In truth, Hill's move from the Traverse to the Citizens should hardly have come 

as a surprise. An established classical director, with critically praised productions of dramas 

by Shakespeare,126 Howard Barker,127 Samuel Beckett,128 Henrik Ibsen,129 and Edward 

Albee130 under his belt, in addition to a recent, well-received production for Scottish Opera131 

and a then current commission for the Royal Shakespeare Company,132 he was, arguably, the 

obvious appointment for a Glasgow theatre the reputation of which had been built, under 

the triumvirate, on its productions of classic plays. 

 Given the eclecticism which had come to characterise the programming of his 

predecessor, Hill set down something of a marker when he announced the plays that he 

                                                           
123 From 2006 to 2011. 
124 From 2003 to 2006. 
125 The Herald hailed the appointment as a "coup", 'The Citz board has staged a coup with Hill 

appointment', unnamed staff writer (Glasgow: 18/3/2011), p. 3. In my own short piece for the 

Telegraph website, I wrote: "Dominic Hill[...] could not be better suited to the job of taking forward 

what is, arguably, Scotland’s most important repertory theatre[...] With Hill’s appointment, an 

appropriately creative, irreverent and highly skilled order has been restored" (London: 18/3/2011): 

www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/theatre-news/8391086/Dominic-Hill-is-announced-as-Artistic-

Director-of-Glasgows-Citizens-Theatre.html (accessed 23/3/2015). 
126 Twelfth Night, Dundee Rep, 2003. 
127 Scenes From an Execution, Dundee Rep, 2004. 
128 Happy Days, Dundee Rep, 2007. 
129 Peer Gynt, Dundee Rep/National Theatre of Scotland, 2007 and 2009. 
130 The Goat, or Who Is Sylvia?, Traverse, Edinburgh, 2010. 
131 Verdi's Falstaff, 2008. 
132 Philip Massinger's The City Madam, 2011. 
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would direct in his first season.133 Harold Pinter's semi-autobiographical Betrayal would be 

followed by Shakespeare's King Lear (with famous Scottish actor, and early Havergal 

protégé, David Hayman in the title role) and a Beckett double bill of Krapp's Last Tape 

(starring another much-admired actor from the Havergal period, Gerard Murphy, in what 

would turn out to be his final performance134) and Footfalls. This clearly defined commitment 

to classics, from the Renaissance to Modernism, continued in Hill's programming in the 

seasons to follow. There were works by Caryl Churchill,135 Fyodor Dostoyevsky,136 Stephen 

Jeffreys,137 Shakespeare (again)138 and Dickens,139 offering audiences a diverse theatrical 

menu. In its penchants for plays of, by turns, a defiantly Modernist bent (Churchill),140 

European literary heritage (Dostoyevsky), a dark humour of debauchery (Jeffreys), 

Renaissance tragedy (Shakespeare) and family theatre of style and substance (Dickens),141 

Hill's programming was strongly reminiscent of the work staged by Havergal, Prowse and 

MacDonald. 

 The entire body of work between 2011 and 2014 brought Hill remarkable critical 

acclaim. Every play142 received excellent critical notices. Already established, before his 

arrival at the Citz, as one of the most critically successful theatre directors working in 

                                                           
133 2011-12. 
134 Murphy died of prostate cancer on August 26, 2013. 
135 A double bill of Far Away and Seagulls, summer 2013. 
136 Crime and Punishment, adapted by Chris Hannan and co-produced with the Liverpool Playhouse 

and the Royal Lyceum, Edinburgh, autumn 2013. 
137 The Libertine, spring 2014. 
138 Hamlet, autumn 2014. 
139 A Christmas Carol, winter 2014. 
140 Far Away, in particular, departs radically from the expectations of naturalism, using a language and 

evoking a world which one might relate to the "Absurdism", as Martin Esslin called it, of the theatre 

of Modernist dramatists such as Eugène Ionesco and Jean Genet. See Martin Esslin, The Theatre of the 

Absurd (New York: Anchor Books, 1961). 
141 Havergal memorably played the title role in Neil Bartlett's Scrooge at the Citz (his last performance 

there) in the winter of 2002. 
142 Including Sam Shepard's True West, autumn 2013, staged by guest director, and past Citz 

collaborator, Phillip Breen. 
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Scotland,143 Hill's work at the Glasgow theatre led to him being voted Best Director by 

Scotland's theatre critics144 in 2012 (for Betrayal) and 2014 (for Crime and Punishment). 

Acclaimed Scottish novelist, and sometime dramatist, Louise Welsh reflected the growing 

enthusiasm for Hill's directorship when she said that his tenure would come to be seen as a 

"golden age"145 for the Citizens. The productions of Crime and Punishment and Hamlet 

received particularly positive critical notices. Both set sparsely on a stripped back stage, onto 

which doors, furniture and props were brought as and when required (as if Hill was 

following the method of Bertolt Brecht, referred to by Eric Bentley as "narrative realism"146), 

both works were distinguished by the use of live music and sound, subtle lighting, fine 

individual and ensemble acting,147 and creative directing. In his review of Crime and 

Punishment for The Guardian, Mark Fisher evokes the powerful atmosphere of the 

production: "The 10-strong cast lurk on stage, emulating the teeming streets of an 

impoverished St Petersburg. Their babble of voices echoes the confusion of Raskolnikov's 

thoughts; their percussive bumps and scrapes (an excellent score by Nikola Kodjabashia) are 

a reminder of the city's buzz."148 Joyce McMillan's review for The Scotsman also praised the 

                                                           
143 Among other awards, Hill received the Best Director accolade at the annual Critics' Awards for 

Theatre in Scotland (CATS) in 2004 (for Scenes From an Execution, Dundee Rep) and 2008 (for Peer 

Gynt, Dundee Rep/National Theatre of Scotland). 
144 Namely, the judging panel of the CATS, which is comprised of the theatre critics of the major 

Scotland and London-based 'quality' newspapers, and other professional* print and/or online 

publications. *For a definition of "professional" in this context see my essay, 'Between Journalism and 

Art: the location of criticism, in the 21st-century', in Duška Radosavljević (ed.), Theatre Criticism: 

Changing Landscapes (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), pp. 170-186. 
145 From a statement published in the Citizens Theatre autumn/winter 2014 season brochure and 

quoted in my review of Hamlet for the Sunday Herald (Glasgow: 18/9/2014). 
146 Eric Bentley, The Brecht Commentaries (New York: Grove Press, 1987), pp. 59-65. See Preface to this 

thesis for more on "narrative realism".  
147 Adam Best received the Best Male Performance award for his playing of the murderous, failed law 

student Rodya Raskolnikov, while the cast won the Best Ensemble prize, at the 2014 Critics' Awards 

for Theatre in Scotland (CATS). Hamlet received equally enthusiastic critical plaudits and, at the time 

of writing (March 2015), is expected to feature strongly in the 2015 CATS. 
148 Mark Fisher, The Guardian (London: 8/9/2013), p. 40. 
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ability of the strongly integrated elements of the piece (from the adaptation, to the set and 

lighting design, the live music and sound, individual and ensemble acting, and directing) to 

evoke the atmospheric essence of the novel:  

 

 On a stripped-back stage superbly lit by Chris Davey, with the cast of ten actors 

 always on view – watching, muttering, twanging musical instruments, changing 

 clothes – Hannan’s Raskolnikov, played with terrific subtlety and intensity by Adam 

 Best, transforms his long internal monologues into mighty stage soliloquies, arguing 

 with the audience as Raskolnikov argues with the universe. Hannan and Hill make it 

 clear that for all his solitary rantings, Raskolnikov is never really alone; the other 

 actors become a street-full of people muttering their dissent, and – in Nikola 

 Kodjabashia’s superb score – becoming a magnificent orthodox choir.149 

 

 

In their praise of the mutually reinforcing elements of the production, the critics identify a 

totalising aesthetic in Hill's work, and an attitude towards collaboration, which was praised 

again in the staging of Hamlet. 

   Gareth Vile's observations of Hill's Hamlet are almost interchangeable with the 

critical notices for Crime and Punishment:   

 

 Collaborating with composer Nikola Kodjabashia, Hill uses live music to sustain the 

 dark atmosphere: the actors take up guitars, percussion, violin and keyboards - and 

 manipulate pre-recorded tapes - at moments of tension[...] Hill's approach is precise: 

 respectful of the script, yet lending it new meanings through the dynamic 

 movements of the cast. Ophelia suggests she is pregnant by holding her stomach 

 during her final speech, while Laertes [played by] Adam Best talks strategy with 

 Claudius over a punchbag workout. Ben Ormerod's lighting design is stark and 

 expressive: sudden light or darkness mark scene changes and, despite a slow start, 

 push the production along at an increasing pace.150 

 

                                                           
149 Joyce McMillan, The Scotsman (Edinburgh: 11/9/2013), p. 34. 
150 Gareth Vile, The Stage website (25/9/2014): www.thestage.co.uk/reviews/2014/hamlet-18/ (accessed 

23/3/2015). 
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Fig 4: Adam Best and George Costigan in Crime and Punishment (2013),  

after Dostoyevsky. Photo: Citizens archive. 

 

 

 

Fig 5: Martin Hutson (Rochester) and Lucianne McEvoy (Elizabeth Malet)  

in The Libertine (2014), by  Stephen Jeffreys. Photo: Tim Morozzo 

 

 



97 
 

My own review for the Sunday Herald commented on the interconnectedness of design, 

music, sound and acting within Hill's production:  

 

 Playing on Tom Piper’s excellent, stripped back set (which looks like a disused 

 warehouse), it creates a dangerous world in which everyone, not just Hamlet and 

 Ophelia, teeters on the psychological brink[...] With its brooding, premonitory 

 aesthetic and its unnerving sense of capriciousness (both aided by tremendous live 

 music and sound) it is, by any reasonable measure, a world class production."151 

 

 Time and again, the critics have praised the essential completeness of Hill's 

productions. Every element of a show he directs, they suggest, is at the service of an over-

arching aesthetic vision. That vision is always unambiguously theatrical and absolutely at 

odds with the nineteenth and twentieth-century (and, in many theatre companies, still 

enduring) aesthetics of British theatrical naturalism. One might associate these, to a 

considerable degree, with the "narrative realism" of Brecht152 and the notion of the theatre 

director as "auteur".153 Hill agrees with those who identify in his work a quasi-Brechtian 

distaste for naturalistic design. "A rehearsal period that's obsessed with how to bring the 

furniture on or what the right prop is just doesn't interest me", he says. "I'm not saying that's 

right or wrong, it just doesn't interest me."154 Indeed, like Brecht, and many other Modernists 

(from Pirandello to Beckett, Ionesco, Pinter, Barker and Churchill), the director is positively 

hostile to what he considers to be the constraints of naturalism, not only in design, but also 

in relation to how actors think about characters: 

 

                                                           
151 Mark Brown, Sunday Herald (Glasgow: 28/9/2014). 
152 As outlined in the Preface to this thesis. 
153 See the Preface to this thesis. 
154 Dominic Hill, from interview with Mark Brown (Citizens Theatre, Glasgow, 13/1/2015). 
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 I find the way I try to make theatre totally liberating. I say to actors, "anything can 

 happen, it doesn't matter. If we need something there, we'll just get it and put it 

 there." I'm not interested in what goes on behind that door [in the world outside of 

 the play]. Maybe I don't have the patience, and I like mess. I've been in rehearsals as 

 an assistant director in which there's been endless discussions about where the chair 

 should be, what's behind that door and what kind of carriage clock it should be. I 

 love the expression , from Peter Handke [he paraphrases from memory], "a chair is 

 pretending to be a chair. Even light is pretending to be another kind of light." I love 

 the idea that it's all just bloody pretend anyway. I don't like sets that are pretending 

 to be a real wall or a real room.155 

 

Hill's enthusiastic embrace of the "liberating" possibilities embedded within the artifice of 

theatre is remarkably similar to Brecht's attitude, as outlined by Bentley: "[Brecht eschews] 

the laborious explicitness of naturalism by making a more fastidious selection from among 

the all too many objects that make up the real scene. In representing a room[...] he won't 

attempt to show the whole room: one part of it will suffice - a piece of wall, or a door, some 

pieces of furniture."156 The director is "bored", he says, by questions about a character's back 

story. "I'm just interested in what happens in that room, at that moment", he explains. 

"Actors ask, 'where do I come on from?', and I say, 'wherever you like. I'm only really 

interested in what's happening when you're here.'"157 

 On the question of whether or not he is comfortable with the idea that he is a 

theatrical "auteur", comparable to continental European figures such as Peter Stein, Calixto 

Bieito or Robert Sturua, Hill is somewhat wary: 

 

 I don't feel that [like an auteur]. I don't feel like a director who is particularly 

 conceptual, and I don't feel like an autocratic European director. I sort of know what 

 I like, and I choose people to work with who like to work in the same way that I do. 

 In a way I'm quite traditional, because we look at the text, we look at the scene and 

                                                           
155 Hill, from interview. 
156 Bentley, p. 60. 
157 Hill, from interview. 
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 what's happening, what people's intentions are, and things like that, and then we just 

 play around with it a bit really.158   

 

However, if his practice is collaborative,159 perhaps comparable, in some respects, to the 

approach of the ensemble work of Ariane Mnouchkine and her company Théâtre du 

Soleil,160 Hill accepts that he might be considered an auteur in relation to his assiduously 

theatrical, anti-naturalistic vision and his insistence on the integration of all elements of a 

production in the service of that vision.  

 If one speaks to actors who have worked with Hill, one finds that they confirm his 

sense of himself as not fitting the stereotype of the auteur director as autocrat, but sharing 

with auteurs a particular vision of a play. Moreover, actors talk of Hill's rehearsal method 

liberating them in their performance. Just as the director tells his actors, as we have seen 

above, that "anything can happen" on stage, so it would seem to be in his rehearsal room. 

The acclaimed actor Cliff Burnett, who has worked with the Royal Shakespeare Company 

and many other major theatre companies, has been directed by Hill many times, and holds 

him in very high regard, going so far as to say: “Unreservedly, I would say Dominic is the 

best director in Britain, and I’ve worked with a lot of the other so-called luminaries.”161 

Burnett played both Polonius in Hamlet and Scrooge in A Christmas Carol for Hill in 2014. His 

playing of Polonius, and, in particular, a devastating moment in which he destroyed the 

popular perception of the character as a verbose, hapless and avuncular figure, brought him 

                                                           
158 Hill, from interview. 
159 Hill emphasises the importance of his finding like-minded collaborators at various points in his 

career, including composers Paddy Cuneen (when Hill was at Dundee Rep) and Nikola Kodjabashia 

(at the Citizens), and writer Chris Hannan (at both the Traverse and the Citizens). 
160 The long-established, Paris-based company is famous for its collaborative practice. 
161 Cliff Burnett, from interview with Mark Brown, Sunday Herald (Glasgow: 23/11/2014): 

scottishstage.wordpress.com/2014/11/26/preview-a-christmas-carol-citizens-theatre-glasgow-

interview-with-cliff-burnett/ (accessed 9/2/2017). 
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critical plaudits. Writing in the Guardian, Mark Fisher commented: "The speed with which 

Cliff Burnett’s Polonius changes character – from a bumptious bon vivant with a Paul 

Raymond moustache to a brutal patriarch keeping his daughter, Ophelia, in line – suggests a 

male-dominated society that has little place for Hamlet’s sensitivities, let alone female 

values."162 Fisher is referring to the moment in the production when Burnett’s drunken 

Polonius turned suddenly on his daughter, Ophelia, transforming  from a concerned 

patriarch into something altogether more sinister. Unnervingly incestuous and horribly 

violent, his Polonius became a vicious, libidinous despot. Given the character's deviousness 

and ambition (not least in his obsequiousness before the usurping King, Claudius, and his 

role in instigating much of the surveillance we see envelop Elsinore), this portrayal, 

although highly original, is actually well rooted in the play. Burnett explains how this 

inspired characterisation came about, giving much credit to Hill's directorial method. 

Burnett had, he says, gone outside to smoke a cigarette immediately before rehearsing the 

scene in which Polonius instructs Ophelia to keep away from Prince Hamlet. He describes 

what happened next: 

 

 I got to the rehearsal room door just at the moment when Adam Best [playing 

 Ophelia’s brother Laertes] said, ‘here comes my father'[...] In a conventional rehearsal 

 room the director would stop things and ask [the actors] ‘do you want to go on?’ 

 Not here. I opened the door, and there was a bed on the set, and they [Laertes and 

 Ophelia] were playing like two children. I walked straight into that scene and, 

 somehow, the atmosphere took hold and, before I knew it, the whole incest thing 

 was just happening.163 

 

                                                           
162 Website of The Guardian (London: 29/9/2014): www.theguardian.com/stage/2014/sep/29/hamlet-

review-citizens-theatre-glasgow (accessed 13/4/2015). 
163 Cliff Burnett, in Brown, Sunday Herald. 

http://www.theguardian.com/film/2013/apr/28/look-love-steve-coogan-review
http://www.theguardian.com/film/2013/apr/28/look-love-steve-coogan-review
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Much credit has, deservedly, been given to Burnett for this characterisation and his 

performance of it. However, the actor believes that Hill's approach to directing enabled him 

to act on a moment of inspiration: “The opportunities he [Hill] presents to actors are 

indescribable, if you’re prepared to take risks.”164 Whether or not allowing such freedom to 

actors in the rehearsal room can be said to be a facet of auteurism, there seems to be little 

doubt that Hill's attitude to the development of character and action serves his non-

naturalistic, Modernist aesthetic very well.   

 Hill sees his progression from Dundee Rep, through the Traverse to the Citz to have 

been crucial in the evolution of his directorial vision:  

 

 I like to have a vision about what  I think a show should be and what the theatre that 

 I make  should be[...] The space in which I work is very important. The Citz liberated 

 my work by giving me such a fantastic space to work with [...] I wonder, if I'd stayed 

 at Dundee, if I'd have been doing the same thing [I'm doing now]. I, somehow, feel 

 not.165 

 

There is a fascinating paradox, if not a contradiction, in Hill's attraction (as a director of 

Modernist, anti-naturalistic inclinations) to the traditional, proscenium arch stage at the Citz 

over Dundee Rep's open stage. It reflects, perhaps, the requirements, as he perceives them, 

of the classic plays to which he is drawn. However, it is not only a matter of the proscenium 

arch in general. Hill's enthusiasm for the Citz is also, more particularly, to do with the 

relationship between the stage and the auditorium: "[The Citz's main auditorium is] just 

really special. It's the perfect space. It's a large stage, a small pros166 and a small auditorium, 

                                                           
164 Ibid. 
165 Hill, from interview. 
166 Short for proscenium arch.  
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and it's falling down.167 All of those things make it exciting."168 Hill's identification of the 

Citz's auditorium's intimacy with the theatre's current semi-dilapidation and his attraction 

to what he calls "mess" does seem to emerge, with an unlikely aesthetic coherence, in his 

productions. For example, in his staging of Crime and Punishment, I observed that:   

 

 St Petersburg, for all its splendour, is barren and chaotic. Thus we see the great city 

 from the perspective of the novel’s turbulent, morally anguished protagonist, former 

 law student Rodya Raskolnikov. Disillusioned and  impoverished, his St Petersburg 

 is peopled by cynical, violent police officers, heartless pawnbrokers, hardened 

 drunkards and, of course, Sonya, who is martyred in prostitution and clinging to 

 Christ.169 

 

 If Hill finds the Citz's main stage more suited to his tastes and style than the theatres 

(Dundee Rep and the Traverse) where he was previously artistic director, there is another 

crucial reason why the move from the Traverse to the Citizens was a liberating one for him. 

Hill has, as outlined above, been most successful as a director of classical plays, be they 

Elizabethan or Jacobean, or from the nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The 

Traverse bills itself as "Scotland's new writing theatre".170 It is arguable that Hill's position 

there was always somewhat incongruous, in that he would be required to stage newly 

commissioned works which would often (arguably more often than not) be considerably less 

accomplished than the classical plays with which he had achieved such success at Dundee 

                                                           
167 Although Hill has enjoyed the dilapidation of the theatre, he is, unsurprisingly, keen to see the 

building preserved. The Citizens is due to begin a £20.5 million refurbishment, including the 

destruction of the existing stalls and circle studios, and the construction of a new studio theatre space 

in late-2017 or early-2018. See Thom Dibdin's report for The Stage (22/3/2016): 

www.thestage.co.uk/news/2016/glasgows-citizens-theatre-receives-16-5m-redevelopment-approval/ 

(accessed 9/2/2017). 
168 Hill, from interview. 
169 Mark Brown, Daily Telegraph (London: 9/9/2013): www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/theatre-

reviews/10295788/Crime-and-Punishment-Citizens-Theatre-Glasgow-review.html (accessed 

23/3/2015). 
170 As proclaimed at the top of every page of the theatre's website: www.traverse.co.uk (accessed 

13/4/2015). 
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Rep and elsewhere. Indeed, even when he directed commissioned works by successful 

writers, such as Zinnie Harris171 and Rona Munro172 for the Traverse, Hill failed to achieve 

the kind of critical and audience acclaim to which he had become accustomed; a situation, 

one might contend, which had more to do with shortcomings in the writing than in the 

directing. Notably, the two greatest critical successes during Hill's tenure at the Traverse 

came when he bent the theatre's "new writing" remit somewhat, firstly by staging an 

established modern classic, The Goat, or Who Is Sylvia?173 by Edward Albee, and secondly by 

presenting a new play adapted from a nineteenth-century classic, Chris Hannan's The Three 

Musketeers and the Princess of Spain,174 after the novel by Alexandre Dumas. Asked if he felt a 

tension between his classical proclivities and the requirements of being the artistic director 

of a theatre dedicated to new writing, Hill says only this: "As a director of new work, your 

responsibility is, first-and-foremost, to the writer. Not all directors would agree with that, 

but I certainly felt that."175 Hill is at his best, his career would seem to suggest, when he is at 

the service, not of a writer, but of a play (such as established works like Scenes from an 

Execution, Peer Gynt and The Goat). Successes in new writing, such as with Hannan's Three 

Musketeers, are more rare, and appear to come when the director and the writer share an 

aesthetic vision.176 

                                                           
171 Fall, a co-production with the Royal Shakespeare Company, performed at the Traverse during the 

2008 Edinburgh Festival Fringe. 
172 The Last Witch, performed at the Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh as part of the 2009 Edinburgh 

International Festival. 
173 Which opened at the Traverse in April 2010 and received three nominations at the 2010 Critics' 

Awards for Theatre in Scotland and the Best Female Performance award for Sian Thomas. 
174 A co-production with English Touring Theatre and the Belgrade Theatre, Coventry, which opened 

at the Traverse in December 2010 and received four nominations at the 2011 CATS and the Best 

Ensemble and Best New Play awards. 
175 Hill, from interview. 
176 Interestingly, at the time of writing (mid-April 2015), Hill was less than two weeks away from the 

opening of Fever Dream: Southside by Douglas Maxwell, the first new work to be directed by him at the 

Citz. It is, surely, significant that the decision to programme the play came in circumstances 
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 Hill was born and raised in London, and was associate director at the Orange Tree in 

Richmond and assistant director at the Royal Shakespeare Company before arriving in 

Scotland, as assistant director at Perth Theatre in 1994.177 His identification of what he 

considers to be the two predominant strands in Scottish theatre over the last half-century 

bear a strong resemblance with argument made in the Introduction to this thesis: namely 

that 7:84 Scotland and Wildcat, with their leftist, Scottish storytelling and ceilidh/folk music-

influenced aesthetic, forged one strand; whilst Havergal's Citizens and, later, Communicado 

Theatre Company, with their emphasis on classical texts (many of them from the European 

repertoire), forged another, European Modernist strand. Indeed, in terms very similar to 

those posited by Communicado's artistic director Gerry Mulgrew in the following chapter of 

this thesis, Hill also suggests crossovers and connections between these two strands in 

Scottish theatrical practice: 

 

 It seems to me that there has been a two-pronged impact on Scottish theatre, and that 

 the two prongs appear to be totally different from each other. There is a sense of a 

 connection to Europe, but, at the same time, there is an, in a way much more 

 innocent, indigenous expression, a native culture rooted in notions of community. 

 People like Communicado and 7:84. Take Communicado, it seems to me that their 

 theatre making practice has come, not from Lecoq and Gaulier, although that's there, 

 but much more from a storytelling background. That feels to me very much a part of 

 the culture of Scotland, and unique to this country. That seems to have almost 

 innocently grown up as a way of making theatre, and it has then been appropriated 

 into a much more sophisticated form of theatre making. But I think it's distinctively 

 Scottish.178 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
diametrically opposite to those which prevail at the Traverse; i.e. at the Citizens, new work is staged 

as a matter of particular choice, and as an exception, whereas at the Traverse it is an absolute 

requirement of the company's self-defined remit. 
177 A position he held until 1996. 
178 Hill, from interview. 
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The idea that Communicado represents both a "distinctively Scottish" yet also a 

"sophisticated" and "European" theatrical aesthetic is both contentious (some people will 

bristle at the implication that established Scottish aesthetics in the performing arts were 

"innocent" and lacking in sophistication) and, as we will see in Chapter 2, in keeping with 

Mulgrew's own ideas about his company. Whilst I think Hill underestimates the importance 

of the theories and practices of such European figures as Lecoq and Gaulier in the evolution 

of Communicado, he is correct to see both a distinctive sense of Scottishness and a link to the 

7:84/Wildcat strand in Scottish theatre within the company's work. Significantly, Hill, whose 

own aesthetic, it seems undeniable, is far closer to that of Havergal's Citz than McGrath's 

7:84, feels a strong affinity with Communicado: "I feel like a successor to Communicado. In 

terms of the integration of sound and music, and, maybe, theatricality, it feels very much 

like my work is in that tradition."179 

 It is very significant that Hill, coming, as he does, from London, should have 

developed his career in Scotland and come to feel that his aesthetic belongs to a distinctively 

Scottish theatrical milieu. As we have seen above, Hill, like Havergal before him, considers 

the growth in esteem (and self-esteem) of Scottish theatre since 1969 to be, to a large degree, 

a consequence of its distinguishing itself from an "English" theatre which is dominated by 

London. Contrary to Michael Coveney's metropolitanist presumption, quoted above, that 

the Citz should "come home" to London, Hill, like Havergal before him, believes the very 

strength of the Citizens Theatre in particular and Scottish theatre in general is their 

distinctiveness from theatre in London: 

 

                                                           
179 Ibid. 
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 It [the Citz's] success is that it isn't England, and, predominantly, that it isn't London. 

 In terms of my theatre-making, the best thing that ever happened to me was leaving 

 London and going to Dundee. Going to Dundee and feeling that I could do just 

 about anything I wanted, and there weren't people snapping at my heels or peering 

 over my shoulder, that was very liberating. Having a company of actors that I liked 

 working with and who liked working with me was liberating too. Ever since then 

 I've enjoyed that feeling of being in a country that seems more open and more 

 interested, broader minded, less myopic, more open to the thrill of theatre making 

 and the event, and to responding viscerally. These qualities can't exist in London, 

 certainly not in the London I knew, and, I think, London now. They can't exist for a 

 number of reasons, to do with the critics, to do with taste and the sense of 

 sophistication and superiority. It just feels like the conditions up here [in Scotland] 

 allow those things to happen. Whether that's about being European, I don't know, 

 but it's certainly about not being English, and, in particular, not being London.180 

 

                                                           
180 Ibid. 
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Chapter 2 

Communicado and 'popular experimentalism' 

 

If Giles Havergal's Citizens Theatre can be credited with beginning the European Modernist 

Renaissance in Scottish theatre, it might be argued that the birth of the touring company 

Communicado marked the next major step forward in that revival. Established in Edinburgh 

in 1983 by Gerry Mulgrew, Alison Peebles and Rob Pickavance, the company brought to the 

Scottish stage both a passion for modern, European theatre and a notable regard for Scottish 

culture, including Scottish theatrical and literary texts (the latter of which was all but absent 

at the Citizens).  

 The company's first production, Robotnik (in 1983), a new, devised work by John 

Harvey and the company, was described by Communicado as, "a kind of 'living 

newspaper", of the Polish Solidarity movement, with a seven piece band and cabaret 

numbers".1 It brought together an interest in politics with a popular form of live music, 

which was the stock in trade of 7:84 and Wildcat (see Introduction to this thesis). Indeed, 

critic Richard Mowe observed, "distinctly Brechtian overtones"2 in Robotnik, connecting it 

politically with the left-wing agitprop of the two Glasgow companies. The early works of 

Communicado included: a stage adaptation of Scottish author George Douglas Brown's 1901 

novel The House with the Green Shutters (1983); Carmen - The Play (1984), which reset the story 

during the Spanish Civil War; The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1985); the premiere of Liz 

                                                           
1 Communicado website: www.communicadotheatre.co.uk/shows_robotnik.htm (accessed 

28/11/2014). 
2 From a review in the Edinburgh Evening News, quoted on Communicado website: 

www.communicadotheatre.co.uk/shows_robotnik.htm (accessed 28/11/2014). 
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Lochhead's Mary Queen of Scots Got Her Head Chopped Off (1987); and German dramatist 

Georg Büchner's Modernist masterpiece Danton's Death (1990).3 In addition to a noticeable 

engagement with contemporary and twentieth-century European politics, the company's 

oeuvre combined new, devised work with classical Scottish and European literatures and 

new Scottish writing for the stage. In that sense, Communicado seemed to be combining the 

aesthetics and interests of 7:84 and Wildcat (Brechtian agitprop, left-wing politics,4 popular 

stage musical forms) with those of Havergal's Citizens Theatre (classical European theatre 

and literature, the theatrical aesthetics of European Modernism). Randall Stevenson looked 

back on the first thirteen years of Communicado's work and summarised the company's 

combination of the European and the Scottish in the following manner: 

 

 [T]heir productions[...] have been shaped by a wide range of performance styles: 

 these have perhaps owed most to the kind of physical theatre, heavily dependent on 

 mime and movement, which has grown up in Poland under the influence of figures 

 such as Jerzy Grotowski and Tadeusz Kantor[...] The breadth of Communicado's 

 interests was illustrated by the opening show of Glasgow's year as European City of 

 Culture [1990], Jock Tamson's Bairns. Devised by a largely Scottish company, with the 

 help of Scottish poet and playwright, Liz Lochhead, Jock Tamson's Bairns 

 incorporated Scottish legend and a Scottish ritual - the Burns supper - within a 

 performance idiom whose dependence on choreography, movement and tableaux 

 would have seemed familiar enough to theatregoers from Warsaw, Lublin or 

 Krakow[...]5 

 

Stevenson's summary is both accurate and insightful. His identification of, not only a 

continental European aesthetic, but a specifically Polish one in Communicado's work is, as 

we shall see later in this chapter, extremely perceptive. Moreover, Stevenson gets to the 

                                                           
3 Significantly, this play was presented at the Citizens Theatre in 1971, early in Havergal's 

directorship, in a production directed and designed by Philip Prowse.  
4 Albeit that Communicado's interest in the politics of the left, in Robotnik and Danton's Death, to take 

two examples, was less explicit and less polemical than that of 7:84 and Wildcat. 
5 Randall Stevenson, Introduction to Randall Stevenson and Gavin Wallace (eds.), Scottish Theatre 

Since the Seventies (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996), p. 16.  
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heart of the company's cultural outlook and aesthetic practice by identifying a conscious and 

deliberate combination of Scottish cultural phenomena ("legend" and "ritual")6 with a 

"performance idiom" more commonly seen in Polish theatres than in Scottish ones. 

 Paul Taylor of The Independent, reviewing Danton's Death at the St Bride's Centre 

during the 1990 Edinburgh Festival Fringe, noted a scene in which members of the Jacobin 

Club were, "jammed in like sardines, [frozen] in various effortful heroic tableaux";7 like 

Stevenson, Taylor was observing Communicado's penchant for employing a theatrical 

device which European Modernist theatre had borrowed from an earlier phenomenon in the 

European arts. The tableaux to which Stevenson and Taylor refer relate to tableaux vivant 

(living pictures), which were popular in the cultural salons of Paris in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, and were taken up in other countries, such as Britain and the 

United States. New York-based visual artist and visual arts educator Shannon Murphy 

explains the phenomenon:  

 

 During a performance of tableaux vivant, a cast of characters represented scenes 

 from literature, art, history, or everyday life on a stage. After the curtain went up, the 

 models remained silent and frozen for roughly thirty seconds. Particular emphasis 

 was placed on staging, pose, costume, make-up, lighting, and the facial expression of 

 the models. Sometimes a poem or music accompanied the scene, and often a large 

 wooden frame outlined the perimeter of the stage, so as to reference the frame of a 

 painted canvas.8 
 

                                                           
6 As with 7:84's application of Scottish folk music and ceilidh culture, one might suggest that 

Communicado's reliance upon what Stevenson calls "legend" and "ritual" is an example of Scottish 

theatre practitioners of the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries acknowledging the relative 

absence of a Scottish theatrical tradition. In the relative absence of Scottish theatrical texts they draw 

upon other aspects of Scotland's cultural heritage.   
7 Paul Taylor, The Independent (London: 14/8/1990), arts section, p. 14. 
8 'Tableaux Vivant: History and Practice', artmuseumteaching.com/2012/12/06/tableaux-vivant-

history-and-practice (accessed 4/2/2016). 
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It is notable that, in The Salon Project (2011),9 Stewart Laing's10 theatre company Untitled 

Projects (which might be considered one of the Scottish companies created in the European 

Modernist vein of Communicado) replicated tableaux vivant in an interesting and witty 

collision of the nineteenth-century Parisian salon with twenty-first century culture. Taylor 

and Stevenson were detecting a debt to tableaux vivant in Communicado's work some 

twenty-one years before Untitled Projects created their post-millennial tableaux; however, as 

Stevenson noted, such techniques were already well established in the Modernist theatre of 

various countries in continental Europe, not least Poland.  

 In addition to the use of tableaux, Taylor observed in Communicado's production of 

Danton's Death a lack of concern for period or performative naturalism and an ability to 

reinvigorate the play through a consciously "metatheatrical" re-envisioning of the text11 

(both of which are notable traits of European Modernism, and quite distinct from the 

dominant aesthetics of a London-centric "British theatre"): 

 

 In Gerry Mulgrew's vivid version[...] there is no attempt at period verisimilitude. The 

 cast wear ordinary, modernish clothes; some of the male characters are played as 

 women; and the cast construct the settings as they go along, using everyday objects 

 as props, such as the adapted stepladders which form the guillotine. Consequently, 

 you never feel that this story has simply been taken out of mothballs for the evening. 

 By creating it anew, almost metatheatrically, the production transmits a strong sense 

 of its undiminished relevance.12 

                                                           
9 For The Salon Project audience members were required to provide measurements and sizes for 

clothing and footwear. On arrival at the venue they were dressed in Victorian costume provided by 

Scotland's theatre and opera companies. Thereafter, in a deliberately non-naturalistic salon (simple, 

white walls contrasting with a huge chandelier), they were offered, among other things, lectures on 

current topics by experts, modern popular music played on old gramophones, and slightly outré 

versions of tableaux vivant (involving naked performers engaged in using modern forms of 

information and entertainment technology such as smartphones and MP3 players). The piece 

premiered at the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh in 2011 and was revived at the Citizens Theatre, 

Glasgow in 2013. 
10 See interview with Laing in Chapter 3 of this thesis. 
11 See notes on auteurism in European Modernist theatre in the Preface to this thesis. 
12 Taylor, The Independent (London: 14/8/1990). 
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Interestingly, Communicado was showing an interest in politics, and the complexities of 

revolutionary politics at that, both in its selection of Büchner's play and in its non-

naturalistic, gender switching approach to it. It was doing so, however, in a manner that was 

closer to the Bohemian tastes of Havergal's Citizens Theatre than of John McGrath's more 

polemical 7:84 theatre company. Like Havergal's Citz, Communicado's approach to politics 

favoured the implicit, often ambiguous and metaphorical possibilities of texts over the more 

explicit expression of political messages preferred by 7:84. McGrath outlined his vision for a 

future political theatre in 1999: 

 

 There are enough yawning gaps between our pretensions to social equality, equality 

 before the law, freedom of all kinds, to motivate a million comedies. There is a need 

 for a sharp, satirical theatre to scrutinise our values, to contest the borders of our 

 democracy, to give a voice to the excluded, to the minorities, to guard against the 

 tyranny of the majority, to criticise without fear, to seek true and multifaceted 

 information, to combat the distorting power of the mass media, to define and re-

 define freedom for our age, to demand the equality of all citizens for the short time 

 we have on this earth before we die.13 

 

There has never been any indication in Communicado's theatre that the political dimension 

of the work might take it in the ambitiously liberationist direction envisaged by McGrath. 

Perhaps, as Robert David MacDonald had said of the Citz, Communicado was marching to 

the same [political] drum as 7:84, but in the opposite [aesthetic] direction.14 Scottish theatre 

historian Donald Smith sees in Communicado's engagement with politics a very definite 

counter-reaction to the aesthetics of 7:84: "[Communicado] reacted against the explicit 

                                                           
13 'Theatre and Democracy', McGrath's keynote address to the conference entitled 'European Theatre, 

Justice and Morality', University of London, June 1999, published in John McGrath, Naked Thoughts 

that Roam About: Reflections on Theatre 1958-2001 (London: Nick Hern Books, 2002),  p. 239. 
14 Havergal recalls MacDonald saying "we [7:84 and the Citz] marched to the same drum in opposite 

directions." Havergal, from interview (14/11/2012). 



112 
 

politics of 7:84's earlier work, seeking to express their politics through a low-cost theatre of 

the imagination, which evaded the class-bound conventions of naturalism[...] "15  

 For his part, Mulgrew believes that his work with Communicado did attempt to 

combine what were, in the 1980s, arguably the two most influential forces within Scottish 

theatre; namely, the Citizens and 7:84. "I think I was trying to bring them [the aesthetics of 

the Citizens and 7:84] together,"16 says Mulgrew. 7:84, and what Mulgrew calls its political 

"theatre for the people", was, he says, essentially at the opposite pole to the "high art" of 

Havergal's Citizens.17 His efforts to bring them together resided in a sense of the 

compatibility of notions of "Scottishness" with ideas of "Europeanness". The Europeanness 

of Havergal's Citz was, Mulgrew argues, more compatible with Scottish cultural tastes than 

with those that predominated (and, arguably, still predominate) in London.18 This despite 

the fact that, paradoxically, he believes the Citizens was not actually a culturally "Scottish" 

theatre: 

 

 The Citizens... was a European theatre. It always slightly annoys me that Britain 

 doesn't see itself as part of Europe[...] We [in the British context] always speak about 

 'the Europeans', as if to keep them at arm's length. We don't really do that in 

 Scotland, it's more a southern English kind of thing[...] [However], in a sense, the 

 Citizens wasn't part of Scotland at all. There were very few Scottish actors who 

 worked there. They were seen as vagabonds or gypsies, exotic people doing exotic 

                                                           
15 Donald Smith, '1950 to 1995', in Bill Findlay (ed.) A History of the Scottish Theatre (Edinburgh: 

Polygon, 1998), p. 291. One might add that the "class-bound conventions" of British theatre were, 

prior to the arrival of such companies as Joan Littlewood's Theatre Workshop and Glasgow Unity in 

the 1940s, and dramatists like John Osborne and Shelagh Delaney in the 1950s, considerably more 

bourgeois than working-class in nature.   
16 Gerry Mulgrew, from interview with Mark Brown (Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh, 18/2/2014). 
17 Ibid. 
18 For commentary on the predominant theatre culture in London, see Mark Brown, 'Barker, criticism 

and the philosophy of the "Art of Theatre"', in Howard Barker's Art of Theatre, David Ian Rabey and 

Sarah Goldingay (eds.) (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2013), pp. 94-101.  
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 things. They all had English accents, but they were doing German and French 

 plays.19 

 

For Mulgrew, part of the significance of Havergal's Citz was that it was a European 

Modernist project happening in Scotland, even if Scottish accents were not prominent on its 

stage. The Communicado director found himself in tune with both Havergal's implicit 

relocation of the theatrical centre from London to Glasgow, and his preference for a largely 

continental European repertoire. "I decided, somewhere along the line, 'I won't go to 

London", says Mulgrew. "I won't compare what I'm doing with the London theatre. I'll just 

leapfrog all that and try to compare my work with what's happening in Paris, Milan and 

Berlin."20 Mulgrew admired the European Modernist aesthetic at the Citz, and the artistic 

courage that it demonstrated, and he wanted Communicado to emulate it, but in an 

unambiguously Scottish accent: 

 

 Certainly, I, as [theatre] maker, was acutely aware of them [the Citz]. I wanted to be 

 as good as them[...] I have great admiration for the way they went: 'Fuck it! We'll do 

 it in jockstraps!' I was always aware of them being interesting. They were in 

 Glasgow, but they'd come from outer space. There was a sense that they could have 

 been doing what they were doing anywhere. I wanted to do that. I wanted to do 

 something that had Europeanness in it, but also to try and do it as a Scot.21 

 

 The desire to emulate the Citz reflected Mulgrew's belief in what he calls "popular 

experimentalism";22 a wish, which he believes he shared with Havergal, to bring 

aesthetically radical work to the widest possible audience. "Like Giles, I wanted to play to 

                                                           
19 Mulgrew, from interview. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
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everybody",23 says Mulgrew. Communicado's desire to make modern, European theatre in a 

distinctive, Scottish vernacular was more significant in the Eighties than one might think 

from an early twenty-first century vantage point. As Trish Reid writes: "In their exuberant 

use of Scots[...] [Communicado] productions served as positive examples of how the 

national linguistic resource could be exploited for theatrical effect."24 If the company 

succeeded in its use of the Scots tongue, its attempt at a Scots-European hybrid within its 

aesthetic has been equally fruitful. Donald Smith, writing about the plays of Alexander Reid, 

which were unambiguously Scottish in their language, observes: "[Reid's] style of magic-

making, with European as well as Scottish tones, carried into Communicado's later 

work[...]"25 The company's "later" (i.e. twenty-first century) work exists in a period 

distinguished by its being created after the resurrection of Communicado in 2002 following 

the acrimonious collapse of the company after internal wrangles and the resignation of 

Mulgrew in 1998.26 One of the most notable features of the company's work in the twenty-

first century has been the continuation of its interest in Scottish and continental European 

texts. In 2002, Communicado returned to the stage with Brave, a co-production with the  

Sounds of Progress theatre company, which focused on the anguished history of the native 

peoples of North America. Thereafter, however, the work reflected Mulgrew's Scots-

European inclinations. Zlata's Diary, in 2004,  adapted the war diary of Zlata Filipovic, a 

Muslim girl who lived through the siege of Sarajevo in 1992. This was followed by Vaclav 

Havel's The Memorandum (2006); an adaptation of Scottish author Robin Jenkins's novel 

                                                           
23 Ibid. 
24 Trish Reid, Theatre & Scotland (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013), p. 51. 
25 Donald Smith, 'The Mid-century Dramatists', in Ian Brown (ed.), The Edinburgh Companion to Scottish 

Drama (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), p. 123. 
26 See Robert Dawson Scott, 'Communicado Replaces Mulgrew', The Scotsman (Edinburgh: 30/10/1998), 

p. 21. 
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Fergus Lamont (2007); Nikolai Gogol's satire The Government Inspector (2010, 2011, 2013 and 

2016); Calum's Road27 (2011 and 2013) and a staging of Robert Burns's great poem Tam o' 

Shanter (2009 and 2012). Since the company was re-established in 2002 it has never received 

any stable or continuous financial support from the national funding body.28 Consequently, 

it has been less well-financed and dependent on individual project grants in order to make 

its work. Meanwhile, notably, the director has taken acting roles in numerous productions 

by companies other than Communicado.29 Mulgrew's company has, almost inevitably, been 

less prolific in its second incarnation than in its first. Despite the more difficult financial 

environment in which it has operated since 2002, the company's work has often included 

live music. It has also continued to exhibit a taste for the performative aesthetics of 

European masters such as Lecoq and Grotowski.   

 Reviewing Zlata's Diary for the Times Educational Supplement, Karen Shead noted both 

the integration of live music with the narrative and the role in the production of the actor-

musician (both of which are, as we will see below, features of the Grotowskian method): 

"Composer Allan Tall, who is also one of the seven cast members, combines recorded tunes 

with a range of instruments played on stage to create the perfect atmosphere for the given 

moment."30 In her review of the 2011 revival of The Government Inspector for The Scotsman, 

Joyce McMillan writes of, "a production which uses brilliantly-choreographed live music 

performed by the whole cast, along with a stunning and grotesque series of cartoon-like 

                                                           
27 A co-production between Communicado and the National Theatre of Scotland. The play, by David 

Harrower, was adapted from Roger Hutchinson's book about Calum MacLeod, the crofter from the 

Inner Hebridean island of Raasay who famously built his own road on the island following his many 

failed attempts to get the authorities to do so. 
28 The quasi-non-governmental organisation (or "quango") was known as the Scottish Arts Council 

until 2010, when it was merged with film funding body Scottish Screen to become Creative Scotland. 
29 To take two examples, Mulgrew played in David Greig's new version of Alfred Jarry's Ubu Roi for 

Dundee Rep and the Tron Theatre, Glasgow (2005) and Ibsen's Peer Gynt for Dundee Rep and the 

National Theatre of Scotland (2007).  
30 Karen Shead, Times Educational Supplement (London: 4/6/2004), arts section, p. 4. 
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tableaux and stage-pictures, to transform what can be a wordy comedy into two-and-a-half 

hours of sheer theatrical delight."31 Again we see a critic pointing to numerous aspects of the 

Communicado aesthetic - live music performed by actor-musicians, "tableaux and stage-

pictures" - that proclaim the work's debt to European Modernism and its distinctiveness 

from British theatrical naturalism.32  

 The Europeanness of Communicado, both before and after the temporary closure of 

the company in 1998, had various roots. It is hardly surprising that one was the Edinburgh 

International Festival and Festival Fringe. The very fact that the world, and certainly much 

of Europe, seemed to come to Scotland's capital each August alerted Mulgrew, like many 

Scottish theatremakers before and since, to a wealth of otherwise unknown aesthetic 

possibilities. "When I was formulating any kind of ideas I had, my experience of the 

Edinburgh International Festival and the Fringe was always coming through," says the 

director of his formative period as a theatregoer and, later, artist during the Sixties and 

Seventies.33 In particular, he says, "I was introduced to Kantor and the Polish visual 

theatre."34 Indeed, the director notes, his attraction to certain classical texts came somewhat 

late in his development as a theatre artist. Mulgrew began a personally very significant 

period working at Theatre Workshop in Edinburgh. There, he was introduced to the 

thinking of another contemporary Polish theatre master: "We were working with people 

                                                           
31 Joyce McMillan, The Scotsman (Edinburgh: 25/3/2011), in Theatre Record, Volume XXXI, Issue 6 

(London: 12-25/3/2011), p. 326.  
32 In my own review of the 2013 revival of The Government Inspector (a co-production between 

Communicado and Aberystwyth Arts Centre), I noted: "The tremendously integrated live music and 

the lovely moments of highly physical ensemble playing are still there[...] the piece is recognisably the 

work of Mulgrew, who is, simultaneously, the most Scottish and the most European of directors." 

Mark Brown, Sunday Herald, (Glasgow: 7/4/2013), arts section, p. 48. 
33 Mulgrew, from interview. 
34 Ibid. 
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who had worked a little bit with Grotowski. We were all reading Towards a Poor Theatre.35 

None of the theatre we were working on was literary, none of it was texts, or famous plays, 

it wasn't Chekhov or Pinter." In fact, the Workshop's attempts to emulate Grotowski's 

method of experimental, collective devising of works and its eclectic interest in a wide 

variety of techniques and practices in physical and object theatre gave the young Mulgrew a 

perspective on theatre-making that was not typical of his contemporaries throughout the 

UK: 

 

  At Theatre Workshop we were doing storytelling for kids using bamboo sticks. In 

 this show the sticks became everything. This was my introduction to the theatre. 

 There was no text, for me, at the very beginning. It was all improvisation, using a lot 

 of the ideas of Keith Johnstone,36 object theatre and puppets. We had children's 

 puppet companies coming in, adult puppet companies, the Berne Mime Ensemble, 

 and [Steven] Berkoff.37 You were also constantly working with dancers, visual 

 artists,  sculptors. Right from the word go, it was a melting pot.38 

 

The early influence of Johnstone on Mulgrew is significant. Born in England, Johnstone  

founded the Theatre Machine Improvisation group in England in the 1960’s.39 His work 

should be considered alongside that of European Modernist practitioners such as Lecoq and 

Grotowski. His attitude to improvisation vis-à-vis structure, for example, clearly sets him 

apart from traditional British theatrical naturalism, situating him amidst the continuing 

experimentalism of the late avant-garde: 

 

                                                           
35 Grotowski's famous theatre manifesto, first published in 1965. 
36 An English theatre educator, writer, director and actor based in England (in the 1960s) and Canada 

(1970s, 1980s and 1990s) , Johnstone is one of the greatest influences in the development of 

improvisation in twentieth-century theatre.  
37 Famous English actor, playwright and theatre director. 
38 Mulgrew, from interview. 
39 www.keithjohnstone.com (accessed 8/2/2016). 
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 The improviser has to be like a man walking backwards. He sees where he has been, 

 but he pays no attention to the future. His story can take him anywhere, but he must 

 still 'balance' it, and give it shape, by remembering incidents that have been shelved 

 and reincorporating them. Very often an audience will applaud when earlier 

 material is brought back into the story. They couldn't tell you why they applaud, but 

 the reincorporation does give them pleasure. Sometimes they even cheer! They 

 admire the improviser's grasp, since he not only generates new material, but 

 remembers and makes use of earlier events that the audience may have temporarily 

 forgotten.40   

 

This consideration of narrative theatre as a creative interplay between improvisation and 

story, rather than a naturalistic representation of the story as a linear narrative, is very much 

in-keeping with the theories and practices of European Modernist theatre. It is also reflected 

in the improvisational work of Communicado. For example, in his review of Mulgrew's 2012 

production of Tam 0' Shanter for The List magazine, Allan Radcliffe identifies an extreme 

flexibility in relation to the text, and an improvisatory inclination, which are very much in 

line with Johnstone's ideas: "if you were hoping for a straight rendition of Burns’ 

masterpiece, Communicado theatre company are more than happy to pull the rug out from 

under your expectations. Instead the 11-strong ensemble delivers a 90-minute riff on themes 

from the poem as well as several of the Bard’s other works and the wider Burns legend."41 

 Writing in 1986, in an article pointedly titled 'The Poor Mouth?',42 Mulgrew 

referenced his interest in Grotowski. In a plea for better state funding of the arts, he wrote:  

 

 Poverty (in the theatre) has become fashionable but it is dangerous to equate it with 

 artistic worth, or worthiness. This breeds a patronising attitude and a belief that since 

 these artists are going to do what they do whether they get paid or not, we won't 

                                                           
40 Keith Johnstone, Impro: Improvisation and the Theatre (London, Methuen 1985), p. 116. 
41 Allan Radcliffe, The List (Edinburgh, 22/8/2012): edinburghfestival.list.co.uk/article/44877-tam-

oshanter (accessed 2/3/2016). 
42 'The Poor Mouth?', in double edition (43 and 44) of Chapman magazine (Edinburgh: Spring 1986), p. 

63. 
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 bother paying them. 'Poor theatre',43 as it has come to be known, doesn't mean the 

 actors have to eat dog food.44  

 

Having noted what Grotowski did not mean by "Poor Theatre", Mulgrew went on to 

explain, in Grotowskian terms, the nature of the new actor who was emerging in Scottish 

theatre (and had emerged in Polish theatre more than two decades previously):  

 

 They go back to the actor as instrument: mime, acrobat, dancer, singer, entertainer as 

 well as voice. They evolve an ensemble way of playing which seeks to eliminate the 

 prima donna syndrome and the acquired selfishness of commercial acting and in 

 doing so become tight, dynamic. The audience (in the absence of a large cast) are 

 invited to participate, to promenade, to get up and dance during the performance.45  

 

There is, in this conception of the actor, something fundamentally Grotowskian. At the 

beginning of the essay 'Towards a Poor Theatre', Grotowski writes: 

 

  I am a bit impatient when asked, "What is the origin of your experimental theatre 

 productions?" The assumption seems to be that "experimental" work is tangential 

 (toying with some "new" techniques each time) and tributary. The result is supposed 

 to be a contribution to modern staging - scenography using current sculptural or 

 electronic ideas, contemporary music, actors independently projecting clownish or 

 cabaret stereotypes. I know that scene: I used to be part of it. Our Theatre Laboratory 

 productions are going in another direction. In the first place, we are trying to avoid 

 eclecticism, trying to resist thinking of theatre as a composite of disciplines. We are 

 seeking to define what is distinctively theatre, what separates this activity from other 

 categories of performance and spectacle. Secondly, our productions are detailed 

 investigations of the actor-audience relationship. That is what we consider the 

 personal and scenic technique of the actor as the core of theatre art.46 

 

                                                           
43 A reference to Grotowski's 1965 essay 'Towards a Poor Theatre'. 
44 Mulgrew, Chapman (Spring 1986), p. 63. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Jerzy Grotowski, 'Towards a Poor Theatre' (essay, 1965) in Jerzy Grotowki, Towards a Poor Theatre 

(London: Bloomsbury, 2015), p. 15. 
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Here Grotowski writes of "the actor", not as individual, but as an integrated part of an 

ensemble. Just as Mulgrew inveighs against the selfish "prima donna" actor, so Grotowski 

rejects, "actors independently projecting clownish or cabaret stereotypes." Mulgrew's 

conception of the integrated, ensemble actor as, "instrument: mime, acrobat, dancer, singer, 

entertainer as  well as voice", is of a part with the desire of Grotowski and his collaborators 

to, "resist thinking of theatre as a composite of disciplines." Just as Mulgrew pursues a 

theatre in which, "The audience[...] are invited to participate", Grotowski's Theatre 

Laboratory engaged in, "detailed investigations of the actor-audience relationship." The 

integrated ensemble performer that Communicado sought to bring to the Scottish stage in 

the 1980s was, in certain crucial ways, a cousin of the Polish, Grotowskian actor of the 1960s. 

 Mulgrew's acknowledgement of the early influence upon him of Polish theatre might 

surprise some people. His memories of early encounters with a mime ensemble and Berkoff 

(who, famously, trained with Lecoq in Paris) will raise fewer eyebrows. The distinctive, 

highly physical, non-naturalistic performance style of Communicado is widely considered to 

owe a very palpable debt to Lecoq. It was through lack of money, rather than of will, that 

Mulgrew, who speaks French fluently and taught it at a high school before dedicating 

himself to theatre, did not train at L'École Internationale de Théâtre Jacques Lecoq. 

Nevertheless, a period in France did prove influential: 

 

 I studied French at university. I lived in Paris for a while. I taught French in high 

 school for a year; that was a fucking disaster, I hated teaching. I had a girlfriend in 

 Paris who used to take me to theatre. I remember seeing Ubu [by Alfred Jarry]47 in 

 1981.48 

 

                                                           
47 Mulgrew would play Dad Ubu in the acclaimed Dundee Rep/Tron Theatre, Glasgow co-production 

of David Greig's adaptation of Jarry's Ubu Roi, directed by Dominic Hill in 2005. 
48 Mulgrew, from interview. 
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Paris, like the Edinburgh festivals, opened Mulgrew's eyes to European theatrical aesthetics 

that were quite distinct from mainstream British theatre. However, that was also true of the 

various theatre forms and influences (such as Lecoq and Grotowski) he had encountered at 

Theatre Workshop. That experience "crept into my practice slowly", he remembers. "Then I 

started using texts, and I didn't really know how to do that."49 

 Communicado's work is marked by a coming together of visual and physical 

techniques with classic and new texts. However, its aesthetic has also often been 

distinguished by the integration of live music. Again, the origins of this, for Mulgrew, lay in 

his time at Theatre Workshop: 

 

 I've always been a musician as well. Again, it goes back to the Theatre Workshop 

 days. We had [theatre musician and composer] Rab Handleigh, who was about 

 sixteen years old at the time, and he was a brilliant fiddler and piano player, and 

 [fellow theatre music maker] John Sampson, who was a great trumpeter, among 

 other things.50 So, right from the very word go, they said, "here are some bamboo 

 sticks, they'll play music." And we were like, "okay, this is what the theatre is." I 

 didn't know that it wasn't.51 

 

Mulgrew distinguishes the theatre music he learned at Theatre Workshop, and has always 

practised with Communicado, from traditional musical accompaniment of theatre works.   

"This is music inside the production. You see it a lot nowadays. In Dominic Hill's production 

of Crime and Punishment,52 the actors were all making music and sound with some object or 

instrument or other."53   

                                                           
49 Ibid. 
50 Both Handleigh and Sampson established themselves as theatre music practitioners after their time 

at Theatre Workshop. 
51 Mulgrew, from interview. 
52 Citizens Theatre, Glasgow, 2013. 
53 Mulgrew, from interview. 
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 Mulgrew is very much aware that, in fully integrating music into his productions for 

Communicado, he has an illustrious Scottish predecessor. McGrath's 7:84 had placed live 

music at the heart of its work, most famously in its iconic 1974 piece The Cheviot, The Stag and 

the Black, Black Oil. Mulgrew, however, considers his company's approach to live music to 

have less to do with the ceilidh and Scottish folk culture (which 7:84 drew upon) than with 

the Grotowskian method he had encountered at Theatre Workshop: 

 

 7:84 were already doing it [using live music in the theatre before Communicado 

 came along]. I took it somewhere else, being influenced by Grotowski, who said [he 

 paraphrases from memory]: 'what do you need to do theatre? You don't need lights. 

 All you need is an actor and an audience.' Once you say that, the actor has to become 

 a multi-headed instrument who can speak, and move, and play [music], and sing, 

 and can use all facets of themselves.54 

 

In the manifesto that gives its name to his famous book Towards a Poor Theatre, Grotowski 

explains the profundity of his vision of a performer: 

 

 At a moment of psychic shock, a moment of terror, of mortal danger or tremendous 

 joy, a man does not behave "naturally." A man in an elevated spiritual state uses 

 rhythmically articulated signs, begins to dance, to sing. A sign, not a common 

 gesture, is the elementary integer of expression for us.55  

 

One can see from this definition how Mulgrew arrived at his vision of an actor as "a multi-

headed instrument who can speak, and move, and play [music], and sing", and also how he 

saw a Grotowskian element in Hill's production of Crime and Punishment, in which "the 

actors were all making music and sound with some object or instrument or other." Mulgrew, 

however, claims no more than a partial Grotowskian influence. He does not suggest that 

                                                           
54 Ibid. 
55 Jerzy Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre (London: Methuen, 2015), pp. 17-18. 



123 
 

Communicado's actors achieve the profound, or, to use Grotowski's word, "spiritual" 

immersion in the extremities of human experience ("psychic shock", "terror", "mortal 

danger", "tremendous joy") that the performers of the Theatre Laboratory attempted to 

attain.56  

 It is notable that Grotowski's ideal performer must attempt to emulate a person who 

is engaged in human experience at one or more of its extremes. Such a person, he writes, 

"does not behave 'naturally'." This aversion to naturalism is, arguably, one he shares with all 

of the major figures in European Modernist theatre, from Alfred Jarry, Gertrude Stein and  

Vsevolod Meyerhold to Bertolt Brecht, Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter. Grotowski, 

however, distinguishes the "signs" expressed by his performers from "common gesture"; a 

position which might be seen as differentiating his method from Brecht's gestus (which 

combines gist and gesture).57 We might infer from this that Grotowski considers his method 

to be more profound, and more spiritual, than Brecht's. In any case, Mulgrew's attraction to 

the Grotowskian method points to the seriousness with which Communicado has engaged 

with developments in European Modernist theatre. 

                                                           
56 In the twenty-first century Scottish audiences have encountered attempts at an assiduous 

Grotowskian aesthetics in the visits of Polish company Teatr Pieśń Kozła (Song of the Goat Theatre), 

which is based in Wrocław (the home city of Grotowski's Theatre Laboratory), and in Scottish group 

Company of Wolves, which was founded by Ewan Downie (a former member of Teatr Pieśń Kozła) 

and Anna Porubcansky (who had studied TPK as part of her doctoral thesis and participated in 

workshops with the company). N.B. In recent times Grzegorz Bral, artistic director of TPK, has sought 

to distance the company somewhat from the association with Grotowski, preferring instead to 

emphasise, "Bral's experience under the instruction of the Tibetan yogi master Dr Akong Tulku 

Rinpoche and Bral's work with vanishing cultures" (website of the 2016 Tbilisi International Festival 

of Theatre: www.tbilisiinternational.com/en/program/masterclasses-and-exhibitions?n=737&i= 

accessed, 6/2/2017). Downie continues to acknowledge the significant influence of Grotowski upon his 

work. 
57 John Willett (ed.), Brecht on Theatre (New York: Hill and Wang, 1997), p. 42. 
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 If Communicado's attitude towards music was rooted in Grotowski, its physicality, 

as noted above, was strongly influenced by Lecoq. Mulgrew, however, is emphatic that 

Communicado is not a Lecoqian company: 

 

 The Lecoq style is to be the deviser; so, you're the author and the performer... I think 

 that's a very exciting way to think of things. However, I've come to understand that 

 there's a limitation in that. I've seen lots of Lecoq shows; some were better than 

 others. Sometimes all of them look the same. So, I came to appreciate playwrights 

 and texts. I suppose that what I've been trying to do over thirty years is bring them 

 [the Lecoqian approach and an interest in established texts] together; it's very 

 difficult to do that.58 

 

"I have a mass of influences", says Mulgrew, "and I don't subscribe to any one particular 

school."59 This attitude - with its "bringing together" of Lecoqian techniques, the 

Grotowskian method and the Havergal Citz aesthetic, among others, within Communicado's 

distinct approach to texts - might be considered an example of what Homi Bhabha calls 

"hybridity".60 Whereas Bhabha's concept relates, primarily, to the hybridisation of elements 

from colonised and colonising cultures, Mulgrew is describing a hybrid of various European 

Modernist approaches to theatre. For Bhabha, the hybridisation of elements from seemingly 

mutually antagonistic cultures leads to a "moment of panic".61 Communicado's attempted 

hybrid, by contrast, is much less politically contentious, and leads only to an aesthetic 

"difficulty". Indeed, whereas Bhabha's hybridisation of the colonised and coloniser implies 

some degree of cultural pain, Mulgrew's theatrical hybrids are rooted in the pleasure of 

playing with a variety of influences and ideas. The director talks, for example, of the 

pleasure of drawing upon experimental methods he learned at Theatre Workshop: "What I  

                                                           
58 Mulgrew, from interview. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1998), pp. 207-209. 
61 Ibid, p. 207. 
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Fig 6: Gerry Mulgrew and Gerda Stevenson in A Place With the Pigs,  

by Athol Fugard (1994). Photo: Communicado archive. 

 

 

 

Fig 7: Tam o' Shanter, after Robert Burns (2012).  

Photo: Communicado archive.  
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go back to [from that time] is the playfulness of the whole thing, the ability and the desire to 

play and to improvise... We were influenced by the Grotowski idea of a theatre that is poor 

in resources and rich in ideas."62 

 Communicado's hybridisation may be primarily aesthetic, but it does contain within 

it one notable element that is both politically and historically contentious. Mulgrew agrees 

with the case, which is outlined in the Introduction to this thesis, that the extreme weakness 

of the Scottish theatre tradition is a consequence, first-and-foremost, of the Scottish 

Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In Scotland theatre was 

all but extinguished by Calvinist censorship and prohibition for almost two centuries (from 

the late-sixteenth century until the mid-eighteenth century).63 England, by contrast suffered 

such extreme restrictions on theatrical activity for only eleven years, during the Puritan 

censorship of the interregnum of 1649-1660; Anglicanism (which is a unique melding of 

elements of Protestant doctrine with pre-existing Roman Catholic practises) was 

considerably more tolerant of theatre than Scottish Calvinism. The lack of a theatre tradition 

combined with other factors in Scottish society to postpone the debate in Scottish theatre 

about the need for Scottish accents on the Scottish stage. Even in the 1980s, when 

Communicado began its work, it was not unusual for Scottish theatre companies to present 

work in Received Pronunciation (RP).64 These two, arguably related, factors - the lack of a 

                                                           
62 Mulgrew, from interview. 
63 Bill Findlay, 'Beginnings to 1700' in Bill Findlay (ed.), A History of Scottish Theatre (Edinburgh: 

Polygon 1998), pp. 15-17.  
64 The established, "typically British" accent, often referred to as "BBC English", on account of the 

many decades, which continued into the second half of the twentieth century, in which BBC 

broadcasters were required to speak in this accent. The accent was contentious, not only in Scotland, 

but throughout the UK, because it was considered to have established a linguistic hegemony for a 

mode of speech belonging to the upper classes of the south east of England. The BBC itself describes it 

thus: "Received Pronunciation, often abbreviated to RP, is an accent of spoken English. Unlike other 

UK accents, it's identified not so much with a particular region as with a particular social group, 

although it has connections with the accent of Southern England. RP is associated with educated 
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theatre tradition and the continuation of RP on the Scottish stage - were significant in the 

early life of Communicado. Firstly, in terms of aesthetic hybridisation, as we have seen ("If 

you don't have a tradition, you have to make one up", Mulgrew says),65 and, secondly, in 

terms of how actors speak. "My history is a history of personal naivety in which a light bulb 

suddenly comes on in my head every so often", says the director. "We did Blood Wedding,66 

and we did it in our own accents. That wasn't an ideological decision." Following discussion 

within the company about setting the play in a Scottish community, Mulgrew and his 

collaborators came to the conclusion that, strong though the theme of forbidden love is 

within the drama, it has another, equally important, theme, namely, the scarcity of water. 

Consequently they decided to keep Lorca's play in its native Spain, but simply perform it in 

their own Scottish voices. An English friend of Mulgrew's, who had lived in Scotland for 

many years, told him how much she had enjoyed the show, but added, "I would never have 

thought that Lorca would work in Scottish accents." "That reveals a lot", says Mulgrew, 

"about an attitude she had learned. She would have been perfectly comfortable with 

watching Lorca being performed in RP." It is notable that Mulgrew describes the decision to 

perform Blood Wedding in Scottish accents as non-ideological and part of a "naive" making of 

an aesthetic as Communicado went along. Certainly Mulgrew does not believe that Scotland 

is, or was historically, a colony of England; his belief that the Scottish Reformation is the 

primary culprit in the lack of a theatre tradition in Scotland is evidence of that. Nevertheless, 

Communicado's decision to perform classic plays in Scottish accents rather than RP reminds 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
speakers and formal speech. It has connotations of prestige and authority, but also of privilege and 

arrogance." BBC Voices webpage: www.bbc.co.uk/voices/yourvoice/rpandbbc.shtml (accessed 

27/11/2014).  For more on RP see the website of the British Library: 

www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/sounds/find-out-more/received-pronunciation (accessed 3/8/2015). 
65 Mulgrew, from interview. 
66 By Lorca, staged by Communicado in 1988. 
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us that, in the wake of the Treaty of Union of 1707, Scotland's ruling class embarked upon a 

project of promoting the speaking of "proper English", in preference not only to the already 

suppressed Gaelic language, but also to Scots.67  

 Communicado's choice of accent was, inevitably, significant, in both socio-political 

and cultural terms; not least because, as both Mulgrew and director/designer Stewart Laing68 

have pointed out, actors at the Citizens Theatre, the repertoire of which influenced 

Communicado, spoke mainly in English accents. Mulgrew believes that the work done in 

Scottish accents by companies such as 7:84, Wildcat and Communicado marked an 

important development in Scottish theatre. He presumes that the actors of Glasgow Unity in 

the first half of the twentieth century, for example, performed in Scottish accents,69 "but you 

could only speak in Scottish accents in a Scottish play. You couldn't do Lorca in Scottish 

accents, because you had to use English accents to do the world's canon."70 Interestingly, 

despite championing the performing of classic plays in Scottish accents, Mulgrew believes 

there remains a particular area of difficulty for Scottish actors speaking in their own accents: 

"I still think Scots voices have trouble with Shakespeare. I think it's partly a cultural cringe, 

because Shakespeare is the great representative of English theatre culture. It's also a stylistic 

thing. I think there is a way of discovering how to make Shakespeare work with a Scots 

inflection."71 

 It should be noted that the preference for RP on the Scottish stage until the 1980s 

applied to non-Scottish works, particularly classics. Surely the most famous Scottish play to 

                                                           
67 A process satirised memorably in Robert McLellan's 1948 play The Flouers o' Edinburgh. 
68 See Chapter 1 of this thesis. 
69 An assumption supported by David Hutchison's study of Scottish theatre '1900 to 1950', in which he 

writes that, in the 1940s, Glasgow Unity were "rendering the Glasgow working-class dialect on the 

stage" in new plays; from Bill Findlay (ed.), p. 225. 
70 Mulgrew, from interview. 
71 Ibid. 
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survive the Reformation and re-emerge in twentieth and twenty- first century Scotland is Sir 

David Lindsay's Ane Satyre of the Thrie Estaitis. First performed, in Linlithgow Palace for 

King James V and the Scottish court, in 1540,72 it has been presented, in its original "auld 

Scots" on numerous occasions since, most recently at Linlithgow Palace in 2013 (a 

production in which Mulgrew performed).73 However, such Scottish works 

notwithstanding, the influence of RP on Scottish theatre up until the 1980s is unarguable. 

The irony of this is that RP was strongly associated with a "theatrical English", particularly 

the English of Shakespeare. However, as Professor David Crystal, an expert in linguistics, 

and his son, the actor Ben Crystal, demonstrate in the 2011 Open University film Shakespeare: 

Original pronunciation,74 the early-modern English in which Shakespeare's plays were 

performed during the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods was very different from latter day 

RP. The case for performing the works of Shakespeare, or other classics of the English 

language, in RP is, therefore, a weak one. The further assumption that RP was the correct 

accent in which to perform English translations of plays written in other languages (such as 

the dramas of Lorca) was more dubious still, based, as it was, not on a misguided notion of 

"authenticity" but on snobbery and/or a linguistic inferiority complex that one might term, 

as Mulgrew does above, a "cultural cringe". 

 There is no trace of such a cringe in Communicado's work, which is at once 

European Modernist in its aesthetic inclinations and unashamedly Scottish in its voice. One 

of the most memorable examples of the coming together of the European and the Scottish in 

the company's output was its stagings, in 2009 and 2012, of Tam o' Shanter. The show not 

                                                           
72  Bill Findlay, 'Beginnings to 1700', in Findlay (ed.), p. 26. 
73 For texts and video archives relating to this production, see Brunel University's website Staging and 

Representing the Renaissance Scottish Court: stagingthescottishcourt.brunel.ac.uk/index.html (accessed 

2/3/2016). 
74 www.youtube.com/watch?v=gPlpphT7n9s (accessed 2/3/2016). 
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only adapted Burns's famous narrative poem for the stage, it also drew imaginatively upon 

the poet's other works and his biography. Scottish though the texts and biographical 

references were, Communicado applied to them its long-established aesthetics, including 

puppetry, integrated live music played by actor-musicians (à la Grotowski) and highly-

stylised physical performance, both individually and collectively as an ensemble (as one 

would expect in a Lecoqian production). Theatre critic Allan Radcliffe observed, "[t]he 

familiar Communicado technique of mingling the musicians with the actors onstage" and 

the combination of the musical dimension with "puppetry and movement".75 Tam o' Shanter 

underlined the continuation of the company's simultaneously European Modernist and 

Scottish aesthetic. Indeed, when the 2016 revival of its acclaimed production of Gogol's The 

Government Inspector opened in Wales, theatre critic Adam Somerset noted that, "the 

versatile cast grab instruments while the set changes behind them. George Drennan is not 

only the lofty Health and Education Commissioner but is musical director for the Balkan-

inspired music [my emphasis]... "76 The "Balkan-inspired" music noted by Somerset is typical 

of both Communicado's musical internationalism and eclecticism, and its penchant for 

continental European asthetics. Regardless of the diversity of the texts it selects, from Burns 

(Scotland's national Bard), to Gogol (the Ukrainian master of Russian satire), the company's 

aesthetic has continued to reflect its early, most often European Modernist influences; most 

notably in collaborative ensemble performance, integrated live music and a defiantly non-

naturalistic approach to theatre. 

 The significance of the Communicado aesthetic, at once inspired by, yet distinct 

from, that of the Havergal Citizens Theatre, since the 1980s is indisputable. It is difficult to 

                                                           
75 Radcliffe, The List.  
76 Adam Somerset, Theatre in Wales website (1/3/2016): www.theatre-

wales.co.uk/reviews/reviews_details.asp?reviewID=2959 (accessed 2/3/2016). 
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imagine the work of such Europe-oriented Scottish touring theatre companies as Suspect 

Culture,77 Vanishing Point,78 Grid Iron79 and "cross-generational" company Wee Stories80 

without the groundwork that was done by Communicado. Indeed, Iain Johnstone, artistic 

director of Wee Stories, is a previous collaborator with Communicado. In 2016 Johnstone 

worked, as composer, live musician and actor, on I Am Thomas, a co-production between 

London-based theatre company Told by an Idiot, the National Theatre of Scotland and the 

Royal Lyceum, Edinburgh. The piece, which was directed by Paul Hunter, artistic director of 

Told by an Idiot, was a bleakly comic, radical retelling of the story of Thomas Aikenhead, 

who, as a twenty-year-old student in Edinburgh, was hanged for blasphemy in 1697 (the last 

person in Britain to be executed for the crime). Many aspects of the collectively devised 

show, from the stylised ensemble acting to the integrated live music, were reminiscent of 

Communicado's work. It is, I would suggest, no coincidence that Johnstone, whose work 

with Wee Stories shares so much in common with that of Communicado, should also be an 

associate artist of Told by an Idiot, a company that describes itself very much in European 

Modernist terms. The London group is committed to making, in its own words, "a style of 

theatre that is bigger than life... [t]hrough collaborative writing, anarchic physicality and a 

playful but rigorous approach to text";81 all of which fits much more comfortably within the 

various approaches of European Modernism than with traditional British naturalism. The 

involvement in I Am Thomas of the National Theatre of Scotland is also significant. As we 

will see in Chapter 4 of this thesis, the NTS has striven, since it was established in 2006, to 

                                                           
77 See the Introduction to this thesis and the interview with David Greig, founding member of Suspect 

Culture, in Chapter 3. 
78 See the Introduction to this thesis. 
79 Ibid. 
80 See the company's website: www.weestoriestheatre.org/about-us.html (accessed 2/3/2016). 
81 From the company's website: www.toldbyanidiot.org/about (accessed 2/3/2016). 
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draw upon the most important developments in modern Scottish theatre, including the 

European Modernist aesthetics of Communicado and the touring companies which followed 

them. 

 Communicado played a crucial role in embedding European Modernist aesthetics in 

Scottish theatrical culture, especially in the 1980s. In the 1990s those aesthetics would 

emerge among a new generation of Scottish playwrights and theatremakers. It is to them 

that we turn in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3 

Interviews with five theatremakers 

 

An introduction to the interviews 

If the European Modernist revolution in Scottish theatre was established (at Havergal's 

Citizens Theatre) in the 1970s, and extended (primarily through Communicado theatre 

company) in the 1980s, it was in the 1990s that it can be said to have truly emerged among 

playwrights and theatre devisers. The following chapter contains extensive interviews, 

conducted exclusively for this thesis, with five of the most significant theatremakers in 

contemporary Scottish theatre (four of whom are best known as playwrights and one who is 

an auteur director and designer). The playwrights, David Greig, Zinnie Harris, David 

Harrower and Anthony Neilson, are, arguably, the four most important writers of what I 

would term the golden generation of Scottish playwriting. The fifth interviewee, the director 

and designer Stewart Laing, is both a product of what I contend is the founding institution 

of the Scottish theatrical Renaissance (namely, the Havergal Citz) and a major figure in the 

development of European Modernist aesthetics on the Scottish stage. 

 The selection of the four writers interviewed here has a subjective element, of course. 

They have been chosen, not only because their work is particularly relevant to the argument 

of this thesis as regards European Modernist aesthetics on the Scottish stage, but also 

because I consider them to be the finest Scottish playwrights, not only of their generation, 

but of any generation. Which is, by no means, to overlook the contributions made by their 
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immediate predecessors; writers such as: Peter Arnott,1 John Binnie,2 John Byrne,3 Jo 

Clifford,4 Sue Glover,5 Chris Hannan,6 Iain Heggie,7 Jackie Kay,8 Liz Lochhead, John 

McGrath9 and Rona Munro.10 Nor is it to dismiss the work of their contemporaries, such as: 

Gregory Burke,11 Mike Cullen,12 Stephen Greenhorn,13 Nicola McCartney,14 Linda McLean15 

and Douglas Maxwell.16 

 The purpose of presenting the interviews in question and answer (Q&A) format is to 

enable the interviews to give as broad a picture as possible as to a) how each of the artists 

considers her or himself to have emerged in the Scottish theatrical firmament, and b) where 

they stand in relation to the proposal of this thesis vis-à-vis the connection between their 

work in particular, and Scottish theatre in general, and European Modernism. Each 

interview is preceded by a short biographical note about the artist, and the chapter is 

concluded by a series of analytical notes picking out elements of the interviews which I 

consider to have particular relevance to the key arguments of this thesis. 

                                                           
1 White Rose (1985), The Breathing House (2003), Janis Joplin: Full Tilt (2013). 
2 Beyond the Rainbow (1989), A Little Older (1992), Breakfast at Audrey's (2005). 
3 The acclaimed painter, playwright and screenwriter whose stage works include, The Slab Boys Trilogy 

(1978), Colquhoun and MacBryde (1992), Uncle Varick, after Chekhov (2004) and Tutti Frutti, after his 

own screenplay (2006). 
4  Losing Venice (1985), Ines de Castro (1989), The Tree of Knowledge (2011). 
5 The Straw Chair (1988), Bondagers (1991), Marilyn (2011). 
6 Elizabeth Gordon Quinn (1985), The Evil Doers (1990), Shining Souls (1996). 
7 A Wholly Healthy Glasgow (1985), Wiping My Mother's Arse (2001), The Tobacco Merchant's Lawyer 

(2008). 
8 Chiaroscuro (1986), The Maw Broon Monologues (2009).      
9 The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil (1973), Out Of Our Heads (1976), Hyperlynx (2002). 
10 Fugue (1983), Iron (2002),The James Plays (2014). 
11 Gagarin Way (2001), Black Watch (2006), Hoors (2009). 
12 The Cut (1993), The Collection (1995), Anna Weiss (1997). 
13 Although better known as a screen writer, not least as creator of the Scottish TV soap opera River 

City, Greenhorn has written extensively for the stage. His plays for the theatre include: The Salt 

Wound (1994), Passing Places (1997) and Sunshine on Leith, a stage musical based on the music of The 

Proclaimers (2007). 
14 Heritage (1998), Standing Wave (2004), Lifeboat (2005). 
15 Riddance (1999),  strangers, babies (2007), Sex & God (2012). 
16 Decky Does a Bronco (2000), If Destroyed True (2005) and Fever Dream: Southside (2015). 
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 In these interviews we find five artists who are willing to associate themselves with 

an identified, European Modernist strand in Scottish theatre. However, some do so more 

readily, and with a greater degree of conceptual certainty, than others. Whilst both Greig 

and Laing prove to be theoretically attuned to the propositions of this thesis, Harris, 

Harrower and Neilson, although ultimately receptive to the categorisation of themselves as 

Modernist writers, talk of developing their aesthetics based, not upon a conscious 

engagement with the concepts of any artistic movement, but through experience and 

practice.17 None of these three writers denies the importance of influence. What they insist 

upon, however, is the absence of a conscious joining of any kind of school. If they are 

Modernist writers, they say, they are so almost by accident. 

 For Harris, the imaginative breach with naturalistic and chronological consistencies 

in her work comes, not from a deliberate engagement with the methods of Modernist 

playwrights, but from an inability, discovered in practice, to write theatre in another way. 

"I've tried to write[...] naturalistic plays", she says, "but I can't". Harrower is even more 

emphatic about the absence of a conscious, conceptual framework for his work. He, too, 

believes that his early aesthetics owed more to practice than to theory: "I wasn't aware of any 

developments or any movements at work in theatre, or anything like that", he remembers. 

"All I was worried about was writing something[...] I was more worried about writing a new 

Scottish play, rather than responding to any movements in Europe, because I wasn't aware 

of them." Like Harris, who says I am "probably onto something" in my thesis, Neilson 

remarks that the key argument of this thesis "probably" makes sense. Like Harrower, 

Neilson differentiates himself from Greig, whose theatre-making is joined to a theoretical 

                                                           
17 A position very similar to that of Howard Barker, as outlined in the Preface to this thesis. 
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and conceptual framework that is rooted, in large part, in his academic background.18 "I'm 

just such a different animal from somebody like David Greig", Neilson comments. "I 

participate in theatre, I do it for a living, but I'm really no student of it." None of which 

detracts from the position of these writers as major figures in the delayed, Modernist 

Renaissance in Scottish theatre. After all, as noted above,19 the English playwright Howard 

Barker,20 who is considered by many to be a leading figure in theatrical Modernism, 

professes an absolute lack of awareness of a connection between his work and the concepts 

and practices of Modernism. 

 As I observe in the Introduction to this thesis, no tendency or movement within 

theatre, or the arts or culture more generally, exists in a vacuum, and none operates in 

splendid isolation from all others. I hope and believe that presenting these interviews in 

their full, free-ranging form is a purposeful means of emphasising this point. I hope, too, 

that each interview gives the reader a strong sense, not only of how and why these artists 

have contributed to the European Modernist Renaissance in Scottish theatre, but also of the 

distinct, individual paths that have led them to their particular, yet interconnected, positions 

within the national theatre culture.  

 

 

 

                                                           
18 As noted later in this chapter, Greig studied theatre at Bristol University, where he befriended the 

soon-to-be playwright Sarah Kane, who was a fellow student, and established a friendship and 

artistic collaboration with Graham Eatough, who would be the co-founder, with Greig, of the 

Glasgow-based theatre company Suspect Culture.   
19 See introduction to this thesis. 
20 Described by Greig as part of the "French" (i.e. European Modernist) school of writers who have 

been kept on the margins of the English stage. David Greig, 'A tyrant for all time', The Guardian 

(London, 28/4/2003): www.theguardian.com/stage/2003/apr/28/theatre.artsfeatures (accessed 

1/1/2017). 
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David Greig: an introduction 

 

David Greig was born in Edinburgh in 1969 and lived his early life in Nigeria, returning 

with his family to Scotland at the age of twelve. Following studies in theatre at Bristol 

University21 he was a co-founder of the acclaimed, Glasgow-based experimental theatre 

company Suspect Culture (1993-2009).22 One of the most prolific Scottish dramatists, not 

only of his generation, but in the history of Scottish theatre, his plethoric, diverse and 

multiple award-winning output includes such plays as: Europe (1994);  The Architect (1996); 

The Cosmonaut's Last Message to the Woman he Once Loved in the Former Soviet Union (1999); 

Outlying Islands (2002); San Diego (2003); Pyrenees (2005); Yellow Moon (2006); Damascus 

(2007); and Midsummer (2008). His stage adaptations include the book for the West End 

musical of Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (2013), leading Scottish novelist 

Alasdair Gray's magnum opus Lanark (2015), and Dr Seuss's The Lorax (2015).  

 The subject matter of Greig's plays varies massively. Subjects include: the true story 

of Dr Janusz Korczak, the Polish-Jewish paediatrician, whose refusal to leave the orphans 

under his care led to his murder by the Nazis at the Treblinka extermination camp (Dr 

Korczak's Example, 2001); the aftermath of the events of Shakespeare's Scottish play (Macbeth 

sequel Dunsinane, 2010); and the convergence of life and art in the character of an academic 

who specialises in the Scottish Border ballad (The Strange Undoing of Prudencia Hart, 2011).  

 Greig took over as artistic director of the Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh in the 

summer of 2016. His inaugural season, which was announced in May 2016, was met with 

                                                           
21 Where he shared a flat with his classmate and friend Sarah Kane, who would, following her suicide 

in 1999, be critically acclaimed as one of the finest playwrights of her generation. 
22 See Preface to this thesis. 
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considerable excitement among critics and the Scottish theatre community. The programme 

included the theatre-writing debut of singer-songwriter Karine Polwart (Wind Resistance); 

avant-garde English playwright Caryl Churchill’s 2002 play A Number; and Austrian 

dramatist Peter Handke’s wordless play, The Hour We Knew Nothing of Each Other (1992). 

However, perhaps the greatest interest was in The Suppliant Women, a play by Ancient Greek 

playwright Aeschylus, adapted by Greig, and receiving its Scottish premiere approximately 

2,500 years after it was first performed in Greece. 
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Fig 8: David Greig. Photo: Royal Lyceum archive. 

 

 

 

Fig 9: The Strange Undoing of Prudencia Hart (2011), by David Greig. 

 Photo: NTS archive. 
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David Greig: the interview 

 

The following interview was conducted in David Greig's office in central Edinburgh on November 

13, 2015 

 

MARK BROWN: Do you agree with the suggestion that there has, since the 1970s, been a 

"sort of Renaissance" in Scottish theatre? In other words, have we, since the Seventies, been 

living in the best period for theatre in Scotland? 

 

DAVID GREIG: Yeah, I think I do agree with that. I suppose the caveat is that the period 

you're talking about literally spans my lifetime. I was born in 1969, so, to an extent, I've 

known nothing other than this landscape. However, I've seen it as an expanding and 

growing landscape. My experience of it has been of surges forward, then plateaus, then 

surges forward again; but I haven't experienced what I would think of as a going backward.  

 There was the excitement of the Eighties, and the emergence of work by people like 

Liz Lochhead, Iain Heggie, Chris Hannan, Jo Clifford and others. Then there was maybe a 

bit of a plateau, but then another surge came with work I was involved with in the Nineties, 

an outward-looking, Europeanness, may be coming back, but also becoming more practical. 

When you talk about Giles Havergal's Europeanness23 I relate that to a very standard model 

of theatre practice, where you take a script or a text and you put it on a stage for an 

audience. By 1995 we were starting to think about co-creating work with European 

companies, we might tour work in Europe, we might even, in certain circumstances, create 

                                                           
23 In the notes about the thesis provided to interviewees in advance. 
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work in different languages. There was a sort of adventurousness, an outward focus. Then 

you get to the 2000s and the National Theatre of Scotland comes in and, again, the "without 

wallsness" forms a logic that allows another outgrowth [in Scottish theatre], one which 

involves pushing work out as well is taking work in. All of that is an expanding story. 

 I think Scottish theatre is defined by its relationship to London in the sense that there 

is an awkward tension, which manifests itself in a very interesting way theatrically. For 

good or ill, we share a language. We can't avoid that. For the most part, our theatre is made 

in the same language as London, and London is only 400 miles down the road. It's also part 

of the same state to which we're attached. Yet we are also not London. In fact, we're 

profoundly culturally resistant [to the idea that Scottish culture is part of a British culture 

centred on London]. We're resistant to the idea of being a region, with all that that implies. 

 Obviously, Scottish playwrights, theatremakers, poets and novelists have wanted for 

a long time to centre themselves and say, "we are our own centre". I think that was very 

difficult, historically, for lots of different reasons. What emerges round about 1969, maybe, is 

that "Europeanness" allows [Scottish artists] a context, so they can be a centred Scotland, 

Edinburgh, Glasgow in a Europe that contains countries like Holland, Denmark and 

Norway. Of course, as the European Union got wider that [process of placing Scotland in a 

context of a Europe of, often small, nations] got easier. It's easier to make those connections 

if you think of countries like Estonia or Lithuania. 

 However, as I say, vis-à-vis London, there is still a tension that you can't escape. 

London provides us with this market of fifteen million people, many playhouses, the 

possibility of making a living as an actor, a writer or a director. It's still the case that it's 

almost impossible for an actor or director in Scotland to make a living without having 

London on their radar; as a writer you can remain relatively stable. In a way, that is 
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fantastic, what a boon! But, on the other hand, it's an incredible pull to uncentring yourself, 

to not being at the centre of your own culture, if you like. If we were a couple of hundred 

miles down the road, the gravitational pull would be too much. If we were a couple of 

hundred miles up the road, we would probably be fine. We hover in the middle, and out of 

that tension there possibly lies an opportunity. If there has been a Renaissance [in Scottish 

theatre] maybe that's what's been fuelling it.  

 

MB: When I interviewed Giles Havergal, he said that he thought he could only do what he 

was doing at the Citz because it was far enough away from London. However, surely, it's 

not just a question of the number of miles, it also has to be something to do with the border, 

because we, in Scotland, have a sense of national identity that's based upon a different 

national experience; the Reformation, in particular. We [in Scotland] don't have a strong 

theatre tradition, historically, because of the Reformation. 

 

DG: Ian Brown24 would argue that there is a long Scottish theatrical tradition that we have 

forgotten.  

 

MB: I would challenge him to find the playwrights, Sir David Lyndsay25 aside, who compare 

with the likes of Liz Lochhead, David Harrower and Zinnie Harris. 

                                                           
24 Specialist in Scottish theatre and professor of drama at Kingston University, London. Brown is the 

author of Scottish Theatre: Diversity, Language, Continuity (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2013) and editor of The 

Edinburgh Companion to Scottish Drama (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University, 2011).  For more on his 

argument regarding Scottish theatre history see the Introduction to this thesis. 
25 Author of the sixteenth-century Scottish play Ane Satyre of The Thrie Estaitis, which is described by 

Adrienne Scullion as "the most[...] historically celebrated theatrical text of the Scottish Reformation", 

'Political theatre or heritage culture? Ane Satyre of The Thrie Estaitis in production', in Literature and the 
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DG: Yes, I think that's right. 

 

MB: You talk about the pull and the power of London. It subsumes English theatrical 

culture, and also it tries to subsume Scottish theatrical culture within this notion of "British 

theatre". It doesn't quite manage the latter because of the tensions that exist within notions of 

Britishness. This leaves Scottish theatre in a very interesting position. We don't have a strong 

theatrical tradition to speak of, yet, or probably because of that, Havergal is able to come to 

the Citz and conduct a European theatrical experiment that he probably couldn't have done 

in Manchester, Birmingham, Liverpool or, even, Newcastle. 

 

DG: That theatrical experiment [at the Citizens Theatre] still fascinates me because it wasn't 

particularly Scottish. With a company like 7:84 Scotland you could argue, although I 

wouldn't particularly like to use these words, that it was the flowering of an indigenous 

theatrical tradition. It comes out of the traditions of ceilidh and the Scottish music hall and 

so on.26 You couldn't look at the Citz and say that. It's something different. What interests 

me is that a) it was immediately taken to heart in Glasgow, and b) it had a connection with 

radical politics that was very interesting; I think it [the political dimension] was unique to its 

location.27 It [Havergal's Citizens] became a tradition to which we can aspire. I can't think of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Scottish Reformation, Crawford Gribben and David George Mullan (eds.) (Farnham: Ashgate 

Publishing, 2009), p. 213. 
26 See Introduction to this thesis. 
27 Here Greig is referring to the Citizens Theatre being situated in the Gorbals area, on the south bank 

of the River Clyde in Glasgow. The area is historically working-class and has been an historical 

disembarkation point, and sometimes a place of settlement, for refugees and migrants. During the 

early to mid-twentieth-century the Gorbals became notorious for their slum housing, poverty and 

deprivation.  
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any artistic director in Scotland who wouldn't in some way want to emulate Giles 

[Havergal] or refer to him in relation to their own work. You hear that a lot. He [Havergal] is 

the originator of a tradition, which is a gift. Getting back to you locating the start of this 

process [of a European Modernist Renaissance in Scottish theatre] in 1969. I could argue all 

sorts of different reasons why it happened in 1969, but maybe we were just bloody lucky 

that he was available at the time. 

 

MB: Robert David MacDonald said, "we [7:84 and the Citz] marched to the same drum in 

opposite directions."28 Which is interesting in terms of you raising the issue of radical 

politics. My own view is that, after John McGrath's death,29 7:84 wore itself out through 

rhetoric. In the end their productions looked more like political meetings than theatre 

productions. Whereas at the Citz there was a real radicalism in the aesthetic. These well-to-

do guys (Havergal, Prowse and MacDonald) brought up all these posh actors from 

London,30 yet they managed to tap into a radical instinct in the Glaswegian working-class. 

They created something that was very unlikely, namely a Glaswegian working-class camp 

aesthetic, or, at least, a camp aesthetic that taps into a nerve in the Glaswegian working-

class. 

 

DG: This relates to the endless and fascinating dilemma about theatre and access. I'm 

pragmatic on this subject, but I fall, ultimately, on the Havergal side, which is to say that I 

think everyone is entitled to the best art. The best art is often radical, crazy and strange, as 

                                                           
28 Recounted by Giles Havergal, from interview with Mark Brown (Royal Academy of Dramatic Art, 

London, 14/11/12). 
29 In 2002. 
30 See Chapter 1 of this thesis. 



145 
 

well as emotionally deep. It may have narrative coherence, but it may not. Some of the most 

astonishing theatre works have no coherent narrative. Sometimes there is a misguided view 

that the reason people aren't coming to the theatre is that we [theatremakers] aren't staging 

work which is simple enough. I don't think that is true. 

 However, as I say, I have a pragmatism about this subject, too. I realise that ticket 

prices are a huge issue. I know Giles addressed that.31 Everything has its context. The Citz is 

located in the Gorbals. Had it been in the West End of Glasgow32 maybe our story about it 

would be completely different. The Lyceum33 is in the heart of Edinburgh, a city with a 

working-class, but a very different industrial history. The Lyceum has played, historically, to 

one or two postcodes in Edinburgh.34 If you were ever going to break that, and play to more 

than just those postcodes, would you do so by putting on Shakespeare in jock straps?35 

That's not to say that such a production wouldn't be a good thing to do in and of itself, but 

people would be entitled to ask what else the theatre was doing to widen its audience. 

 I think the differences between the Citz and the Lyceum, and between Glasgow and 

Edinburgh, express a tension. There are so many tensions in Scottish theatre. There's a lovely 

quote from the English Renaissance playwright John Lyly which I always liked. He is 

reflecting on the incredible surge in playwriting in London at the turn of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, and he says something like [he paraphrases]: "they complain that our 

plays are mixter maxter, but how can it be otherwise when the whole world has gone hodge-

                                                           
31 Here Greig refers to fifty pence tickets and other ticket pricing initiatives under Havergal's 

directorship. For more on this subject see Chapter 1 of this thesis. 
32 A considerably more affluent and fashionable area of the city. 
33 Edinburgh's great repertory theatre, and therefore the city's equivalent to the Citizens Theatre, to 

which Greig had, at the time of this interview, recently been appointed artistic director designate (his 

tenure was due to begin in the summer of 2016). 
34 By which Greig means wealthier areas of the city. 
35 A reference to the radical productions being staged early in Havergal's tenure at the Citizens. See 

Chapter 1. 
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podge?" When there are tensions, confusions and contradictions in the world you're going to 

produce interesting theatre, or, at least, the ground is fertile. I think Scotland since 1969 has 

contained those contradictions. It has raised questions that have proved fertile, whether it be 

regarding post-industrialisation, Marxism, shifting ideologies, national identity, even right 

down to asking why we are making theatre at all. 

 The other thing about Scottish theatre is that it's illogical. It doesn't make sense to 

have it. I often want to say to the Scottish Government, "we know what the world looks like 

if you don't subsidise Scottish culture." In capitalist terms it [Scottish theatre] is utterly 

illogical. It would, effectively, disappear, if not overnight, certainly very quickly, without 

subsidy. I wouldn't make my plays here, it wouldn't make sense, in anything other than a 

touring version, because London and New York are places where I can make the best 

incomes from my plays. Scottish theatre without subsidy wouldn't make sense for actors 

either. The logical thing for [Scottish] theatres [in an unsubsidised scenario] would be not to 

stage their own productions but to receive touring work [from England and elsewhere]. 

Essentially, we wouldn't have a theatre culture, it would go. The reason I can prove that I'm 

correct about that is that is what it was like up until subsidy existed after the Second World 

War.  

 I think there's an inherent tension within Scottish theatre in particular; the novel and 

poetry have always been different in this regard, in that they don't require an audience in 

the same way. There's a tension in the fact that the very act of you being here [in Scotland] 

and doing it [making theatre] is already a kind of commitment to something beyond 

yourself, in some kind of project of investigation. I think that does mark us slightly apart 

from what we might call "the standard London production mill".  
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MB: Just going back to what you were saying about the Citz not being inherently Scottish 

under Giles Havergal. I agree, it wasn't, and I think Giles would be the first person to admit 

that. I think something interesting happens when Communicado36 come along. I interviewed 

Gerry Mulgrew for this thesis and he was saying that they wanted to take from 7:84 a 

commitment to existing Scottish performing arts and literary culture, for example mixing 

traditional Scottish music with any other music they should so choose. What Homi Bhabha 

calls "hybridity"37 becomes very important to Communicado. Clearly, from my point of 

view, they have a European Modernist aesthetic, particularly in relation to Lecoq; you only 

have to consider the physicality of a Communicado production. There's also Grotowski and 

many other influences. As well as picking up existing Modernist, European plays, by writers 

such as Lorca, they also pick up Scottish novels and adapt them. Mulgrew says 

Communicado wanted to take the European Modernist aesthetic of the Citz and combine it 

with the Scottishness of 7:84 and create this new hybrid, which I think they did very 

successfully.  

 I think the influence of Communicado is tremendous. After them we have a range of 

non-building based touring companies, including, I would suggest, Suspect Culture,38 

Untitled Projects, Vanishing Point and others. When I suggest that lineage from 

Communicado, does that make sense to you? 

                                                           
36 The touring company which is the subject of Chapter 2 of this thesis.  
37 "Hybridity", as conceived by Bhabha, is the idea that colonised societies, in particular, can develop 

new forms of artistic expression, indeed entirely new cultures, by creating hybrids of their own, pre-

colonial cultures and elements from the cultures of the colonial societies and wider global cultures. 

The concept is applicable more widely, including, I believe, to Scotland, where the development of 

theatre culture was arrested, not by colonialism, but by the Calvinist Reformation of the sixteenth 

century (see the Introduction to this thesis). For more on the theory of hybridity see Bhabha's book 

The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1998). 
38 The self-defined "experimental theatre company" which was created and directed by Graham 

Eatough and David Greig between 1993 and 2009. See the company's website for more information: 

www.suspectculture.com (accessed 1/3/2016). 
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DG: Yes, it absolutely does. Suspect Culture begins out of a strange tension, because it starts 

from me wanting to come back to Scotland39 and saying to Graham [Eatough], "this is a place 

where we can make work". I was saying there was an opportunity. I had an optimism [about 

Scottish theatre] in the early 1990s. It was shortly after Glasgow had been European City of 

Culture,40 and, it almost seems laughable now, but I remember saying to Graham that 

Mayfest41 was now at the same level as the Edinburgh Fringe fifteen years before. There was 

a sort of tension in it [the origins of Suspect Culture]. It starts with me saying, "here's 

somewhere we can make our work, we don't have to go to London." However, at the same 

time, we also thought that Europe was our thing. I was very antagonistic to the idea of going 

to London [to make theatre], in a way I've moved away from now. Graham, coming from 

the north of England, shared my attitude about not wanting to go to London, but he didn't 

have any preconceived ideas about Scottish culture. He and I were both very attracted to the 

idea of Europe, and, in particular, finding connections directly to Germany, Spain and other 

countries on the continent. 

 We were very questioning of identity as a fixed marker. We were playful in our 

attitude to identity and gender. On a really crude level, we were sitting in Glasgow drinking 

cappuccino (which, at that time was still quite a new thing), eating panini and reading 

Camus. We felt that our brethren were in Berlin. We were pushing outward from Scotland. 

In some ways you wouldn't have got an aesthetic further away than ours was from the 

                                                           
39 From Bristol, where Greig and Eatough met as university students. 
40 Glasgow was the first European City of Culture in 1990, and its year of artistic events and cultural 

regeneration is still considered one of the most successful in the history of the programme (which is 

now called European Capital of Culture). 
41 An arts festival held each May in Glasgow between 1983 and 1997. Despite being widely perceived 

as a success, it ended in 1997 amid considerable acrimony over its finances. 
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established aesthetics42 of 7:84 or Wildcat. Ironically, though, we were, at that time,43 sharing 

a building with Iain Reekie who, as director of 7:84, was trying to turn the company around 

with ideas such as European dramaturgy.44 In this period, in the years immediately before 

devolution,45 there was an overthrowing of certain ideas about Scottish identity and culture, 

and it was an overthrowing that had to be done. Ironically, some of those ideas are coming 

back, and maybe, in time, they'll need another overthrowing. For example, even then,46 if 

you didn't write in Scots, but wrote in English, this was seen by some people as a slight 

betrayal of "the project".47 It seems laughable now, and I'm not saying it was a widely held 

opinion, but there did exist this idea that there was a project and you were letting the side 

down if you brought in this sort of metrosexual, European aesthetic. So, we kicked against 

[the cultural nationalist project], but I think every generation of young artists is going to kick 

against something. Over time, however, the thing that became solid for us48 was the outward 

push into Europe. It's a bit self-aggrandising to say so, but Suspect Culture pioneered that 

[in Scottish theatre]. Nearly everything we did had a European dimension. Thereafter, doors 

were opened, in the sense that Vanishing Point and others were able to go in that direction. 

Pamela Carter,49 who has done so much work with Untitled Projects, worked with us. When 

                                                           
42 i.e. left-wing agitprop. 
43 The late 1990s. 
44 Indeed, Reekie's turn towards European Modernism included a production of David Greig's play 

Caledonia Dreaming in 1999. See National Library of Scotland catalogues: 

www.nls.uk/catalogues/online/cnmi/inventories/acc12911.pdf (accessed 3/2/2016). 
45 i.e. the devolution from the Westminster Parliament of certain powers to the new Scottish 

Parliament, which was established in Edinburgh in 1999 following the referendum of 1997. 
46 The late 1990s. 
47 "The project" being the campaign for Scottish independence and the strengthening of Scotland's 

national identity.  
48 Suspect Culture. 
49 Playwright, director and dramaturg who was research associate with Suspect Culture between 1998 

and 2002. Her plays include, for Unititled Projects, Slope (2006) and Paul Bright's Confessions of a 

Justified Sinner (2013). For more on Carter's work with Untitled Projects see interview with the 

company's artistic director Stewart Laing later in this chapter.  
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we look at Scottish theatre and its automatic sense now that it can tour out into Europe or 

collaborate with European companies, we were at the beginning of that process. We were 

the people doing it, but there were broader reasons why it was happening. For example, at 

that time the British Council50 was, for the first time, trying to acknowledge Scottish work. 

 

MB: If we get down to brass tacks, in terms of what really constitutes a European Modernist 

aesthetic, I think of our mutual admiration for Howard Barker. I think Barker is, ironically, 

more influential in Scottish theatre than he is in English theatre, for precisely the reasons 

we're talking about, in terms of the development of a European aesthetic in Scotland. Is 

there something in your aesthetic, as a writer and a director, and through your work with 

Suspect Culture, a suspicion towards, or a lack of interest in, naturalism; by "naturalism", in 

this context, I don't mean Ibsen and Chekhov, but, rather, the English/British drawing room 

play? 

 

DG: Yes. Graham [Eatough] was very fierce about this. He called it "default naturalism". To 

separate from naturalism was a kind of radical punch in the face. It was shocking you by 

showing you yourself in a way you hadn't seen before, because, hitherto, you'd always been 

protected by representations that were codified and you could understand. Ibsen's 

naturalism isn't of that protective, conservative kind. The curtain of the Oslo theatre opened, 

the middle class audience recognised their drawing room, but then in comes a woman 

rebelling. So, leaving aside that kind of naturalism, the default, televisual naturalism of 

much of British theatre was something that Graham was very fiercely against. I think we 

                                                           
50 The registered charity founded by the British Government in 1934 to, in its own words, "create a 

friendly knowledge and understanding between the people of the UK and the wider world": 

www.britishcouncil.org/organisation (accessed 3/2/2016). 



151 
 

were very lucky to be working in a Scottish theatre culture which, whether it's Giles 

Havergal's Citz or 7:84, in either direction it was not naturalistic.  

 To go back to the point about Scots. If you were writing in Scots you were already a 

little bit Barkerian because you're already writing in a heightened language that nobody 

really quite speaks anymore. I think you're right, there isn't a base naturalism in Scottish 

theatre against which we were rebelling, there just never was such a base, it just wasn't 

there. I've made a speech a few times which explores the idea there was a desire to create an 

indigenous Scottish theatre round about the 1940s/1950s, coming off the back of a cultural 

renaissance in poetry and literature. The sense was that we, too, can have our high language 

and our high art. We can write plays in Lallans Scots.51 Then there's a second phase that says 

that this is a high art tradition, this ignores the working-class culture which is so much more 

the truth of the country. So, we then get a movement in the theatre which borrows, not from 

Lallans Scots, but from working-class Scottish vernacular, from the music hall and the 

ceilidh. After that there's a turn, which starts, I think with John Byrne, in which Scottish 

stage writers - and I think the Irish have this as well - wrestle with how they can write in a 

heightened language without adopting a language that isn't their own. John Byrne invents 

what I would call an idiolect. I think you can always tell when something is written by him. 

It's precise, it's incredible, it's strange. It is Scots, in a way, but then again it's not. You 

couldn't really even say it's Paisley, because it's so him. Then, very quickly, in the 1980s, 

came along Liz Lochhead, whose language is a bit closer to Scots. Then, we have Iain 

                                                           
51 The dialect of the Scots language historically spoken in the Lowlands of Scotland. 
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Heggie,52 that's a language that isn't quite the East End of Glasgow. Likewise Chris 

Hannan.53 My proposal was that in the 1980s we get these idiolects.  

 The question is: what is a Scottish play? In the 1950s it's a play written in Lallans 

Scots. In the 1960s or 1970s it's a play written in the Scottish theatrical traditions of the music 

hall and the ceilidh. In the 1980s a Scottish play becomes one that is written in a non-

naturalistic idiolect, and each author is almost expected to emerge with one. Finally, when 

you get to the 1990s, with David Harrower,54 Stephen Greenhorn,55 Zinnie Harris,56 Anthony 

Neilson57 and me, weirdly enough, the thing you would most notice about all of those voices 

is how they are basically written in English. They're not written in idiolect, but nor are they 

naturalistic by instinct.  

 

MB: They're almost non-naturalistic by instinct. 

 

DG: Yes, but all the work that has gone there before has launched them into a world where, 

almost naturally, you write in a slightly heightened, poetic tone. Then, of course, you have 

to follow the line through to the 2000s; I was making that speech round about 1997.  

 

MB: Of the four playwrights I'm interviewing for this thesis, you are the one who is most 

Brian Friel-like; by which I mean you are the most diverse in your influences and your 

                                                           
52 Glaswegian playwright whose plays include A Wholly Healthy Glasgow (1987), Wiping My Mother's 

Arse (2001) and The Tobacco Merchant's Lawyer (2008). 
53 Dramatist whose plays include Elizabeth Gordon Quinn (1985) and Shining Souls (1996). 
54 See notes on Harrower later in this chapter. 
55 Playwright and screenwriter whose stage works include The Salt Wound (1994), Passing Places (1997) 

and the Proclaimers stage musical Sunshine on Leith (2007), the latter of which was made into a film in 

2013. 
56 See notes on Harris later in this chapter. 
57 Dramatist whose plays include The Censor (1997), Stitching (2002) and The Wonderful World of 

Dissocia (2004). 
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output. I'm sure I could programme a week of Friel plays, and if people didn't know they 

were works by Friel, they wouldn't know they were by the same playwright. You could do 

the same with your work. That makes you unusual. Yet, nonetheless, I think you can still 

detect in your writing something that's there in the writing of Harrower and Harris, which is 

this relationship to Europe. You only have to look at how easily the work of all three of you 

translates into other European languages. Is there something in your writing that, 

consciously or sub-consciously, evolved alongside European Modernism? 

 

DG: Yes. I think the Edinburgh International Festival, Richard Demarco58 and Tramway59 are 

important influences in that. These three provided me with my entire theatrical education. I 

don't think I went to the West End of London until I was an established playwright. But, 

here in Scotland I had seen an Ubu Roi60 with scenes from Macbeth, I'd seen the work of 

Polish playwrights and performers brought over by Demarco, and work by people like Peter 

Stein and Pina Bausch. There was an endless stream from the top end of European 

Modernism. Not only had I seen the top end, but, by going to the Edinburgh Fringe, I was 

seeing another layer of that European work, including student work. In terms of the writing, 

the pillars for me were always Brecht and Ibsen; it's weird, I keep coming back to those two, 

even though they're in tension with each other. 

 

                                                           
58 Edinburgh-born artist and arts promoter who was co-founder of the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh 

in 1963. He has played a huge role in introducing Scottish audiences to modern European theatre and 

performance. 
59 Glasgow venue for the performing and visual arts, inaugurated by Peter Brook's production of the 

Indian epic The Mahabharata in 1988. The venue went on to play a key role in Glasgow's European 

Capital of Culture events in 1990 and was the Scottish venue of choice of such theatrical luminaries as 

Robert Lepage and The Wooster Group.  
60 By early-twentieth-century avant-garde French playwright Alfred Jarry. 
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MB: It's interesting you should say that, because I've always thought of The Architect as 

being a play which not only has an Ibsenesque title, but also an Ibsenesque structure. 

 

DG: Yes, totally. 

 

MB: I think of Ibsen as having an interesting relationship with Modernism. I don't write him 

off as some backward naturalist. How can someone who wrote Peer Gynt be a naturalist? 

 

DG: Exactly. When I think of Ibsen I think about the urge to question the society that you're 

in. When I think of Brecht, I think of dramatic structure. It's weird. You'd think I'd be 

interested in Brecht's politics and Ibsen's structure. Actually, it's completely the other way 

round, I'm interested in Ibsen's politics and Brecht's structure. 

 

MB: I always tell my students that Brecht is much more important as a theatrical innovator 

than as a polemicist.  

 

DG: I would go so far as to say you have the Ancient Greeks, Shakespeare, then Brecht. For a 

theatre director it's different, but for a writer those three are the tent poles. You might say, 

"well, what about Beckett?" The thing about Beckett is, for all the genius... 

 

MB: It's so uniquely his. 

 

DG: Yes. He's created an alley that's no use to go down. Whereas, with Brecht, there's stuff 

there that you can rely on and go back to.   
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Zinnie Harris: an introduction 

 

Edinburgh-based playwright, screenwriter and theatre director Zinnie Harris was born in 

Oxford in 1972, and moved to Scotland as a child. She studied zoology at St Anne’s College 

Oxford, before taking an MA in Theatre Direction at Hull University. Her debut play, 

Further Than the Furthest Thing premiered, to great critical acclaim, at the Traverse Theatre in 

Edinburgh61 in the year 2000. Set on the world's most remote inhabited island, Tristan da 

Cunha, a British protectorate in the south Atlantic, (where Harris's mother had lived as a 

young girl), it involves a radical reimagining of an historical moment. In Harris's fiction, 

food deliveries to the island are disrupted by the Second World War, leading to starvation 

among the islanders and, consequently, to tragic and invidious choices. Revived by the 

Dundee Rep Theatre in 2012, the play has been translated into a number of languages and 

performed in many countries. Other plays by Harris include: Midwinter (2004); Solstice 

(2005); Fall (2008); The Wheel (2011); and How to Hold Your Breath (2015). Adaptations include: 

Julie, after August Strindberg's Miss Julie (2006); Henrik Ibsen's A Doll's House (2013); and 

This Restless House, her critically acclaimed version of Aeschylus's epic trilogy The Oresteia 

(2016). 

 Harris is an associate director of the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh and a Senior 

Lecturer in playwriting at the University of St Andrews.  

 

 

                                                           
61 In a co-production by the Tron Theatre, Glasgow and the National Theatre (Great Britain), directed 

by Irina Brown. 
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Fig 10: Zinnie Harris. Photo: Traverse archive. 

 

 

 

Fig 11: Ljubljana City Theatre's production of Further Than  

the Furthest Thing, by Zinnie Harris (2012).  

Photo: Borštnik Theatre Festival, Maribor, Slovenia. 
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Zinnie Harris: the interview 

 

The following interview was conducted at the Summerhall arts centre, Edinburgh on September 28, 

2015 

 

MARK BROWN: I'm suggesting that European Modernism has played a key role in what I 

term "a Renaissance" in Scottish theatre since 1969. For example, I think the three best 

productions by Mark Thomson62 have been Pirandello's Six Characters in Search of an 

Author,63 Brecht's The Caucasian Chalk Circle64 and his current production of Beckett's Waiting 

for Godot.65 In your experience of Scottish theatre, what do you think of the thesis that 

European Modernism has been a strong aesthetic driver in giving Scottish theatre a distinct 

identity?  

 

ZINNIE HARRIS: You're probably onto something. I haven't really thought about it like 

that, but the sort of plays you're mentioning are the sort of plays that, when I was younger, 

made me sit up and take notice. I went to see Brecht's Mother Courage at the Lyceum when I 

was a teenager. I remember thinking that it was about a boldness of story. Brecht's taking a 

world that he can see, mythologising it, then delivering it back.  

 So, in terms of European Modernism. I don't necessarily think in those academic, 

conceptual terms, but what I do think is that, in the ways of telling a story, the kind of plays 

we're talking about are interesting, dramatic and theatrical.  

                                                           
62 Artistic director of the Royal Lyceum theatre, Edinburgh, 2003-2016. Thomson announced his stand 

down from his post shortly before this interview was conducted. 
63 Royal Lyceum, 2008. 
64 Royal Lyceum, 2015. 
65 Royal Lyceum, 2015. 
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 I remember seeing TAG's66 production of Shakespeare's As You Like It,67 which was 

amazing. It's an old text, but the storytelling felt very fresh. I also remember seeing Peter 

Stein's Oresteia during the Edinburgh International Festival.68 They contrasted with the 

naturalistic plays set in a room. I've tried to write such naturalistic plays, but I can't; which is 

bizarre, because I can write for television.  

 For me, theatre is about boldness of muscle, and about telling a story in a way that 

only theatre can. I think the plays you're talking about do that. They tell stories in ways that 

allow them to make an intuitive leap. When I was starting to think about writing for the 

theatre, it was those sorts of moments that made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. 

 

MB: For me, it's a question of Scottish theatre being distinct from "British theatre" when 

Giles Havergal comes along, as director of the Citizens Theatre, in 1969 and starts a process 

which is, partly, a European auteur director's theatre, and partly a radical insistence on 

theatricality. They did a lot of Brecht, for example. They were very much against the 

naturalism that predominated, and, to a certain extent, still does predominate, in English 

theatre. 

 In British terms, Howard Barker, for example, is very hostile to the British conception 

of naturalism. Is there something in your writing that is similarly, or even sub-consciously, 

hostile or averse to British notions of naturalism in theatre? 

 

ZH: I don't know about hostility, I just wasn't particularly interested in it. I found it slightly 

limiting and I wanted to do something more boldly theatrical. It's interesting that you 

                                                           
66 Theatre About Glasgow, the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow's youth theatre and touring company. 
67 Scottish tour, 1994. 
68 Stein's production of Aeschylus's trilogy was presented at the EIF in 1994. 
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mention Howard Barker. I started to write in the mid-Nineties, and I was arriving at the end 

of a process. I saw Knives in Hens69 before I even picked up a pen, and I was aware of what 

David Greig was doing. I was sort of following on from them.  

 I didn't go over to the Citz when I was growing up in Edinburgh, I was seeing 

Festival70 stuff and work at the Lyceum. My Mum took me to see loads of dance, I saw a lot 

of Michael Clark through the years. 

 How does this relate to naturalism? I have tried so many times to write a naturalistic 

play. I don't know why, but I sometimes tie myself in knots. How to Hold Your Breath71 seems 

naturalistic at first. It begins with couple in bed, but then he turns out to be the Devil.72 

Somehow I can never stay in a naturalistic vein, I always want to lift it into magical realism, 

or something else goes on. I don't know that it's conscious at all.  

 How to Hold Your Breath was a bruising experience for me, in terms of its reception by 

many of the critics. Yet, in other respects, it wasn't bruising at all. It won an award,73 it sold 

out during preview and audiences loved it. I've always thought that, if it had opened up 

here [in Scotland], the critical reception would have been different, because people would 

have got it. The play is unusual in its form. I don't think the London critics trusted it. Rather 

than saying, "she's doing something unusual with form", they said, "she doesn't know what 

she's doing".  

                                                           
69 David Harrower's play, which premiered at the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh in 1995. 
70 Edinburgh International Festival and Edinburgh Festival Fringe. 
71 Harris's play which premiered at the Royal Court theatre, London in February 2015. 
72 A plot development that connects Harris's play to Brimstone and Treacle, a piece for stage and 

television by Dennis Potter, who was, arguably, one of the finest, defiantly non-naturalistic English 

dramatists of the twentieth century.  
73 One of two awards given in 2015 by Berwin Lee London New York Playwrights, Inc. The prizes, 

founded in 2012 by Dorothy Berwin and Mark Lee, were established to, "grant awards to playwrights 

whose work has not yet been produced on Broadway or in the West End." berwinlee.org (accessed 

21/12/2016). 
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 I think this disparity between the London critics and the Scottish critics, in relation to 

naturalism,74 is why Vicky [Featherstone]75 got into trouble [with the London critics]. Vicky 

was understood here in Scotland. The boldness and the theatricality of her aesthetics were 

met, broadly, with delight. A new play, for her, should not only have something to say 

about now, it should also be progressing the conversation about theatre. That, I think, is the 

attitude that makes it difficult for her to be well-received in London. I don't think that's the 

case in Scotland. I think there's an appetite for theatrical innovation up here. People think, 

"we've got this great thing called theatre, how are we going to turn it on its head?" That is 

very self-sustaining. You see David Greig doing something wonderful, and it inspires you to 

try something new. It becomes a virtuous circle. 

 In terms of my own work, I found that this innovative attitude to theatre already 

existed in Scotland before I started writing. I simply picked up it and ran with it. You talk 

about Howard Barker, he is definitely one of my top influences. I remember seeing a 

production of his play The Castle76 and thinking, "yes, this is what I'm about".  

 

MB: I think there is a hostility among many of the London critics to ambiguity and 

metaphor. I agree with Barker when he says that the dominant ideology in London theatre 

now is liberal humanism, whereby a predominantly middle-class and upper middle-class 

audience goes into the National Theatre to have its shoulders massaged for a few hours, and 

                                                           
74 Harris is referring here to her perception, shared by numerous commentators, including, for 

example, Howard Barker, that, in contrast to theatre critics and commentators in Scotland, the 

predominant taste among leading theatre critics in London in recent decades has been for a 

naturalistic theatre with an openly declared, usually politically liberal, message. See Barker in Brown, 

pp. 151-152. See also Brown in Rabey and Goldingay, pp. 94-104. 
75 Artistic director of the Royal Court Theatre, London since 2013. Prior to her appointment at the 

Royal Court, she was the inaugural artistic director of the National Theatre of Scotland, 2006-2012. 
76 1985. 
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then comes out feeling even more liberal than when they went in. Why would you go to the 

theatre to have your world view confirmed for you? Surely, one goes to a Zinnie Harris play 

or a David Harrower play hoping to experience that almost intangible power that live 

theatre has. The art form to which theatre is closest, I suggest, is not cinematic or televisual 

naturalism but poetry, it is, in its essence, a poetic art form. 

 

ZH: Yes, it should be. Your central purpose, as a dramatist, should be the theatricalisation of 

an idea.  

 

MB: Live theatre has a power that is unique to itself, so why try to recreate cinematic or 

televisual naturalism? I think that new writing, including your own, has played a very 

important part in the Renaissance I'm suggesting has occurred in Scottish theatre over the 

last four decades and more. However, we still haven't got away from notions of naturalism 

in new Scottish theatre writing. The reason for that, I think, is that too many people seem to 

accept, consciously or sub-consciously, an unwritten belief that the advent of cinema and, 

then, television has shrunk theatre. They seem to think that theatre now has to be smaller 

and think on a smaller scale, because cinema and TV have got the big stuff. Cinema and TV 

have the panoramic stuff. That's not the same as being big in intellectual or spiritual terms. 

 

ZH: I agree. In terms of naturalism, I would put it this way. There are the kind of plays that 

are going to so completely reflect our lives back at us that they're really only going to discuss 

the specifics of daily life. Then there are the plays that alight on something in human 

experience that feels thorny and then seek to theatricalise that. The process of doing that 

often takes it to a metaphorical level. That, I think, is what Barker does, and Sarah Kane 
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does. It's what Brecht does. That is the challenge I give myself when I sit down to write a 

play for the theatre. With How to Hold Your Breath I wanted to explore how it is possible to 

remain a human, to read a newspaper story about the terrible things that are happening to 

people, then put the colour supplement away and go and have a nice meal. I want to explore 

how we navigate that experience and what it does to us. Have we arrived at a set of "values" 

whereby we fill our lives with absolute fucking junk in order to numb us to the catastrophic 

events going on around us? I want to present that exploration on a stage in a way that's 

going to be satisfying and theatrical. 

 My process varies. Some plays begin with a little bit of research, whereas Further 

Than the Furthest Thing was very heavily researched. 

 

MB: In the case of Further, it's touched off by something tangible, namely, your mother's 

childhood,77 but your narrative is then extrapolated imaginatively from that. This is an 

interesting aspect of European Modernism, its attitude to history as a jumping off point for 

highly imaginative fictions.  

 Consequently, the play has become very popular in a number of European countries. 

I saw it in Maribor, Slovenia in 2012.78 It was performed as a studio play, in Slovene. 

Although the space and the set were much too small for the play, and although I don't speak 

Slovene, I could tell that the actors were very comfortable with the rhythms of the play. 

Afterwards, I got speaking to a Slovenian friend who said that the translation was brilliant, 

                                                           
77 Harris's mother spent a few years on the mid-Atlantic island of Tristan da Cunha (which inspired 

the play) as a young child in the period after the Second World War. See Harris's note for the 

published play, Further Than the Furthest Thing (London: Faber & Faber, 2000), pp. iv-v. 
78 Staged by the Ljubljana City Theatre during the annual Borštnik Theatre Festival. See my review of 

the festival for the Sunday Herald: scottishstage.wordpress.com/2012/10/22/801/ (accessed 21/11/2015). 
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because the translator79 had managed to create a version of Slovene that sounded as strange 

to Slovenians as the English in the original sounds to English speakers. 

 

ZH: The play has been translated into various languages, and this question of how to adapt 

the language has always been key. When I was writing the play I had a notebook and I 

would write things down from the stories [of Tristan da Cunha] told to me by my mother. In 

all of the stories the thing that was so intriguing was this half-Napoleonic language. I just 

felt that it had to be part of the play. There is also the practical question; if you want to 

describe a place that is more English than England, yet so remote that it has become a little 

culture unto itself, a good way to do that is to focus on the language. 

 I remember my Mum telling me a story about a dog having bitten someone, and it 

had to be put down. One of the old islanders said, "they put 'im in a gunny bag and buried 

'im deep." You hear that phrase and you can see the old man saying it. The language was a 

major part of the way in [to writing the play]. I also knew, from my Mum, that there was a 

couple who sort of ran the island, and they were called Martha and Arthur. I loved the fact 

that their names matched, hence Mill and Bill in the play. I had pictures of Martha and 

Arthur. Their faces looked as if they had been carved from stone, and I just thought, "yes, 

they run this place". 

 Then there was the story of my grandfather. It's a crazy idea, really. He came back 

from the Second World War with what, today, would be called post-traumatic stress 

disorder. He was a broken man, he'd had a bad time. He was an army chaplain, and his job 

was to bury people. He would later tell my Mum that he would roughly assemble a person, 

that not all of the limbs would necessarily be there. He would open his prayer book and it 

                                                           
79 Alenka Klabus Vesel. 
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would be spattered in blood. So, he had a horrible time. He came back, and he could barely 

speak. The Church of England, in their wisdom, decided to send him to this remote island. 

To be fair, it did reconstitute him, but, my God, it was a risk. If it hadn't worked, he could 

have been in a real mess.  

  When he arrived on Tristan da Cunha he was told that every new vicar swims 

across the volcanic pool on the mountain, and he did that, in order to be accepted into the 

community. So my thinking behind the play begins with the image of this man swimming 

across the pool, and then I thought, "what if the volcano starts to erupt at that point?" I was 

lucky, for some reason I never felt too hung up about the reality, so I didn't feel like I was in 

a documentary kind of vein. Bill isn't my grandfather, he's a member of the island 

community. However, like my grandfather, he's seen a bit of the world, and he shares with 

him a sense of moral obligation. He's also a man who's having a breakdown.  

 You're right in your analysis. The play is half inherited memories, half imagination. I 

never met my grandfather, he was dead before I was born; which possibly made it easier for 

me [in writing the drama] because he was a fictional character already for me. My Mum left 

when she was five, and she hasn't been back, so the snippets she can remember are fuzzy. 

So, from these memories, I then decided on my five characters and it needs to be that the 

eruption of the volcano can't be the biggest thing in the play.  

 

MB: So, you have this extrapolation from your family's memories; I use the word 

"extrapolation" because I think it explains the process of writers, like Barker, Harrower and 

yourself, whose plays reimagine from an historical moment. I think all three of you are, 

simultaneously, Modernists and Classicists. Further Than the Furthest Thing seems to me to be 

a non-naturalistic extrapolation from family memory that then combines with classical 
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tragedy. For example, you have in the play the connection between sex and death, which 

Barker says is at the heart of tragedy. Then you have structural features in common with 

Ancient Greek tragedy. For instance, the really catastrophic events are described, rather than 

depicted. When you were writing the play, were you conscious of that you were doing what 

the Ancient Greek tragedians had done? 

 

ZH: The way that I write a play is slightly trial and error. When it actually comes to writing 

it, it's normally quite quick. When I'm preparing to write, I fill notepad after notepad, and I 

can't make it work. Then, all of a sudden, it clicks and I write the play very fast. Through 

that notepad phase you go through a process of trial and error, until you find things that 

seem to stick. I could probably save myself a lot of time if I knew more of the rules. One uses 

one's instinct. 

 

MB: That's fascinating. I was lucky enough to see the world premiere of Further Than the 

Furthest Thing.80 If I didn't pick up on the connection with classical tragedy immediately, I 

certainly have subsequently, when I've been re-reading and teaching the play. It seems so 

clear to me that it shares some of the tenets of Ancient Greek tragedy. Do you think that was 

there subconsciously? 

 

ZH: Yes, I think so. I remember seeing, as I say, the Peter Stein,81 and thinking, "fucking hell! 

This is what I think theatre is." When you see what you like, you absorb it and squirrel it 

                                                           
80 Staged at the Traverse Theatre, directed by Irina Brown, during the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in 

August 2000,  in a co-production by the Tron Theatre, Glasgow and National Theatre (of the UK), 

London. 
81 The Oresteia, by Aeschylus, Edinburgh, 1994. 
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away. It's not even that you sit down and analyse it, you just sort of know what the impact 

of that was, and you recognise it when your own writing has that kind of impact. For me, it 

would be too analytical [to write a play on the basis of a set of rules or a schema]. I set my 

characters off and it's not working, I know it's not working, and I bring it back and try 

another thing. For me, the revelation I made structurally in the first act was about dilemma. 

Bill, this big, moralistic man, who just wanted the community to be safe, was going to be 

faced with doing the thing that was most abhorrent to him. As soon as I'd had that idea, the 

first act was there. When I teach playwriting, I say to people, "find the hardest thing that 

your character could have to do, then make them do it." My premise is that any one of us 

could kill somebody, but the difference is how much it would take for us to get there. The 

role of the play is to get your character to that point, if that's where you want to go.  

 

MB: In terms of the facets of European Modernism, as I'd identify them, one of them is a 

complete lack of concern with historical and naturalistic consistency. Your play The Wheel is 

an example, I think.82 It's written with an extraordinary historical scope, from the 

Napoleonic wars in Spain, through to the Vietnam War and onto the future.  

 

ZH: Yes, The Wheel is totally unconcerned with naturalism and historical consistency, as you 

say. If those are facets of European Modernism, then I'm absolutely in there. I don't think of 

my writing in those conceptual terms, however. I'm just being me as a writer.  

 With The Wheel it's interesting, and I think a play like Scenes from an Execution [by 

Barker] does something similar. Both plays have a particular question they want to answer. 

                                                           
82 Staged by the National Theatre of Scotland, directed by Vicky Featherstone, at the Traverse Theatre 

during the Edinburgh Festival Fringe, August 2011. 
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My question was, "what would be the right thing to do if I met Hitler as a toddler? Is it just 

to put his face in the sand and be done with it? Or is to give him a cuddle and be there and 

try to shape a better future?" The play is very much about raising children. My utter 

nightmare is to turn round and discover that I've raised someone who doesn't have 

empathy. You would revisit every moment of the child's upbringing asking yourself where 

it went wrong. If I have a personal criticism of the play, it is that this simple idea got 

subsumed by all of the other aspects of the piece. However, I also think that, when you're 

writing plays, the bold, experimental ambition is often the key thing. I feel very lucky that, 

whether the plays are reviewed positively or negatively, there's enough appetite for people 

to say, "we want the next one." It might take ten years before the next Further Than the 

Furthest Thing or the next play that hits the nail on the head, but, actually, what I'm writing 

is part of the conversation about theatre. 

 

MB: You return to poetics and metaphor with The Garden.83 It has that poetic breach with 

naturalism. I think it's a perfect example of a European Modernist operetta.  

 

ZH: Yes, although I wasn't thinking in those conceptual terms when I wrote the book. I think 

about telling the story visually. I tell my playwriting students, "you should be able to 

understand every scene with the volume knob down. You wouldn't get every detail, but you 

would see the shape of the scene." With The Garden, so much of it is carried with the plant 

[that appears to be growing through the floor of the kitchen]. In Further Than the Furthest 

                                                           
83 A musical theatre work, co-authored by Harris and her then husband, composer John Harris, which 

premiered as part of the lunchtime theatre season A Play, A Pie and A Pint at the Òran Mór venue in 

Glasgow in 2010. Set in a kitchen in a dystopian, not-so-distant, environmentally ravaged future, the 

piece was reprised, with a new cast, as part of the Traverse Theatre's Edinburgh Festival Fringe 

programme in 2015. 
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Thing, in that second scene with Francis84 and Rebecca, you would see the man waiting for 

his girlfriend, then you'd see her arriving, visibly pregnant, then you'd see them split. That, 

in itself, takes you to the essence of the scene. That approach takes you away from 

naturalism. The naturalistic world doesn't work in those big pictures, but a theatrical story 

does.  

 I'm working on The Oresteia85 at the moment, and my take on the story is that, from 

the outset, Clytemnestra is already a murderess. My curiosity is to wonder what if she isn't 

actually already a murderess? That way, the play has to take her to the point where she is 

ready and able to kill. She lives in a time in which Agamemnon is not facing punishment for 

the death of their child,86 it was completely acceptable. Well, if John killed one of our 

children, and nobody was going to call him to justice, actually I might fucking kill him, you 

know? So, in my version of The Oresteia Clytemnestra is someone more like me in that 

situation. 

 

MB: So, talking of modern influences on your work. We've talked about [Peter] Stein, 

[Michael] Clark and [Howard] Barker... 

 

ZH: And [Edward] Bond, I'd say... 

 

MB: Who else would you pick up on as influences? 

                                                           
84 Nephew of Mill and Bill, lover of island girl Rebecca, who has just returned to the island after an 

absence of approximately a year. 
85 Directed by Dominic Hill, for the Citizens Theatre Company and the National Theatre of Scotland, 

at the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow in May 2016. 
86 Agamemnon is believed to have sacrificed his daughter Iphigenia in order to appease the goddess 

Artemis, who has, hitherto, been preventing the Greek fleet from sailing. 
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ZH: Sarah Kane, I suppose, to some degree, and Brecht. I think those are the key influences. 

 

MB: I mentioned before that I saw Further Than the Furthest Thing in Slovene. Like the other 

four theatremakers  I'm focusing on in this chapter, your work transfers to continental 

Europe with ease. All five of you seem to fit in Europe aesthetically. For example, your play 

Midwinter premieres in England, it doesn't transfer to Scotland, but it does go to Sweden, 

where it does very well. Is there something in your work that makes it easily compatible 

with contemporary European theatre?   

 

ZH: I suppose what I see of contemporary European theatre is what I see here in Edinburgh 

at the International Festival and on the Fringe. I don't claim to be an expert. That said, 

Further Than the Furthest Thing was really taken to the belly [of the theatre culture] in lots of 

places. Why was that? I think that's almost impossible for me to answer. I suppose it must be 

to do with the nature of the storytelling, the scope of the story, the fact that naturalism isn't 

important to the play, all the things we've talked about. 

 

MB: You see modern European work when it comes to the International Festival and the 

Fringe here in Edinburgh. When you're watching that work, do you feel comfortable with it? 

 

ZH: Yes. Not only that, I think, "thank God that it's there." One is drawn towards it. There is 

something for me, in watching theatre, that is almost visceral. 
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MB: Shouldn't that be the case with the best live theatre, that you feel more than you 

understand?  

 

ZH: Absolutely. With the great productions, when you're watching the first scene, you don't 

know where you're headed. I remember my Mum taking me to a production of King Lear 

when I was about fourteen. It was a brilliant production, with Emma Thompson as the fool 

and Richard Briers as Lear.87 I sat with my mother at the interval and said, "I can't imagine 

what will happen in the second half." I was so completely in the story. You're in the hands of 

somebody who you know is going to take you deeper into the story, he's not going to skirt 

it, he's going to go to the heart of the matter, in a bold, theatrical way. When you see a 

production like that, you just go, "fucking hell, this is it!"   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
87 Directed for the Renaissance Theatre Company in 1990 by Kenneth Branagh. 
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David Harrower: an introduction 

 

Glasgow-based dramatist David Harrower was born in Edinburgh in 1966. He came to 

prominence in 1995 with his highly original debut stage play Knives in Hens.88 Set in an 

unspecified, pre-industrial society, it charts the developing relationship between an 

educated miller and the neglected, illiterate, young wife of a ploughman. Other plays 

include: Kill the Old, Torture their Young (1998); Dark Earth (2003); 365 (2008); A Slow Air 

(2011); and Ciara (2013).89 Harrower is also the author of a number of adaptations, including 

Luigi Pirandello's Six Characters in Search of an Author (2001), Georg Büchner's Woyzeck 

(2001), Jon Fosse's The Girl on the Sofa (2002), Friedrich Schiller's Mary Stuart (2006), and 

Nikolai Gogol's The Government Inspector (2011).  

 His most successful play is Blackbird. Premiered at the Edinburgh International 

Festival in 2005, under the direction of the internationally acclaimed German stage director 

Peter Stein, the drama is set in the canteen of a factory, where Una (who is in her late 

twenties) has tracked down Ray (in his mid-fifties), to confront him about his paedophiliac 

sexual relationship with her when she was aged twelve. The drama was named Best New 

Play at the 2006 Critics' Awards for Theatre in Scotland and the Laurence Olivier Awards in 

2007. Its premiere production on Broadway was nominated in the Best Revival of a Play 

category in the 2016 Tony Awards. Blackbird was revived at the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow 

in the spring of 2016, in a production directed by Gareth Nicholls and starring Paul Higgins 

and Camrie Palmer. A film version of the play, entitled Una, directed by acclaimed theatre 

                                                           
88

 Widely considered to be one of Harrower's finest plays, Knives in Hens premiered at the Traverse 

Theatre, Edinburgh in 1995. 
89 Winner of the Best New Play prize at the Critics' Awards for Theatre in Scotland 2014: 

www.criticsawards.theatrescotland.com/Winners%20by%20year/13-14.html (accessed 16/5/2016). 
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director Benedict Andrews, was released in 2016. Like Knives in Hens, Blackbird has been 

translated into various languages and performed in many countries around the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



173 
 

 

Fig 12: David Harrower. Photo: Traverse archive. 

 

 

 

Fig 13: Smock Alley Theatre, Dublin production of Knives in Hens by David  

Harrower (2009). Photo: Stage and Screen Design Ireland - Sinéad Wallace. 
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David Harrower: the interview 

 

The following interview was conducted in The Bungo bar, Glasgow on February 5, 2016 

 

MARK BROWN: What is your opinion of my thesis that, thanks to Calvinism, Scottish 

theatre doesn't have much of a history, and, consequently, Scotland's best theatre writers are 

alive now? I think there has been a Renaissance in Scottish theatre over the last fifty years. I 

believe this came about because theatre in Scotland took a turn in the late Sixties/early 

Seventies towards ideas of Europeanness and Modernity, and that this set us on a course 

that led to the emergence of our finest dramatists, namely playwrights such as Zinnie 

Harris, David Greig, Anthony Neilson and yourself, and director/deviser Stewart Laing. It 

seems to me that your generation of Scottish playwrights is the one which translates best in 

Europe. I've seen your play Knives in Hens performed in Portuguese in Almada, Portugal 

and Zinnie Harris's Furthest than the Furthest Thing presented in Slovene in Maribor, 

Slovenia. Which is a long way of asking, "is there something European Modernist that 

generates this Renaissance, if you think there is such a thing?"  

 

DAVID HARROWER: In my case, no. If you're talking about European theatre being an 

influence, I think it was as much a visual influence on Scottish theatre [as it was at a textual 

level]. I didn't pick up on that until the mid-Nineties or later. I wasn't aware of any 

developments or any movements at work in theatre, or anything like that. All I was worried 

about was writing something. My visual sense was really unpronounced in the early to mid-
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1990s. I was more worried about writing a new Scottish play, rather than responding to any 

movements in Europe, because I wasn't aware of them.  

 I didn't go to university. Someone like David [Greig] came through Bristol 

University90 and was quite steeped in theatre history. Although I hooked up with people like 

David and Graham Eatough91 in the late-Nineties, in terms of meeting them as friends, I 

didn't come through the kind of fertile training ground they had come through. Graham was 

always referencing all sorts of different theatremakers. One of the big shows for him was 

Dead Dreams of Monochrome Men, by Lloyd Newson's company DV8.92 I'd never touched on, 

nor was I aware of, any of that kind of stuff. Without wanting to paint too clichéd a picture, I 

was literally just sat in my house off Dalkeith Road [in Edinburgh] trying to respond to what 

I was writing. I was hooked on the language. I was hooked on Chris Hannan's93 language 

and Simon Donald's94 language. I was preoccupied with the fact that I wasn't getting 

produced and I was hating Scottish theatre for its narrow-mindedness and its inability to 

recognise that it had a genius in its midst. The Traverse had a certain policy at the time95 not 

to do Scottish plays, but to bring in, not necessarily European plays, but there were, for 

example, quite a few South American plays. They did a lot of the work of the Canadian 

                                                           
90 Greig read English and Drama at Bristol, which is famous for its drama teaching, graduating in 

1990. 
91 Theatre director and deviser with whom Greig began collaborating at Bristol. The two would 

establish Glasgow-based experimental theatre company Suspect Culture in 1993. 
92 An early work of London-based dance theatre company DV8 Physical Theatre, Dead Dreams of 

Monochrome Men premiered at the Third Eye Centre (now the Centre for Contemporary Arts) in 

Glasgow in 1988. 

93 Hannan is a Scottish playwright and novelist, perhaps best known, in theatrical terms, for his plays 

Elizabeth Gordon Quinn (1985) and Shining Souls (1996), and for The Three Musketeers and the Princess of 

Spain (2010), his liberal adaptation of Alexandre Dumas's famous novel. 

94 Donald is a Scottish screen and stage writer and actor. In 1993 he was awarded the London Evening 

Standard Theatre Award for Most Promising Playwright for The Life of Stuff. 
95 The early 1990s. 
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writer Brad Fraser; play's like Poor Super Man96 and Unidentified Human Remains.97 So, it was 

quite galling to be writing new plays in Scotland at that time. I genuinely think that the 

person who was running the Traverse at the time98 did not think that Scottish theatre was up 

to much. Certainly his interest in developing it was not that pronounced.  

 To answer your question, I'm trying to think what other theatre companies were 

around [in Scotland] at the time. I think they were coming out of a Scottish realist writing 

tradition; although Hannan's a bit difficult to define in that context. 

 

MB: Hannan almost functions as a bridge, I think, between the realists and your generation 

of Scottish playwrights. 

 

DH: Absolutely. And Simon Donald's plays, too. In terms of other theatre companies that I 

was aware of responding to European work, there was Boilerhouse99 and, later, NVA.100 You 

have to remember that I wasn't in touch with people. I wasn't in touch with groups and 

companies. I ploughed quite a lonely furrow, until I started to make connections with people 

and they widened my horizons a little to a visual aesthetic. I don't know if that answers your 

question, but, in terms of a European Modernist tradition, I had next to no idea of where I 

was placed in that. 

 

                                                           
96 Produced at the Traverse in 1994. 
97 Produced at the Traverse in 1992. 
98 Ian Brown, artistic director of the Traverse, 1988-99. 
99 Experimental Scottish theatre company which produced work between 1988 and 2009. Their shows 

were often large scale productions in public spaces, and included Headstate (1994), Running Girl (2002) 

and The Bridge (2004). 
100 Glasgow-based public art specialists established in 2002. Works include The Storr (2005), Half Life 

(co-produced with the National Theatre of Scotland, 2007) and Hinterland (2016). 
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MB: It answers my question to a large extent, but I want to go further by asking about Knives 

in Hens. Is the play part of the period in which you are still primarily interested in words on 

the page? 

 

DH: Yes. 

 

MB: And you weren't aware at the time that this play was implying a visual aesthetic? 

 

DH: No. 

 

MB: That's very interesting, because I think the visual aesthetic implied by the play is as 

strong as anything in Beckett or Pinter. The language itself implies something visual. I think 

it has a wonderful, sparse poetics to it that is absolutely non-naturalistic. That non-

naturalism, I think, is at the heart of European Modernism. In the European context, the 

word "naturalism" is applied to Ibsen and Strindberg, quite wrongly, I think. But, in the 

British context, it's the Victorian/turn-of-the-century drawing room drama, from which 

Scottish theatre had no chance of escaping in the early-20th century, because there was so 

little theatre being produced in Scotland.  

 So, for Scottish writers in the 1980s and 1990s to be writing in a way that's completely 

different from that tradition becomes quite significant. You, David Greig, Zinnie Harris and 

Anthony Neilson come along and, suddenly, that whole naturalistic way of writing [in 

Scottish theatre] has gone. As you say, Chris Hannan was already beginning to break with it, 

but I think you break with it entirely. It's interesting that you do that without necessarily 

being aware of belonging to some other tradition. 
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DH: I would say Anthony [Neilson] wasn't that bothered about any Scottish tradition. 

Whether he was picking up on a European tradition, I don't know. Some of his early stuff101 

was quite dark, playful and satirical. I don't know whether he was just flicking the Vs back 

at the Scottish tradition. It's quite an odd bump in the road, isn't it? Because, with companies 

like 7:84, there was still that quite bombastic belief in the social use of theatre. John 

McGrath's shadow falls pretty heavily. I met McGrath a few times, but I was never quite 

aware of what movement he belonged to; would you call it Brechtian maybe, or post-

Brechtian, in terms of a European influence? 

 

MB: Pseudo-Brechtian almost, I'd say. In terms of it being agitprop, which is almost making 

the mistake of saying Brecht's politics are more important than his aesthetics. I think it's the 

other way round. 

 

DH: I'm just trying to think how these four or five writers you're talking about102 emerged. 

There were other writers doing interesting things. I remember Lance Flynn, who wrote a 

few of the Boilerhouse shows, including Barrabas [1992]. Alan Warner103 did something for 

the theatre as well.104 Was this a move towards Modernism or was it a rejection of a Scottish, 

dour realism? I'm not quite sure. 

                                                           
101 Plays such as Welfare My Lovely (1990) , The Night Before Christmas (1995) and The Censor (1997) 

earned Neilson a reputation as a writer of darkly comic, socially challenging dramas. 
102 The generation of Harrower, Greig, Harris and Neilson. 
103 Warner is best known as a novelist. His novels include the acclaimed Morven Callar (1995). 
104 A search of online biographies of Warner garners no information about any stage writing. Indeed, 

the entry about him on the website of the British Council does not include any reference to theatre 

writing, instead describing him as a writer of, "fiction, non-fiction, poetry [and] short stories": 

literature.britishcouncil.org/writer/alan-warner (accessed 15/6/2016). 



179 
 

 

MB: I once asked Howard Barker where the breach in naturalistic consistency in his writing 

comes from, and he said that he genuinely wasn't aware what the origins of it were.105 It 

seems to me that you're saying something similar.  

 

DH: Yeah, absolutely. I guess it was influenced not only by theatre. I was influenced by 

music as well. I hesitate to use the phrase "post-punk", because I don't think punk or post-

punk ever really registered in Scottish theatre. The theatre culture just seemed very safe. It 

was just something that older people did. You'd read Hannan plays like The Baby106 and The 

Evildoers,107 and you'd get this sudden jolt of electricity from the language he was using and 

you'd be like, "where the fuck's he come from and why's he not on at the Lyceum?"108 Both 

plays were done at the Tron. Even Knives in Hens when it was first done [in 1995], it was put 

on in the Traverse studio for about a week and then sent off on a Highland tour. They 

weren't quite sure what it was or what the response would be. It was quite a staid 

atmosphere. I was friendly with the members of the Fifth Estate Theatre Company.109 They 

were doing plays by Donald Campbell,110 among others. There was a lot of quite dour stuff.  

 I didn't want to write an historical play. I wanted to write a play that started from an 

historical moment, but looks at it from a different angle and takes you somewhere else.  

 

                                                           
105 Barker in Brown, Howard Barker Interviews: 1980-2010, pp.196-197. 
106 Premiered at the Tron Theatre, Glasgow in 1990. 
107 Premiered at the Bush Theatre, London in 1990. 
108 Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh. 
109 Edinburgh based theatre group which operated between 1990 and 1996. The National Library of 

Scotland holds the company's inventory:  

www.nls.uk/catalogues/online/cnmi/inventories/acc11443.pdf (accessed 12/5/2016). 
110 Scottish playwright and director who stage plays include The Jesuit (1976) and The Fisher Boy and the 

Honest Lass (1990). 
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MB: When you were thinking about writing Knives in Hens, did the characters come first, or 

did the pre-industrial situation come first? 

 

DH: I honestly can't remember, but I think it was the pre-industrial thing.  

 

MB: Isn't that where the play's poetic sparseness comes from? It's very important, isn't it, 

that this is not an industrial society? Things are very stark and clear, and from there the 

ambiguities of the play emerge, be they moral, erotic, political or spiritual. It's a play full of 

ambiguities, but you start off giving yourself this fantastic other world. To us [the 21st-

century theatre audience] it's a world that's hard to imagine. You create a situation in which 

you, the playwright, are in charge of the conditions in a way that you wouldn't be if you'd 

set the play in Glasgow last year. 

 

DH: It was firmly rooted in a history book, T.C. Smout's A History of the Scottish People 1560–

1830.111 He was writing about the Lowland Clearances112 and the fermtouns;113 I love social 

geography. So, I was originally writing an historical play, but I didn't get very far. It was a 

bit moribund, a bit dead. Then there was this break [in my thinking about the project], and I 

thought, "I don't have to do it like this". Knives in Hens was born out of a frustration of one 

play not working out, although it would have been in the right place for it to be done, 

                                                           
111 Published in 1969. 
112 The forcing of landless tenant farmers from the agricultural land of the Scottish Lowlands in the 

late-eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; events which are less well known than the infamous 

Highland Clearances of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
113 Scottish farm towns, established in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in order to increase 

agricultural output to meet the demands of the growing population of an industrialising society.  
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namely, staid Scottish theatre. I'm not sure if it was good enough. It was going down that 

pathway. 

 

MB: You find a very distinctive dramatic voice with Knives in Hens. Where is that coming 

from? You say the piece emerged from a bigger project you were working on. You turned 

from it, you found this play. Where's that style coming from?  

 

DH: That comes from the theme of the play, or the fact that I just wanted to set constraints 

for myself. The historical play I was writing, which was set around the 1760s, was about the 

fermtouns and a certain aspect of private land ownership in Scotland. I was trying to 

uncover aspects of the Lowland Clearances; people were swept off the land to make way for 

crops. The play didn't work, so I jumped back into a more mythical time. I couldn't even tell 

you when it was dated. However, it was important [in writing the play] that the characters 

only had certain words for certain things. That affects the language. I could have written it 

in Scots (although I didn't know Scots that well) or in Scots-English, but it needed an extra 

edge to it. The characters literally don't have words for the limits of their own world. That 

affects the language. So, it wasn't an anti-Scottish thing, but I wasn't using Scots or Scots-

English, I just found a different dialect for it, one that I made up. 

 

MB: I love what you say about giving yourself constraints. It seems to me that there's a 

paradox in that. By constraining yourself, you're freeing yourself, because, in fact, there are 

no constraints on the language. You choose the language. 
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DH: I've got a pet theory: if I write a play with more than three characters it's fucking shit. If 

I give myself three or less, they've always paid out. There's something about the constraints 

that works for me. It's interesting. 

 

MB: In terms of Europeanness, it seems you have identified yourself with it subsequent to 

writing Knives in Hens; adapting Büchner,114 for example.  

 

DH: I think that's right. I did a Schiller,115 too. 

 

MB: I'd argue that Schiller, like Büchner, is an early Modernist. 

 

DH: I'm sure he is. 

 

MB: Schiller's not interested in writing a history play, he's reimagining from an historical 

situation.  

 

DH: I'm not an academic and I didn't study drama. I read a lot, but I'm not hugely versed in 

it. I've just drifted along. 

 

                                                           
114 Harrower's version of nineteenth-century German dramatist Georg Büchner's famous play Woyzeck 

was staged at the Royal Lyceum, Edinburgh in 2001. He also adapted Luigi Pirandello's twentieth-

century, Modernist classic Six Characters in Search of an Author for the Young Vic Theatre, London in 

2001; the National Theatre of Scotland and the Royal Lyceum, Edinburgh presented an award-

winning production of Harrower's script in 2008. 
115 Harrower's adaptation of German playwright Friedrich Schiller's Mary Stuart (from 1800) was 

presented at the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow and the Royal Lyceum, Edinburgh by the National 

Theatre of Scotland in 2006.  
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MB: When you were adapting Woyzeck, did you find that it came relatively easy to you? Did 

you find that Büchner's writing sat well with yours, or not? 

 

DH: I don't think it did. I remember it was quite hard to do. It was the first adaptation I'd 

ever done, and it hurt. It burned, and I don't know why. Maybe I didn't research the 

language enough. I really don't know.  

 

MB: How did you feel at the end of the writing process? Were you happy with the text that 

you had at the end? 

 

DH: I was then. If I looked at it now, I'm sure I wouldn't be. I remember that I loved the 

brokenness of it. It's a broken text, a heap of sticks you could throw up in the air. That's the 

beauty of it, and the mystery of it. No-one's quite sure how the latter parts of it are actually 

assembled. It's a bit like Sappho, it's fragments of text. It's interesting, from an historical 

point-of-view, because it's still a work-in-progress. 

 

MB: Coming on to Blackbird,116 it's almost a cliché to talk about the play in relation to Pinter. 

Which is not to say you're drawing on Pinter. It's more a case of saying that certain writers 

exist on a continuum. There's a line, isn't there, from Joyce to Beckett, and from Beckett to 

Pinter. In Pinter, the dramatic situation might look naturalistic, but the language and the 

                                                           
116 The play was acclaimed when it premiered at the Edinburgh International Festival in 2005, directed 

by leading German theatre director Peter Stein, and starring Jodhi May and Roger Allam. It had its 

Broadway premiere, starring Michelle Williams and Jeff Daniels, in 2016, and a main stage production 

at the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow, directed by Gareth Nicholls, and starring Camrie Palmer and Paul 

Higgins, in the same year. At the time of writing (May 2016) a film of the drama, with a screenplay by 

Harrower, and directed by Australian theatre director Benedict Andrews, was in the latter stages of 

production. 
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behaviour is not. An aspect of Pinter's non-naturalism is the question of power in rooms, the 

dynamics of the human body, as well as what is being said. I remember, when I saw the 

premiere of Blackbird, being electrified by the physical relations between the characters. That, 

for me, was reminiscent of Pinter. I think Blackbird is a European Modernist play. It stands 

up beside contemporary plays anywhere in Europe, which is why, I think, that it's staged so 

often. By the time you came to write Blackbird, did you see yourself as part of a group of 

writers alongside the likes of David Greig, Anthony Neilson and Zinnie Harris? 

 

DH: Yes, probably. But I don't write very easily. I've never been ahead of myself so much 

that I can identify being a part of anything, or congratulate myself on being part of anything 

or taking inspiration from anything. In terms of what Blackbird was a response to: I don't 

necessarily think, "I'm going to write something about power", or anything like that. It's 

purely about finding characters and a situation, and seeing what I can do with them. 

Whether I'm imbibing that from a general, cultural ether, I don't know. The interesting thing 

about Blackbird is that I considered it a Scottish play; I don't know if anybody else did [he 

laughs].  

 I've always wondered what it would be like, as a writer, to actually respond to 

situations. I've been asked to respond to certain things across my career, and I've always 

agreed, because I'd like to be the kind of writer who can do that. But, actually, I'm always 

uncomfortable with it, I'm not that kind of writer. I'm fine with that now. I didn't used to be.     

 

MB: I find that very interesting. Excuse me for bringing up a subject that might be painful to 

you... 
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DH: Don't! I know what you're going to say... 117 

 

MB: In that case, let me say that I do think you respond to social events when you want to, 

on your own terms... 

 

DH: Badly... 

 

MB: With Blackbird, you choose to [broach a socially sensitive subject], rather than being 

requested to. That's the difference, I think. With Blackbird you walk into incredibly timely, 

socially controversial subject matter.118 

 

DH: I don't want the play to be seen just in those terms. In essence, for me, it's not even 

about that. I'm not that interested in paedophilia as a subject, to be honest. If it was just 

about paedophilia, it would have been a lesser play. It hangs its coat on that hook, and, quite 

rightly for many people, that's come to the fore. But there are issues around memory, power 

and gender; there are lots of other things going on there. The paedophilia issue is a bit 

boring [within the play], because it's kind of cut-and-dried in what it's saying about that 

                                                           
117 Harrower has guessed, correctly, that I was going to ask him about 365, a play he wrote, under 

commission, for the National Theatre of Scotland and which was the Scottish theatre production at 

the 2008 Edinburgh International Festival. Directed by then NTS artistic director Vicky Featherstone, 

it was based upon interviews, conducted by researchers, with young people who had lived in the 

state care system and were now required to live independently. The play was generally received 

badly by the critics, confirming the suspicions of some that Harrower, as a dramatist of original 

imagination, was not well-suited to a commissioned project which required him to write a play based 

upon research carried out by others.  
118 In the play, Una (a young woman), confronts Ray, the man who was imprisoned for having a 

sexual relationship with her when she was twelve years old. Paedophilia was the subject of 

considerable coverage, even campaigns, in the British mass media in the early years of the twenty-

first century. Indeed, due to a number of high profile cases, many including well-known public 

figures and celebrities, it has been a similarly high profile topic of popular discourse in the UK in the 

current decade.    
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subject. Some people, not that many, have got really angry about it; people in Ireland, for 

some reason. They hadn't read it, of course. But the play doesn't feel like a response to 

something, where paedophilia is concerned. It would have just been a boring anti-

paedophilia play. 

 

MB: There are, I think, two predominant strands in what I call the Renaissance in Scottish 

theatre. There's the 7:84/Wildcat strand,119 which is political and openly polemical, and the 

other strand, which includes you, David Greig, Zinnie Harris and Anthony Neilson, which 

is attracted to ambiguity; a trait which, I think, is embedded in European Modernism. Your 

strand of the Renaissance says, "theatre isn't about polemic". As Norman MacCaig120 said, "if 

you want messages, go to Safeway's".121 I see you as a group of poetic theatre writers. You're 

attracted to poetic metaphor, to ambiguity, to possibilities. So, when I say that Blackbird, to a 

certain degree, responds to a subject, it only does so in the sense that there are possibilities 

embedded in the play, in terms of what it's saying about that subject. It's not flying a flag, it's 

not unfurling a banner. That [resistance to polemic, and embrace of ambiguity and 

metaphor] is one of the signatures, I think, of your group of writers. A bomb goes off in 

Scottish theatre in 1969 with the arrival of Giles Havergal and a Modernist European 

aesthetic at the Citz. However, it isn't until the early 1990s that the writing catches up.  

 

DH: Why didn't it feed through, then? Why weren't people writing plays that fitted that 

aesthetic? 

                                                           
119 See the Introduction to this thesis. 
120 Scottish poet, 1910-1996. 
121 In Scots-English and Hiberno-English the word "messages" has a double meaning, also referring to 

groceries. Safeway was a UK supermarket chain. MacCaig is quoted in Tom Furniss and Michael 

Bath, Reading Poetry: An Introduction (Harlow: Pearson Education, 2007), p. 10. 
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MB: They did. It just took time. I'm not saying that Havergal had a direct influence on you. 

However, somehow, the non-naturalistic, poetic, metaphorical aesthetic that he introduced 

starts to permeate Scottish theatre. When it comes to theatre-writing, I think that you, and 

the other writers of your generation that I've mentioned, are the most important writers 

Scottish theatre has had, not just since Nineties, but in its entire history. I'm not denigrating 

people like John Byrne and Liz Lochhead, they're important, but I think the next generation 

of writers does something special. I find the whole process [by which the early 1990s 

generation of Scottish dramatists emerges] fascinating. All of a sudden we have writers that 

we can hold up and say, "we've got writers who are as good as any writers who are coming 

out of Ireland". Yet Ireland's had a theatrical tradition that we haven't had, going back to 

J.M. Synge and before. It seems to me that you are part of a new writing movement in 

Scottish theatre, even if you weren't aware of it at the time. You're totally different from the 

generation that went before. 

 

DH: I think so, absolutely. And, as you say, that's not to denigrate the writers who came 

before us. I'm not sure what accounts for the emergence of the new writers in the early 

Nineties. Was it something to do with the times? Was it about the writers themselves and 

their personal predilections? David Greig is hugely influenced by his experience in Bristol, 

as I said. He's influenced by people who had a particular visual aesthetic and who knew a 

European aesthetic that I didn't know at that time. I don't know where Zinnie [Harris] 

studied. I just don't know where this new approach to playwriting comes from. Is it a 

reaction against something? I'm a great believer in you seeking out your own stuff, as a 

writer. These are the days of the internet. You've really got to find your own music, find 
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your own plays, steal your own play scripts from James Thin's,122 as I used to do [he laughs]. 

So, I'm really not very clear on where this came from, this avowed applecart turning. It 

didn't feel [at the time] as if it was a break from anything. In fact, I felt very supported. I was 

part of the Scottish Society of Playwrights. I'd be at meetings, at the age of twenty-five, with 

Jo Clifford,123 Sue Glover,124 Donald Campbell, Alan Spence,125 and Chris Hannan. It was 

important. There was a feeling there that they were building a theatre tradition, against the 

odds. Their work was often not being done anywhere. Who, of that generation, is still 

writing for theatre? Jo [Clifford], Chris [Hannan] and Liz [Lochhead] are, but there were 

hundreds of others who just disappeared, because there just weren't the avenues for their 

work.     

 1995 was a big year [for the new generation of playwrights]. It was the year of 

[important new plays] Mojo,126 Blasted,127 and Knives in Hens. Europe128 had come at the end of 

1994. However, it's important to stress that, while it looks like a break from something, it 

didn't feel like a break at the time. 

 

MB: David Greig says that the playwrights who preceded your generation, people like 

Byrne, Lochhead and Hannan, were, and are, "idiomatic" writers. Take Byrne, for example. 

He finds a voice that is very distinctly his, but it's also very Scottish, as is the subject matter, 

                                                           
122 James Thin was the principal academic bookshop in Edinburgh, with branches elsewhere in 

Scotland, until its demise in 2002. 
123 Scottish theatre and opera writer, whose stage works include The Gospel According to Jesus, Queen of 

Heaven (2009) and the libretto for James MacMillan's opera Inês de Castro (1996), based upon Clifford's 

play of the same name (1989). 
124 Scottish playwright whose stage dramas include The Straw Chair (1988) and Bondagers (1991).  
125 Scottish poet, novelist, short story writer, playwright and librettist whose stage works include the 

plays Sailmaker (1982) and Changed Days (1991). 
126 By English playwright Jez Butterworth, premiered at the Royal Court Theatre, London.  
127 By Sarah Kane, premiered at the Royal Court Theatre, London.  
128 By David Greig, premiered at the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh. 
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which is why it doesn't translate. So, in a sense, by the time your generation comes along, 

the groundwork has already been done, and you're able to write plays, as Scottish writers, 

that are translatable into Slovene, Portuguese and German. They travel. That's the nature of 

the break. I'd be very surprised if Liz Lochhead's Perfect Days is being done in many other 

languages. 

 

DH: Something like Jock Tamson's Bairns,129 is that just so Scottish that it wouldn't travel? But, 

then, could you not say that about Knives in Hens? People still think it's Scottish, although 

they claim it for themselves. There have been so many cultures that it's been in, and people 

have said, "this is about us, it's about our antecedents".  

 

MB: It's a universal play. 

 

DH: But it wasn't written as such, I don't think. 

 

MB: When I first saw Knives in Hens, it didn't occur to me that it was set in Scotland. It didn't 

matter to me where it was. 

 

DH: Maybe that was the break, then.  

 

MB: This [issue of universality] brings me back to Pinter. For instance, I suggest that there's 

something about the power relations in Blackbird that has the same kind of impact as Pinter's 

plays. 

                                                           
129 Play by Liz Lochhead (1990). 
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DH: There's something about Pinter that I always remember. I can't remember whether it's 

something he said, or it's something I read in a critical piece about him, but it's the idea that 

"every utterance is a negotiation". Either somebody is wanting something from someone, or 

they are trying to deflect what the other person wants. That's why you get these labyrinthine 

situations. People are trying to deflect. They're not stating exactly what they want. 

Everything's caught up in a negotiation over power. One of the things that fed into my 

writing was the idea that "yes" doesn't even mean "yes". Every sentence is fought for. That's 

why my texts are usually so cut back, because there's enough to be going on with just with 

"yes", without getting into three sentences; in the right context and depending on what 

comes before and after. I got that directly from Pinter. 

 

MB: I've always said that Pinter is a great remover of words. I think you have that same 

sense of concision.  

 

DH: Pinter's ability to spin a world completely on its axis, and topple people who, two lines 

before, were dominant is breathtaking. That's what I got from him.  

 

MB: In his 2005 Nobel Prize acceptance speech130 Pinter talked about, what I think is his best 

play, The Homecoming.131 The opening line of the play is: "What have you done with the 

scissors?" Pinter said that the line came into his head "out of the blue" and that he knew 

                                                           
130 The speech was pre-recorded in London because Pinter was too unwell to travel to Stockholm to 

receive the award in person. The full text can be read on the website of the Nobel committee:  

www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2005/pinter-lecture-e.html (accessed 14/5/2016). 
131 Premiered at the Aldwych Theatre, London in 1965. 
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immediately that, "they didn't give a damn about the scissors or about the questioner 

either[...] " 

 

DH: Yes, that's good. The genesis of The Caretaker132 was when he was living in a boarding 

house in Clapham, or somewhere like that, and he saw two guys, one older, one younger, 

through a doorway at the end of a corridor. I think someone was holding up a cup, or 

something. I did something similar with Blackbird. The opening image was always a woman 

just coming in a door while talking to someone else. I don't know what they were saying, 

but that was the image from which the play grew. The other opening image, that I never 

used in Blackbird, I used it in a different play, was a man and a girl looking out to sea. I 

didn't use it in the end. It wasn't right for the play that Blackbird became. It was originally a 

three act play, rather than the one act play it is now.  

 The three act play, which was called Barbecue, was my attempt at European 

Modernism [he laughs]. The first act was a neighbourhood barbecue where Ray first meets 

Una [when she is a young girl]. The second act was on the deck of a ferry going across to 

Belgium. And the third act was set on a beach in Belgium and had the ghost of Marvin Gaye 

in it; because he went to rehab in Belgium, and that's where he wrote Sexual Healing. The end 

of the play was meant to be a children's choir singing Sexual Healing. I was throwing 

everything at that piece. It was for the Edinburgh International Festival. I wanted to write an 

international, odd, sweeping play. So, it had three huge acts. In the second act, the whole of 

the King's Theatre133 auditorium was going to be the deck of a ferry. 

 

                                                           
132 Pinter's play which premiered at the Arts Theatre, London in 1960. 
133 Major receiving house in Edinburgh which is used every August to stage Edinburgh International 

Festival performances. 
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MB: As with the writing of Knives in Hens... 

 

DH: Something broke. 

 

MB: Was there something that told you that you had to constrain yourself? 

 

DH: Exactly! I'd given myself too much. The image of them looking out to sea had no 

dialectic in it. A woman just having closed a door, looking at a man, contained a dialectic. 

 

MB: That's interesting, because, again in his Nobel speech, Pinter says his plays are all 

inspired by an image, a phrase or a word. 

 

DH: That's why he was so pilloried to begin with. He wasn't obeying normal psychological 

rules. He was actually obeying deeper, more realistic psychological rules, in terms of how 

people relate to each other. But, in terms of the sheen of psychology that theatre used at that 

time,134 The Homecoming was fucking hated. The Caretaker was hated. 

 

MB: You've talked about how you struggled at first in terms of your work not being picked 

up by Scottish theatre. As you've pointed out, Pinter's work was hated at first. So was 

Beckett's; Waiting for Godot was generally panned when it premiered in London.135 The critics 

                                                           
134 The early to mid-1960s. 
135 At the Arts Theatre in 1955. 
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hated it with a passion. The only two critics who liked it were Kenneth Tynan136 and Harold 

Hobson.137 Otherwise, it got kicked from pillar to post.  

 

DH: The thing is, I never got kicked. 

 

MB: You weren't there to get kicked. Your work hadn't got on stage yet. 

 

DH: I see what you mean. But when I did break through, with Knives in Hens, it didn't get 

kicked.  

 

MB: I think Scottish theatre was ready for it. 

 

DH: Aye, maybe. Either it was ready for it, or it had nurtured it. Maybe not Scottish theatre, 

but the Scottish writing tradition had allowed this writer to come through and feel part of 

something. It had allowed me to feel supported, and part of tradition, so that I could draw 

on writers like Hannan and Campbell. It kind of stops there. I've never, to this day, read 

Byrne or Lochhead. Anything before them? No, nothing. 

 

MB: I want to come on to Lies Pauwels production of Knives in Hens for the National Theatre 

of Scotland.138 We've been talking about Modernism, in this case it's postmodernism. What 

did you feel about that production? 

                                                           
136 Theatre critic of The Observer, who would go on to be the first literary manager of the National 

Theatre in London in 1963. Tynan's review of Waiting for Godot appears in Kenneth Tynan: Theatre 

Writings (London: Nick Hern Books, 2007), pp.69-72. 
137 Theatre critic of the Sunday Times. Hobson's review of Waiting for Godot appears in Kenneth Tynan: 

Theatre Writings, pp.70-71. 
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DH: I admired it. I admired what she brought to it. However, I had difficulty with it, 

because I wondered if it was a play that could stand up to that [her radical treatment of it]. I 

wondered if it lost something of the play's soul. There was some annoying stuff. For all the 

tropes that are repeated in conventional, realistic playwriting, there are also tropes used in 

so-called postmodern productions, and you see them again, and again, and again. The 

discordant use of a Lulu song or whatever. I've seen and heard that sort of thing so many 

times. 

 I don't want to seem as if I'm not aware of what the play's able to do. There have 

been many productions, many of which I haven't seen, which stretch it. But, in this instance, 

there was something about it being staged by the National Theatre of Scotland, and inviting 

a director from another country to do it. I couldn't work out if it was the right thing to do for 

this play. It's treating the play as a classic, if you like, to then be fucked about with. I'm not 

sure if [that kind of flexibility is] inherent in the nature of what was written. It's okay to do 

that to a Chekhov or an Ibsen or whatever. There's something about that play, I just wonder 

if it needed a longer time period to establish itself in people's minds. Remember, this was 

only the third production of it in Scotland. It also had a high profile, so a lot of people saw it 

for the first time. It sounds like I'm trying to defend myself on this, but I'm just trying to be 

very careful about whether the play was yielding enough to allow for that production. I 

can't answer that. I'm not sure. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
138 Pauwels is a Flemish theatremaker and director who is most closely associated with the Ghent-

based theatre group Victoria. In 2011 she created a postmodern staging of Knives in Hens for the 

National Theatre of Scotland, which divided the critics. My own analysis of the production is 

expressed most substantially in the essay 'Lies Pauwels' Knives in Hens: a very European experiment', 

which was published in the webjournal Prospero European Review (edition 2: 2011): www.t-n-

b.fr/en/prospero/european-review/fiche.php?id=57&lang=1&edition=9. 
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MB: I couldn't agree with you more. Joyce McMillan wrote favourably in her review that the 

production "exploded [the play] to the four corners of the stage".139 I disagree with her. I 

don't think Knives in Hens is a play that can sustain being exploded to the four corners of the 

stage. You have to have some respect for its structure and its language, otherwise it's just a 

self-indulgent, postmodern project. Ultimately, that's what I think Pauwels's production 

was; although I have some respect for her staging in some regards. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
139 Joyce McMillan, The Scotsman (Edinburgh: 7/6/2011):  www.scotsman.com/lifestyle/theatre-reviews-

knives-in-hens-romeo-and-juliet-daphnis-and-chloe-1-1680369 (accessed 15/5/2016).  
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Anthony Neilson: an introduction 

 

Born in Edinburgh in 1969, Anthony Neilson has described himself as a "rehearsal room 

baby". His parents, Sandy Neilson and Beth Robens, were both actors, and Neilson 

remembers being taken on tour, as a child, with avowedly socialist theatre companies 7:84 

Scotland and Wildcat. He came to some prominence in 1993 with his third play, Penetrator,140 

a dark, domestic comedy which involves the violence of war, psychological and physical 

abuse, repressed homosexuality and homophobia. Further plays, such as The Censor141 and 

Stitching,142 confirmed Neilson's place among the generation of British playwrights, 

categorised by critic Aleks Sierz143 as writers of "In-Yer-Face Theatre", whose work broached 

taboo and other challenging subjects.144 

 Neilson's most critically successful play is The Wonderful World of Dissocia,145 a bleakly 

comic fantasia which, it transpires, is set mostly within the mind of a young woman 

suffering from a dissociative disorder. Other works include Realism (2006), Sixty Six (2011) 

and a stage adaptation of the Shirley Jackson novel The Haunting of Hill House (2015). 

 

 

                                                           
140 Which premiered at the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh before transferring to the Finborough 

Theatre, London and, in January 1994, the Royal Court, London. 
141 Premiered Finborough Theatre, London, 1997. 
142 Premiered Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh, 2002. 
143 Author of In-Yer-Face Theatre: British Drama Today (London: Faber and Faber, 2001). 
144 The definition was applied to various playwrights, primarily Sarah Kane, Mark Ravenhill and 

Neilson. My critique of Sierz's argument, 'Not so "In-Yer-Face": Neilson and the Renaissance in 

Scottish Theatre', is due for publication in Trish Reid's book The Theatre of Anthony Neilson (London: 

Bloomsbury, 2017).  
145 Directed by Neilson himself, the play premiered at the Royal Lyceum Theatre during the 

Edinburgh International Festival (EIF) in 2004. Originally produced by the EIF, Glasgow’s Tron 

Theatre and the Drum Theatre, Plymouth, the production was revived, for a tour of Scotland and 

England, by the National Theatre of Scotland in 2007.  



197 
 

 

Fig 14: Anthony Neilson. 

Photo: Soho Theatre. 

 

 

 

Fig 15: Alice's Adventures in Wonderland (2016), adapted by Anthony Neilson.  

Photo: Drew Farrell.  
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Anthony Neilson: the interview 

 

The following interview was conducted at the Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh on November 9, 

2016146 

 

MARK BROWN: My thesis is that Scottish theatre has undergone a "sort of Renaissance" 

since Giles Havergal arrived as artistic director of the Citizens Theatre in 1969. I think he 

introduced European Modernist aesthetics which were disseminated by Communicado 

theatre company, in particular, in the 1980s and taken up by your generation of playwrights 

in the 1990s; I'm thinking, particularly, of David Greig, David Harrower, Zinnie Harris and 

yourself. Does that description of contemporary Scottish theatre make sense to you? 

 

ANTHONY NEILSON: It probably does, but I'm just such a different animal from somebody 

like David Greig. I participate in theatre, I do it for a living, but I'm really no student of it. 

Also, I've lived in London since 1992. So, for me to claim any great knowledge of what's 

been going on in Scottish theatre would be a lie. All I can talk about is what I've directly 

been involved in, and that would be the kind of experiences I had when I was kid, in the 

Seventies and the early-Eighties.  

 I think there's a very simple and clear influence of the work that I saw by the likes of 

7:84 and Wildcat upon the work that I do now. That influence has cross-bred with the 

influence of people I work with who, back in the dark days, were working in what used to 

be called "performance art"; which did range from the sublime to the fucking ridiculous. I 

                                                           
146 The interview was conducted during the rehearsal period for the Lyceum's 2016 Christmas show 

Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, which was adapted and directed by Neilson. 
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used to collect the pamphlets [published by performance artists], some of them were so 

pretentious. But I was impressed by the techniques of these companies, who were all very 

much exposing themselves to European influences. They had great imaginative and visual 

resources. My father used to say, "a play is an audio experience, it's primarily something you 

listen to." I know what he meant by that to an extent, but I thought, "no, no, it's much more 

than that." So, [in performance art pieces], I was seeing these imaginative and visual 

resources being put to use, frequently onto awful, mushy concepts. Often the work would be 

wilfully obscure. There was this bizarre idea that work was not of great worth if it was 

assimilable in one viewing. My view was, "good luck if you can get more than one viewing, 

mate." 

  These influences came into contact with others. For instance, I love film. I'm actually 

much more knowledgeable about film than I am about theatre. The remit of companies like 

7:84 and Wildcat was to take quite serious plays out and around various communities in 

Scotland. In a way, that has a parallel with the way Hollywood film developed over the 

years. They were making films for a massive immigrant community. The reason that 

Hollywood films are the way they are now, to a certain extent, is the idea that you have to 

make something that appeals across the board, to people from all sorts of ethnicities and 

social strata and so on. There was an element of that in the touring shows of 7:84 and 

Wildcat. The shows were often about quite serious subjects, and often they had a naked 

political agenda, but they had to make sure that they had songs in them, that they were 

accessible, they were funny and they used the battery of performance skills. 

 Funnily enough, I remember seeing a Nigerian theatre company and thinking, "shit, 

that feels really like Scottish theatre." It had the same storytelling tradition in it. It involved 

direct address, often breaking the fourth wall, and all of that sort of thing. Even with the 
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shows I'm doing now, people go, "wow, that's a new thing". But it's really not a new thing. 

It's a matter of fusions. When you fuse certain contemporary sensibilities with old 

sensibilities it can look new.  

 I very much want to make things that work on an emotional level. I would use the 

word "visceral", but that sounds too violent. It's about using psychological methods. It's 

about structure and presentation. Sometimes that involves things that are counter-intuitive, 

often things that are going to make you look bad. The reason that I don't go and see an 

awful lot of theatre is because I've been exposed to a lot of it in my life, I grew up with 

people who were doing it. I want to make something valuable by exploring the genuine 

feeling I am experiencing now, in life, and to ask, "how do I translate that now?"; not, "how 

do I bounce that off something else?" It's a matter of trying to translate it directly. That 

provides the best chance of getting something interesting. Artists, in general, have to be 

careful of too much exposure to other art, it stops you from being creative. It's also about 

ego. Your ego gets in the way. You have to be very careful about how you stimulate it. 

 

MB: You mention the fact that you've been living in London for twenty-four years. It's 

almost inevitable, therefore, that you've been talked of as part of a British tradition in 

playwriting; primarily in relation to Aleks Sierz's concept of "In-Yer Face Theatre". 

 

AN: But I'm still always referred to as a "Scottish playwright". 

 

MB: This is what I was going to say to you. It seems to me that you have maintained your 

relationship with Scottish theatre. I'm not a Scottish nationalist by any stretch of the 

imagination, but, for historical reasons, it's undeniable that Scotland and England are 



201 
 

different societies. That's particularly clear when it comes to theatre history. Two more 

different theatre histories it would be difficult to imagine, in the European context. It's quite 

easy to follow the comparatively recent development of a new Scottish theatre tradition. I 

think your work gives itself to being seen as part of that tradition. Sometimes your work 

premieres in England, sometimes it premieres in Scotland, but you seem to me to fit with the 

group of writers I've mentioned who emerged in the 1990s. These writers are not 

naturalistic, they're not particularly interested in writing in a dialect of Scots, but are writing 

in a way that I would argue is more European, and gives itself to translation into European 

languages and to the aesthetics of European Modernism. 

 

AN: It was interesting doing Dissocia at the Lyceum as part of the Edinburgh International 

Festival. When we did that the Scottish play was always stuck in the last week of the 

Festival. It was the malformed cousin in the attic. And so it was with Dissocia. It was 

interesting, contextually. I'd never expected to do shows at the EIF. The Traverse was my 

natural home then. When Brian McMaster147 asked me to [stage Dissocia at the EIF] I was 

like, "really? Oh, okay." It was quite interesting when that was a big critical success. It was 

definitely a Scottish play, and there was a Scottish sensibility to it. To see it in what is, in a 

sense, a European context, a context that was "other", was quite interesting. It's full of low 

jokes and populism, and that's absolutely, utterly deliberate. I wrote an article which has 

been recycled all around, it was really just a puff piece for Dissocia, but I was making a 

serious point. It was a bit tongue-in-cheek, but I actually think it's helpful for you [as a 

writer] not to think of yourself as being in the tradition of Homer, but, rather, to think of 

yourself as being in the tradition of Bruce Forsyth. You are, first-and-foremost, an 

                                                           
147 Director of the Edinburgh International Festival, 1991-2006. 



202 
 

entertainer. There are so many things I've seen in the theatre, and I've thought, "this is a 

newspaper article. The natural home for this, that I'm watching now, is an opinion column." 

The first thing you have to ask [when you're writing a play] is, "is this a theatre show? Is it 

theatrical?" 

 Two years after we did Dissocia, we did Realism,148 which was a bit more European in 

its aesthetics. That was nice, and [due to the previous success of Dissocia] they didn't hide it 

away quite so much. 

 

MB: It helped to bring the "Scottish slot" in the EIF theatre programme out of the dark. 

 

AN: I'll take that, in the sense that Dissocia was liked by the critics up here, which was great, 

and very unexpected. So, yes, it did help to lift the curse a wee bit; which is a bit unfair on 

the people who did the [Scottish] shows before us, [the "Scottish slot"] is a difficult gig. 

 

MB: Your work is considered to be very intelligent and often challenging. How does that fit 

with your sense of being populist and entertaining?   

 

AN: I hate the idea of making people feel stupid. I feel, at some level, it's a failure of skill. I 

reacted quite badly to the performance art stuff I saw that was wilfully obscure. I was in the 

room with people who would say, "that's too clear". There's a difference between being 

clunky and being clear. Being clear is good. If I can communicate to you a very sophisticated 

idea in clear language that you can understand, I don't know why an artist wouldn't want to 

do that. I don't think that loads of people can do that, but choose not to. I think they can't do 

                                                           
148 At the 2006 Edinburgh International Festival. 
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it. I refuse to be intimidated [by obscure work]. Wonderful stuff can come from that sort of 

work. I'm not being fascistic about it, I'm not saying nobody should do it. However, for me, 

the prize has always been to communicate complex ideas with clarity. I think that's probably 

why Dissocia worked. It's incredibly simple in its structure. It can be criticised on that level. 

Yet, it took one quite small thing and communicated it to people.  

 The lesson one learns from that is that complexity reduces interpretation and 

simplicity widens it. Fairytales endure, Alice in Wonderland endures. The highest intellect can 

spend ages dissecting Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, and yet a five-year-old can listen to it 

and go on exactly the same journey. That is a terrific thing. If you can achieve that, I think 

it's amazing. That's what I often try to spend my time doing. 

 

MB: As you say, clarity of expression is not the same as over-simplification. A writer I 

admire greatly is Howard Barker. He talks a lot about moral ambiguity. That's something, I 

think, that's very much a part of the Modernist revolution of the early-twentieth century. 

There's a fragmentation of moral expectation. I find that in your work, particularly in plays 

such as The Censor and Stitching. As far as I can see, your desire to express yourself clearly 

does not take you away from the possibilities of moral ambiguity. In fact, it seems to me that 

you enjoy those possibilities. 

 

AN: Yeah. If you work across art forms, particularly TV and film, you hear a lot said about 

what audiences will accept, how likeable characters should be, and how ambiguous, or not, 

the morality should be. A lot of people say that audiences will not accept ambiguity. But 

then you look at some of the most popular TV programmes, things like Big Brother, in its 

heyday, or Gogglebox, it's amazing. I'm not saying I sit and watch them in some postmodern, 
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ironic way, I don't really; but, although they're presented in a trashy way, there's still a sense 

that, if something is truthful to life, people will understand it. What I don't want to do is 

participate in the whitewashing of life. It sort of disgusts me, the number of people who do. 

Maybe "disgust" is too strong a word. I've watched quite a lot of stuff that whitewashes 

things. I do get it. There's something very valuable in creating stuff for people who are living 

hard fucking lives and need to escape. There's nothing wrong with that.  

 However, for me, making art isn't about rubbing people's faces in the difficulties of 

their lives, it's just about being rigorous with yourself. It's about asking what is truthful 

about life and what are we airbrushing out. This arises if you do anything that has sex in it. 

You're absolutely right about the idea of "In-Yer-Face Theatre" being a signpost that's 

pointing in the wrong direction.149 When I did my previous Christmas show, Get Santa!,150 

the first paragraph of the reviews would be about how the guy whose previous plays 

included anal rape and coprophilia was doing a kids' show. Then they'd go on to say, "but 

it's great". Nonetheless, no parent wants to read "anal rape" and "coprophilia" in the first 

paragraph of a review of a show they're thinking of taking their kids to; much apart from the 

horribly reductive idea that any of my plays are simply about those subjects anyway. 

 As to moral ambiguity. I'm fucking morally ambiguous, so I'm going to write about 

it. And if I didn't write about moral ambiguity, I'd be trying to present a false idea of myself. 

                                                           
149 In a conversation that took place before the formal interview, Neilson and I discussed academic 

and critic Aleks Sierz's concept of "In-Yer-Face Theatre", with which Neilson's work is often 

associated. I suggested that such conceptual terms function as cultural signposts, but argued that "In-

Yer-Face Theatre" is a signpost that points in the wrong direction; i.e. that it implies a desire on the 

part of supposed "In-Yer-Face" playwrights to alienate the audience, or, at the very least, to make 

them feel uncomfortable and/or offended morally, whereas, contrary to Sierz's implication, much of 

the work in question, including Neilson's, actually seeks to engage the audience in moral terms, albeit 

in ways that do not conform to the moral conventions (and hypocrisies) that predominate in our 

culture.   
150 Presented at the Royal Court Theatre, London in 2010 and aimed at children aged between seven 

and eleven years old. 
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I've seen some writers use their writing, not only to lie to their audience, but to lie to 

themselves, and to present themselves as a writer with a social conscience; you know, 

"racism is bad", that sort of thing. And you just think, "your work is a promotion of you as a 

person, it's a sort of dating app, on some level." It's like they're on a first date and are 

airbrushing everything they don't like out of their personality. I find that deplorable. I don't 

get why you wouldn't write about moral ambiguity. 

 

MB: The flipside to that is something that's become very strong in London, and throughout 

British theatre (it's found its way up to Scotland on occasion), namely, verbatim drama.151 I 

have a massive problem with it. Someone described it brilliantly as, "the failure of 

journalism". It seems to me to be a self-limiting genre in the extreme, it runs counter to the 

possibilities of theatre. It's an expression of naturalism as well, I think. 

 

AN: It's completely bankrupt. It's a cynical exercise. I just did a show called Unreachable.152 A 

couple of reviews came out that were howlingly bad. Basically, they were saying, "at a point 

in time when we have Brexit, why would the Royal Court put on this trivial play?" This 

despite the fact that the play was about some really quite fundamental things in life. In fact, 

                                                           
151 Plays based upon edited transcripts of speeches delivered in public contexts. Perhaps the best 

known verbatim drama is The Colour of Justice (1999), in which transcripts of the public inquiry into 

the murder of black teenager Stephen Lawrence in south London were edited (for the Tricycle 

Theatre, London) by journalist Richard Norton-Taylor and directed by Nicolas Kent. For another 

prominent piece, entitled Called to Account (2007), the same two-man team of Norton-Taylor and Kent 

arranged an unofficial tribunal in which well-known lawyers and senior political figures, including 

former Labour cabinet minister Clare Short and former US Republican defence adviser Richard Perle, 

discussed the contention that Tony Blair was guilty of war crimes in Iraq. Edited transcripts of this 

unofficial hearing were then presented on stage with actors playing the roles of the lawyers and 

politicians involved. 
152 Staged at the Royal Court, London in 2016. 



206 
 

you could find Brexit in it if you wanted to. I can see this happening to Rufus Norris153 at the 

National, too. People get at you to write to these current issues. I think theatre critics are 

often frustrated journalists. They love plays about topical issues, because they get to 

comment. They look with envious eyes at the size of opinion columns. They want a piece of 

that action.  

 

MB: It's also about ideology, in terms of theatre criticism in London, I think. There is a 

hostility towards theatre that doesn't dovetail with their liberal humanist agenda. That's 

why they don't like Barker's theatre, for instance. Michael Billington154 is probably the worst 

offender. 

 

AN: I agree. 

 

MB: Everything has to fit his political world view or it doesn't serve any function. The only 

non-naturalistic modern writer he seems to like is Pinter, and, even then, he can claim him 

for some kind of political agenda. 

 

AN: Plus, [liberal humanist, naturalistic theatre] is easy to write about. That whole [London 

critical] set-up is a millstone around the neck of the evolution of theatre. The sooner guys 

like Billington are gone the better. My faith in theatre criticism has been somewhat restored 

by some of the younger bloggers. I think there are some really genuinely good writers. 

They've written some quite moving responses to work. It's good to be reminded that I 

                                                           
153 Norris became artistic director of the National Theatre of Great Britain in London in March 2015. 
154 Longstanding chief theatre critic of The Guardian. 
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actually don't mind criticism, I'm happy to engage with it if a) it's not just assuming that I'm 

an idiot to begin with, and b) it comes out of a joy in theatre. The best bloggers are writing 

from an honest place. To be fair, they're not having to hit deadlines and they're not being 

squeezed for space the way newspaper critics are, but there is some really great writing 

going on. I've tried as much as possible to literally bring those people into the room, so they 

can see what we're doing, and so they can understand what it is we're trying to do.     

 The simple fact of the matter is, in terms of the critics, the last show of mine that 

lasted beyond its original run was Dissocia.155 That is because, if I put a show on in London, it 

will always get a bad review from Billington, and I'll get nasty reviews from the majority of 

the traditional broadsheet newspapers. Still, unfortunately, because of the demographic of 

the audience, you ain't going to transfer unless you get those critics onside. If all you've got 

is three stars in the Telegraph and fucking two stars in The Times, you're not going to transfer. 

 What I most notice in London is a culture of relentless competence. The most 

vaunted, most rewarded people are the most flatly competent. They have a mass appeal, 

they're not going to really offend anybody. Nobody's going to leave the theatre saying, "that 

was absolute shit." Even though it's an old play they've seen they don't know how many 

times, they've seen Nicole Kidman on stage and they walk away with their metaphorical gift 

bag. It's deeply fucking uninspiring. That dominates theatre in London, really. It's not like I 

dread seeing something awful, it's just that I rarely see anything that really inspires me. 

 

MB: It's interesting to me that your theatrical background, as a child, lies in the work of 

companies like 7:84 and Wildcat. It seems to me that 7:84 were a bit like Brecht, in that they 

                                                           
155 Having premiered in Edinburgh in 2004, the play the toured England and had its first London run 

in 2007. It has since had success internationally. 
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succeeded, under John McGrath, not because of their political mission, but almost in spite of 

it. They succeeded because of their aesthetic innovations. Of course you can't separate the 

aesthetics from the politics, but it's not the politics that make it. I think the same is true of 

Brecht, he's not important because he's communist, he's important because he's an aesthetic 

innovator. It seems to me that [after McGrath's death] 7:84 eventually ran themselves into 

the ground. By the end, their shows were more like political meetings than pieces of theatre. 

Am I right in thinking that, whatever you took from those childhood experiences, you took 

something aesthetic? The direction you went in is more Modernist, European, multi-layered 

than the work of companies like 7:84, there's no polemic in your work. It has political 

implications, of course, but no polemic. 

 

AN: You could argue that there's an emotional polemic going on in my work. But, yeah, I 

take your point. My childhood experience of theatre was kind of holistic. What I remember 

mostly is travelling in the [company tour] buses and going to different community theatres. 

I would see the same play being responded to by various different audiences. That was 

interesting. It's funny how many people [in the theatre business], including people I know, 

get really nervous about their press nights and opening nights. I kind of love them. I love to 

sit there and hear how members of the audience are responding to it. 

 When your parents work in the theatre, you have a strange relationship with the 

business. For example, you might see your mother in a state of intense, emotional grief on-

stage, and see people responding to that. However, you will also have seen your mother at 

home in a state of intense, emotional grief. A weird sort of fusion happens. We can talk 

about [cultural] movements and all that sort of thing, but, for me, whenever I think of the 

roots of [contemporary theatre works], even the things I'm doing in the theatre now, whilst 
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there are influences, it always come down to something very personal and psychological. So, 

in terms of my own background, I think there's a sense of me wanting to make that 

experience [of excitement in the theatre] happen for other people. You have a very direct, 

emotional connection with the work.  

 At its crudest level, in the Nineties, there was the kind of work that ran head-on at 

taboos. I don't want to be disingenuous and say that, at the opening of Penetrator, I didn't 

know that it was going to fuck with people, I find it quite embarrassing to read it now. But it 

was quite real. The shit at the beginning of it was the kind of stuff that was in top shelf 

mags. But people were so not used to hearing in the context of a theatre production. It's not 

like I didn't know that it was a boot in the face. It was [a boot in the face], and that was the 

kind of vibe we were going for. The punk movement can't be underestimated in all of this. 

That said, the piece had a sort of tenderising effect. The play was about the moment, in the 

end, when the two friends are sitting there eating chocolate. That's what the play's about. 

Everything is about getting you to that point. Yes, the play is kicking down the doors of 

certain taboos, But, usually, our taboos are rooted in something quite childish. Even our 

taboos about shit, piss, spunk and all those sorts of things were formed before we were able 

to tame them linguistically. So, we get quite flustered when we face them; which is why a lot 

of people get angry. Some people feel like they've been humiliated or challenged, and that 

they have to laugh at it or mock it. That's why people said things like, "that play was really 

shit", it was the easiest way to deal with it. That's why I say it had a tenderising effect. It put 

people through something. That sort of experience discombobulates the brain. You can't do 

that with things like racism. 

 

MB: Because you can't be ambiguous about racism. 
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AN: Because it was formed in the brain too late [in life]. The real effects are achieved when 

you can get to the stuff that prompts an emotional response, the stuff that hasn't been tamed. 

If you can crack the cerebral shell and get to that, then you start to feel that vibration, that 

connection with what's going on [on stage]. You feel your defences dropping. It can be 

overwhelming at the most intense levels. So, crude as it was, it was always about getting 

them to the point where they could receive the last image in the way that was intended, that 

it would link to their life in some way. It's not easy to genuinely move people. We're 

resistant to being moved deeply. We're resistant to the feeling of sadness, for example. We're 

very resistant to that, we'll go to almost any lengths to avoid it.  

 

MB: My next question almost runs counter to what you've just said. You've just spoken 

about the individual, personal wellspring of your work. However, are there particular 

writers, be they theatre writers or not, who you feel have been influential on you as you 

have developed as a writer, or with whom you feel some kind of affinity? 

 

AN: It's a tough one, that. I read a lot when I was a kid. I find it very difficult to read fiction 

nowadays. I've become a bit of an ignoramus where literary stuff is concerned. I tend to read 

factual stuff, weirdly. I can tell you things I liked [when I was younger], and I guess all of 

them will have influenced me to some extent. I can tell you more about films. I guess my 

influences are probably filmic, more than anything else. I think it's probably a good idea to 

take your influences from a different medium from the one you're working in. 

 

MB: Any particular filmmakers? 
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AN: There are so many: Stanley Kubrick, Alfred Hitchcock, Krzysztof Kieślowski, Roman 

Polanski, David Lynch... oh, and Steven Spielberg. 

 

MB: That's an interesting one. Why Spielberg? There's a naturalism to a lot of Spielberg's 

stuff. Plus, thinking of your own work with the composer Nick Powell,156 I confess, in my 

theatre criticism I use the word "Spielbergian" as a term of abuse, in terms of the use of 

music. I think Spielberg has a terrible capacity for saying, "feel this way now, and I'll use the 

music to tell you how I want you to feel." I think that infantilises the audience, and I don't 

feel that's the way you use music in the theatre at all. 

 

AN: We were talking before about the ending of Penetrator, with the two kids sitting eating 

chocolate. The song we played, although we didn't think we'd get away with it, was How 

Deep Is Your Love by the Bee Gees. I thought it was kind of a beautiful thing. Ennio 

Morricone was once asked, "what is bad film music?", and he said, "music you can't hear." 

So, he took the opposite view [to what you're saying]. For me, with Spielberg, it depends on 

what it is that he's doing. Music has an undeniable emotional effect. Nick [Powell] and I did 

something really interesting recently. He wrote a fifty-minute piece, and I wrote little bits of 

text. The text was not in any sense narrative, it was designed, on psychological grounds, to 

refocus you on the music, and to keep you listening to it. That was a really interesting 

experience. So, music has a really potent emotional effect. There's no reason you shouldn't 

put music with a potent emotional effect together with images and text. I kind of know what 

                                                           
156 Powell, who was, at the time of this interview, creating the music for Neilson's Alice's Adventures in 

Wonderland, is a longstanding collaborator of the playwright's. 
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you're talking about, but it's also a slightly dangerous area. It's like someone once said about 

Samuel Barber's Adagio for Strings, "it would make changing a light bulb poignant." It's got to 

be about juxtaposition. I hated The Color Purple,157 that was completely inappropriate [in its 

use of music]. But I think the music in Jaws158 is brilliant. I think the use of music in Raiders of 

the Lost Ark159 is great. It's romantic and its transporting.  

 

MB: I know what you're saying, but I think [in his use of music] Spielberg is given to a 

sentimentality that cheapens what he's doing. 

 

AN: Sentimentality is an interesting subject.  We often associate sentimentality with 

melodrama. We can't have it both ways. We can't say that we want aesthetics to be truthful 

about life, and suggest that we are warriors for the gritty. We [human beings] are also 

capable of tremendous banality and sentimentality. You don't have dominion over what it is 

you're exposed to. If something happened to you at a formative emotional moment, with a 

girlfriend or boyfriend or something like that, and Mandy160 was playing on the jukebox, 

then that song would be emotive for you. It's what's called "the potency of cheap music". So, 

although I'm pretty unsentimental about a lot of things, there are some things I'm really 

sentimental about. It would be as much of a whitewash, and it would be just as dishonest of 

me, to reject that as it would be to reject the grittier things because it didn't fit with some 

kind of image I wanted to project. It's such a tremendous pull for us to try to create an image 

of ourselves and the world that we want to live in. We're still trying to block out all this 

                                                           
157 Spielberg's 1985 film based upon Alice Walker's novel.  
158 Spielberg, 1975. 
159 Spielberg, 1981. 
160 Barry Manilow, 1974. 
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uncomfortable other stuff. So, I worry a little bit about the argument about sentimentality. 

Of course, sometimes something in a film, for example, is too sentimental, but that's usually 

not the fault of the music, there's usually something else missing. It's like in Dr Who, there 

will be an incomprehensible moment when they're running down what is, essentially, the 

same corridor [they ran down shortly before], and there will be this running music. I hate 

that sort of thing. I don't know what it's doing. However, if you put together a moving piece 

of music with something that is genuinely emotive, you potentially have a great moment. 

You have Dirk Bogarde sitting on the beach in Death in Venice.161 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
161 Luchino Visconti, 1971. 
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Stewart Laing: an introduction 

 

Stewart Laing is arguably the foremost auteur theatremaker working in Scottish theatre 

today. Raised in the Glasgow satellite town of East Kilbride, he is best known in Scotland as 

artistic director of Untitled Projects (UP), the theatre company he established in 1998. His 

work for Untitled includes such critically acclaimed shows as Slope162 (text written by Pamela 

Carter,163 presented in two distinct productions in 2006 and 2014), The Salon Project (2011)164 

and Paul Bright's Confessions of a Justified Sinner165 (text by Carter, 2013). Prior to Untitled, 

Laing established the theatre company TV Productions with Lorna Ferguson in 1993, 

producing The Homosexual (1993), Brainy (1995) and Happy Days (1996). 

                                                           
162

 A play, written by Pamela Carter, about the love triangle between the poets Arthur Rimbaud and 

Paul Verlaine and the latter's wife Mathilde. It was written for Laing's company, Untitled Projects, as 

a commissioned response to a design concept created by Laing (which involved the audience 

climbing a sixty-metre slope to have a bird's eye view of the play through an aperture where the roof 

should have been). The play premiered, with this design and directed by Laing, at the Tramway arts 

venue in Glasgow in 2006. It was revived by Untitled Projects - and, again, directed and designed by 

Laing - as a more conventional studio play at the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow and the Traverse Theatre, 

Edinburgh in 2014. Every performance was filmed using a number of cameras and live edited for 

simultaneous broadcast online. 
163 Pamela Carter is an internationally renowned dramatist who has worked with companies in 

Germany and Sweden, as well as in the UK. She has worked extensively in Scottish theatre. She was 

research associate with Suspect Culture from 1998 to 2002. Her work for Stewart Laing's company 

Untitled Projects includes Slope (2006) and Paul Bright's Confessions of a Justified Sinner (2013). She also 

works regularly with Vanishing Point theatre company; her shows with them include Interiors (2009), 

Saturday Night (2011) and Tomorrow (2014). 
164 A unique work of devised theatre in which the audience was dressed in nineteenth-century 

evening wear procured for them by Untitled Projects from Scotland's performing arts companies. 

Then installed in a purpose-built "salon" (a twenty-first re-envisioning of the intellectual salons of 

nineteenth-century Paris), patrons were supplied with sparkling wine, short lectures by eminent 

speakers (after which they were encouraged to discuss the topic with those around them), music and 

a modern day version of tableaux vivant (see Chapter 2 of this thesis). Originally presented at the 

Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh in 2011, it was revived, at the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow and the 

Barbican arts centre, London, in 2013. 
165 A play by Carter that operates within a design and multimedia concept developed by Laing, and 

that tells the story of a fictional attempted Scottish theatre adaptation in the 1980s of James Hogg's 

famous novel The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner. It premiered at Tramway, 

Glasgow in 2013 and was revived in 2015 at the Queen's Hall, Edinburgh as part of the Edinburgh 

International Festival.  
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 Laing trained as a stage designer, first under Philip Prowse, the co-artistic director 

and chief designer at the Citizens Theatre in Glasgow (from 1976 to 1979), and then at 

Central School of Art and Design in London. In the late 1980s he was Head of Design at the 

Citizens. He has worked extensively as a freelance designer and director in theatre and  

opera throughout the UK, Europe and the United States. He has often both designed and 

directed productions, as Prowse had done at the Citizens. In 1997, he received a Tony 

Award for his design work on the Broadway/West End musical Titanic. The 2014 version of 

Slope won the Best Technical Presentation award at the 2014-15 Critics' Awards for Theatre 

in Scotland.  

 In December 2014, the government-financed arts funding body Creative Scotland 

refused UP's application for stable funding. The company's chair, Christine Hamilton, then 

announced that UP was "going dark[...]  [as] a direct consequence of not receiving the 

regular funding."166 Three months later, the new director of the Edinburgh International 

Festival, Fergus Linehan, announced that UP's production Paul Bright's Confessions of a 

Justified Sinner would be presented as part of his 2015 programme.167 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
166 Phil Miller, 'Acclaimed theatre company exits stage after funding snub', The Herald (19/12/2014): 

www.heraldscotland.com/news/13194147.Acclaimed_theatre_company_exits_stage_after_funding_sn

ub/ (accessed 28/7/215). 
167

 Mark Fisher, ' New Director of Edinburgh International Festival Debuts with Strong Theater 

Lineup', Variety (18/3/2015): variety.com/2015/legit/news/edinburgh-festival-2015-fergus-linehan-

1201455344/ (accessed 28/7/215). 



216 
 

 

 

Fig 16: Stewart Laing. Photo: Untitled Projects archive. 

 

 

 

Fig 17: George Anton in Paul Bright's Confessions of a  

Justified Sinner, by Pamela Carter and Stewart Laing (2013).  

Photo: Untitled Projects archive.  
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Stewart Laing: the interview 

 

The following interview was conducted at the library of the University of Glasgow on June 19, 2015 

 

MARK BROWN: My thesis is that, insofar as Scottish theatre has had anything 

approximating a Renaissance, it has occurred in the last half-century. I think we are in an 

usual position, in that most of our theatre's best writers and directors are alive and working 

in Scotland today. I suggest 1969 as the starting point for this "sort of Renaissance" because 

that is when Giles Havergal arrives as artistic director at the Citizens Theatre. That, I think, 

is when Scottish theatre is introduced to a sense of Europeanness and Modernism, and I still 

see those two elements - which are very closely related, of course - as continuing to drive 

much of the best theatre in Scotland today. I'd be very interested to know your thoughts on 

this proposition. 

 

STEWART LAING: Yes, that makes a lot of sense to me. David [MacDonald]168 was certainly 

interested in European theatre. He worked with Piscator in Germany. He did an English-

language version of Piscator's stage adaptation of War and Peace. So, there's a definite 

Europeanism at the Citz coming from there, in terms of directing. I think Philip [Prowse]'s169 

interest was in Peter Brook. It's pure Peter Brook, what Philip was doing. 

 

                                                           
168 Robert David MacDonald, of the Citizens Theatre's directorial "triumvirate"; see Chapter 1 of this 

thesis. 
169 Also of the Citizens triumvirate; see Chapter 1 of this thesis. 
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MB: Brook himself, as far as I can see, is a European Modernist. Take his relationship with 

Grotowski, for example. 

 

SL: Yes, absolutely. I agree with that. And, in terms of Giles [Havergal]. I don't know what 

his interests were, but I think [the European Modernism emerged] not so much in their 

theatrical style as in their repertoire. That's what was revolutionary, I think. It wasn't just 

revolutionary in Scotland, it was really wild in terms of UK theatre, and rep theatre, in 

particular. British rep was pretty much focused on English drama. There was [at the Citz] 

this explosion of European texts, really ignored European texts. A play by Balzac,170 which 

probably hadn't been staged since it was first performed in Paris. A play by Lermontov,171 

plays by Dumas,172 all those Goldoni plays they did.173 For me, it was definitely the 

repertoire that was so extraordinary. 

 

MB: However, the Citz, at that time, also had an aesthetic, which, famously, you imbibed. 

 

SL: Yeah. Actually, that was definitely European. What Philip was doing [as designer and 

director] was probably looking at Visconti and Zeffirelli. I think they were probably his 

primary sources. I think he was bringing an operatic visual world to theatre. 

 In terms of dramaturgy, I think there was something very anti-English174 in the way 

they approached plays. They were really happy to cut the last act. David would write new 

                                                           
170 Vautrin (1977). 
171 Maskerade (1976). 
172 Camille (by MacDonald, based on Dumas's novel The Lady of the Camellias, 1974) and Antony (1990). 
173 Mirandolina (1976); Country Life (1979); The Good Humoured Ladies (1979); The Battlefield (1980); The 

Impresario from Smyrna (1983); and Friends and Lovers (1986).   
174 i.e. opposed to the conventions of English theatre, rather than politically Anglophobic. 
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material and put it in the play. There was a European and Modern bravery there. It wasn't 

an "English literature", Oxford-Cambridge approach to how you do a play. It was really, 

"how do we make this interesting on a stage?" If that means I have to steal a speech from a 

Bette Davis movie and stick it in the beginning of the second act, then that's what I'll do. It 

was that kind of attitude 

  

MB: Yes, there's that sense of a lack of reverence for the text. It's interesting that you mention 

filmmakers like Visconti and Zeffirelli, because I think this lack of reverence is very closely 

related to the idea of auteurism. It's not disrespecting the text to rework it. In fact, to give it a 

new life is actually to show it the ultimate respect. Whereas, the traditional English/British 

way of thinking is that you have to be reverent to the text. 

 

SL: It [the traditional "English/British" approach] is conservationism, rather than 

reinvention. The Citz was certainly about reinvention. 

 

MB: My sense of this Renaissance I identify in Scottish theatre since 1969 is that, it's not anti-

English or anti-London, it doesn't ignore London, but, for the most part, it's driven by artists 

who don't think London is the centre of the planet. They don't think that what's happening 

in London is any more important than what's happening in Paris, Lisbon or Brussels. 

 

SL: Completely. I think that's really true. This despite the fact that it was really like an 

English enclave at the Citz [under the triumvirate]. It's only really in retrospect that I can see 

that. It was a barricaded castle of directors and actors [who were based in London]. Even 

though Giles is Scottish and David was Scottish, it was a group of people who pretty much 
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lived in London and travelled up on the train to do their work in Glasgow, and went back 

down to London as soon as possible afterwards. I think the reason they were doing that was 

that they could make the work in Scotland that they couldn't make in London. Doing 

Schiller at the Citz felt normal. Yet, even now, in London, if someone's feeling brave they'll 

do a Schiller play.   

 

MB: The four other theatremakers I'm interviewing for this chapter are David Harrower, 

Zinnie Harris, David Greig and Anthony Neilson, who I think are Scottish theatre's four best 

writers in the European Modernist tradition. 

 

SL: Yes, I agree. Also, they're the ones whose work has travelled. They're not just performed 

in Scotland. They've become European repertoire, which is interesting. The direction of 

travel is going the other way, in terms of Europeanism. 

 

MB: I think your own work, as director, designer and deviser, has to be acknowledged 

alongside the work of these writers as playing a leading role in this on-going European 

Modernist Renaissance in Scottish theatre. 

 

SL: My first experience of theatre was the Citz. It was something I became obsessive about at 

a very young age, to the extent that I didn't know what other theatre was until much later. 

So, that [the work of the triumvirate] was my norm. The Citz was my baseline of what 

theatre was, and anything else travelled from that. I feel like that is absolutely ingrained in 

who I am as a theatremaker and as a Scottish theatremaker, in particular. I was really 

affected by seeing these productions that could communicate visually. I think that's 
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something that the Citz were particularly good at. They actually realised that theatre was 

visual communication, and that that is not just about having fantastic sets and costumes. It's 

actually about the way that you tell stories on stage. That is my DNA as a theatremaker. But 

I think the thing that propelled me on to make the work that I'm making now was Glasgow's 

year as European City of Culture in 1990. In particular, it was the North Americans coming 

to Tramway, Robert Lepage and The Wooster Group. That was the moment that turned my 

world upside-down. This thing that I had experienced, probably for 15 years, up to that 

point, I thought was amazing and exciting, but then Lepage and the Woosters came along. 

Here was another way of completely ripping things up. 

 So, the Citz is a big part of who I am, but so is 1990. In fact, it wasn't only the 1990 

events themselves, but also the run-up to them. People forget that it was in 1988 that Peter 

Brook came with The Mahabharata. That production was testing the water to see what we 

could achieve in Glasgow. My own development as a theatremaker is really a fusion of those 

two things [the Citz under the triumvirate and the events leading up to and during the City 

of Culture programme in 1990]. 

 European theatre is still a huge influence on me. For example, the work that's going 

on in Berlin. I think Thomas Ostermeier's work is amazing, and I really like the work at the 

Volksbühne in Berlin. Very little of the Volksbühne's work travels. We see a lot of 

Ostermeier at the Barbican in London, but, compared to Frank Castorf [of the Volksbühne], 

it's pretty well behaved. Then there's the Belgians as well. The stuff that Steve [Slater]175 

programmed at Tramway was hugely influential. The fact that Les Ballet C de la B [from 

Ghent] were coming to Glasgow for three or four years, I think, before they went to London 

was huge for me. I was impressed by these companies' process of making work. People were 

                                                           
175 Senior producer at Tramway, Glasgow from 1995 to 2009. 
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taking a year-and-a-half to develop a project; that was a real eye opener for me. Other 

Belgian companies, too. I think the work of tg STAN [from Antwerp] is amazing. 

 I think there might not have been an audience for that extreme work at Tramway if 

people in Glasgow had not been trained by the Citz. People had been seeing this kind of 

work since they were school kids. There was me, at the age of fourteen, coming on a coach 

from East Kilbride to see productions at the Citz. It was the same for Graham McLaren176 

and David McVicar,177 who's not working in Scotland anymore. There was a generation that 

was being trained, as an audience, to really be intellectually stimulated and visually 

ravished in a theatre. I think that sort of awareness of what that type of theatre could be, and 

a love of that type of theatre, really paved the way for Steve to programme the work he did 

at Tramway and for audiences not to go, "oh, this is really weird, we're not sure what to do 

with this." They were able to relate it back to a history of theatre that had been on their 

doorstep for fifteen years and more prior to that. 

 

MB: You worked with Philip Prowse as a designer. In effect, he trained you in stage design 

at one time, is that right? 

 

SL: He did. I started going to the Citz with my school, Hunter High School in East Kilbride, 

when I was fourteen. I hated school, and I left when I was 16. I had a great art teacher and a 

great English teacher, I really can't complain too much about it. I just couldn't be doing with 

                                                           
176 Founding director of award-winning company Theatre Babel (which is now defunct) and, since 

2010, associate director of the National Theatre of Scotland (NTS). In July 2015 it was announced that 

McLaren would, with Neil Murray (executive producer of the NTS), become joint artistic director of 

Ireland's national theatre, the Abbey Theatre, in 2017.  
177 Acclaimed opera and theatre director, famous for his work at the Royal Opera House, London. He 

was knighted for services  to opera in 2012.  
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the way school organised my life. So, I wrote to the Citz saying I wanted to work in the 

theatre and I wanted to be a designer. Giles, God love him, actually responded to my letter 

and said that I should come in and talk to Philip. Consequently, in 1976, at the age of sixteen, 

I was doing casual work at the Citz in the design room. I did that for three years, and then 

Philip suggested that, actually, I should go to art school and train to be a theatre designer. 

You couldn't do theatre design at Glasgow School of Art, and you still can't, so I went to 

Central School of Art in London. It was a fantastic experience. Being in London at the age of 

nineteen, in the late-seventies and early-eighties, was amazing. It was slap bang in the 

middle of the New Romanticism, it was really great. Kenny Miller178 and I were in the same 

year at Central. 

 After I'd been out of art school for a few years, I started to come back to Scotland and 

design at the Citz. Then I was head of design there for a year or two. I think maybe by that 

time [the mid to late-1980s] the Citz wasn't as exciting a place as it had once been. 

 

MB: These things are all relative, aren't they? I arrived in Glasgow as a nineteen-year-old, to 

go to Strathclyde University, towards the end of 1990, and I went to just about everything at 

the Citz. At that time the best work was happening in the studios. 

 

SL: I think that's the last time the Citz exploded [under the triumvirate]. Again, it was 

European and American radicalism. David did that Fassbinder play,179 which I still think is 

one of the best things he ever did. That was after I'd left. 

                                                           
178 Scottish theatre designer and director, who went on to work at the Citz under the triumvirate. His 

subsequent career comprises work for many Scottish theatre companies including the National 

Theatre of Scotland.  
179 Preparadise Sorry Now (1993). 
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MB: It's interesting that Philip moved from being a designer to being a director and 

conceiver of his own work, and you did the same thing. Indeed, Kenny Miller's done that, 

too. 

 

SL: This brings us back to the fact that the Citz was my first experience of theatre. I would 

look at a programme, and it would go, "directed and designed by... ". My first experience of 

theatre was that there's this guy who directs and designs, that's how theatre works. It was 

after the fact that I learned that, in general, it was different people who did those jobs. 

 

MB: You and I bumped into each other recently at the Swedish Performing Arts Bienniale in 

Malmö. You were recently taking in work in Amsterdam. It seems to me that, today, your 

practice is more informed by what's happening in continental Europe than by what's 

happening in London. 

 

SL: Completely. Absolutely 100 percent. There are people I admire in London, like Katie 

Mitchell, who I think is pretty extraordinary. I'd go and see anything she did. However, in 

general, there are very few directors working in London whose work I wouldn't miss. At the 

moment the director whose work I always want to see is Gavin Quinn, from Pan Pan 

Theatre in Dublin. I think he's doing really incredible work. But again, that's Europe. 

 

MB: I always think of Ireland as one of the powerhouses of European Modernism, albeit that 

it's steeped in such a great literary tradition. You look at the list of great Irish playwrights, 

it's incredible. I always tell students that Ireland's great literary tradition in the English-
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language is a good example of the unintended consequences of colonialism. British 

imperialism forbids the speaking of the Irish language, so the Irish seem to say, "in that case, 

we'll speak and write your language better than you do." 

 

SL: And Samuel Beckett going and writing everything in French. It's like, "fuck you! I don't 

even need your language."  

 

MB: We digress. Let's return to the subject of your own Europeanness today. 

 

SL: Yes, I spend a lot of time seeing work in Europe. But let's not forget the significance of 

the Edinburgh Festival. Being young in Scotland, the Festival was pretty amazing as well. 

For a month of the year there was all this stuff you could go and see. Richard Demarco was 

bringing over people like Beuys, Grotowski and Kantor.  

 

MB: From that you get curated festivals-within-the-festival on the Fringe, like Aurora 

Nova,180 which introduced us to the great Polish company Song of the Goat, among others. 

After that we get Summerhall, although we've lost Rupert Thomson181 now.  

 

SL: It's the Southbank's gain, I have to say, it really is. 

 

                                                           
180 A curated programme of international, largely European, visual theatre, dance and performance, 

led by German performer-turned-producer Wolfgang Hoffmann which played in St Stephen's Church 

during the Edinburgh Festival Fringe from 2001 until 2007.  Aurora Nova has continued to bring 

work to the Edinburgh Fringe since 2007 in its capacity as a production company. 
181 Founding artistic director of the acclaimed Summerhall arts venue in Edinburgh in 2011, Thomson 

was appointed senior programmer for dance and performance for the Southbank Centre in London in 

2015, a post he took up in May of that year.   
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MB: It was Rupert who brought Song of the Goat back to Edinburgh. After they'd played 

Aurora Nova a couple of times,182 they said they wouldn't come back to the Fringe because 

its hyper-commercialism ran so contrary to their way of working. But Rupert got them back 

twice as part of the Summerhall programme.183 

 

SL: Beyond the Traverse, the Summerhall does feel like the only curated programme on the 

Fringe. Everything else is like, "if you can get your £25,000 together, and you can give us the 

cheque before you come here, we don't care what your work's like." 

 

MB: It really is remarkable for a country of five million people to host the biggest arts 

festival on the planet. So many great European and international artists, from the likes of 

Kantor to Peter Stein and Calixto Bieito... 184 

 

SL: And Robert Wilson.185 The first time I saw his work, having read about him for ten years, 

 was in Edinburgh.  

 

MB: He's another one who's a European Modernist, as far as I'm concerned. You only have 

to look at the way he talks about how at ease he feels when he's working in Italy and so on. 

 

                                                           
182 Song of the Goat presented Chronicles - A Lamentation (2004) and Lacrimosa (2007) at Aurora Nova. 
183 The Goats played Songs of Lear as part of the Summerhall Fringe programme in 2012 and Return to 

the Voice (a co-production with Summerhall, presented in St Giles Cathedral) during the Fringe of 

2014. 
184 Spanish opera and theatremaker based in Barcelona, best known for his radical reinterpretations of 

classical and established works. 
185 Leading American avant-garde artist working, since the 1960s, in theatre, opera, performance, visual 

art and film. He is particularly noted for the highly distinctive visual aspect of his stage works. For 

more on Wilson see the Preface to this thesis. 
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SL: Yes, and actually, I think most of his work is made in Europe now. Pina Bausch186 too, 

the first time I saw her work was at the Edinburgh Festival. 

 

MB: The Festival can't help but have an impact on such a comparatively small nation. It's a 

cliché, but it really is like throwing a pebble into a pond. As you say, Scottish audiences had 

already started to be trained, over the years, by people like Havergal, Prowse and 

MacDonald at the Citz, not to be averse to more experimental, European work. That being 

the case, it seems to me inevitable that the Edinburgh Festival is going to have a real impact 

upon how audiences think about theatre and how practitioners in Scotland make theatre. Do 

you feel that the Festival has influenced your own practice almost by a process of osmosis or 

are there distinct moments, when you look back on your career, and think that this artist or 

this company from Europe or elsewhere influenced you? 

 

SL: Definitely. My first encounters with the Wooster Group and Robert Lepage, those were 

huge moments. In a smaller way with Peter Stein, too. It was great work, but, in terms of an 

attitude and a process, it didn't seem that different from what the Citz were doing, to be 

really honest. He was doing a classic play in a very original, very visually striking way. I 

could see that it was amazing, but it sort of felt familiar. 

 

MB: Is that not more praise of the high quality and ambition of the Citz, rather than 

underestimating Stein? 

 

                                                           
186 German dance theatre artist and choreographer whose work was among the most influential in the 

development of contemporary dance. 
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SL: Yes, absolutely.  

 

MB: What you're saying is that Havergal presided over a world class theatre. 

 

SL: Yes, and in the early days, before I worked there, they were playing European theatre 

festivals. I think it's a long time since the Citz has done that. 

 

MB: Let's wrap up our discussion with regard to your own work. Slope is a brilliant example, 

it has so many elements that I would relate to European Modernism. From the text, which is 

built around a design concept by yourself. You then completely reconfigure it as a studio 

play and live online broadcast. There are, in this, conceptual and design-driven elements, 

and also a large element of auteurism, I think. It feels like Pamela Carter is writing for you, 

you sense that she's writing for your aesthetic. 

 

SL: It's a very close relationship. What happens when Pamela and I work with each other is 

that we talk a lot, we do development work, then she goes away and writes it. In general, 

what she writes is pretty much what ends up on the stage. It's often a surprise to me. When 

she delivered Slope it was a big surprise. Likewise when she delivered the script for Paul 

Bright's Confessions of a Justified Sinner, it was a big surprise.  

 

MB: It seems to me that, in terms of theatre artists working in Scotland now, you are a 

particularly clear example of someone whose work is informed by European Modernism. 

 

SL: Yes, absolutely. I'm the first to fly the flag for that, completely. 
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Notes on the interviews 

 

 Of the four playwrights (David Greig, Zinnie Harris, David Harrower and Anthony 

Neilson) interviewed for this chapter, Greig is the one who identifies most readily and 

unambiguously with the case put forward in this thesis regarding a European Modernist 

Renaissance in Scottish theatre; the fifth interviewee, the auteur director and designer 

Stewart Laing, shares Greig's identification with both the idea of the development of a 

European Modernist tradition post-1969 and the location of his work within that tradition. 

Interestingly, there appears to be a very close alignment between Greig's chronological 

conception of the European Modernist strand in Scottish theatre and that which is proposed 

by this thesis. Namely that, from 1969 through the Seventies, Scottish theatre was belatedly 

and intensively introduced to European Modernist aesthetics by Havergal's Citizens 

Theatre. In the Eighties those aesthetics began to be disseminated more widely in Scottish 

theatre, primarily by the Communicado theatre company. In the Nineties, having been 

practised mainly by directors and designers hitherto, Modernist aesthetics were finally 

manifested in the work of a generation of playwrights (including Greig himsef, Harris, 

Harrower and Neilson). 

 Greig is in agreement with the effective starting point of this thesis, namely, that 

Giles Havergal, as the artistic director of the Citizens Theatre, was "the originator of a 

tradition." Indeed, the playwright talks, from his position as a practitioner working within 

the Scottish theatre community, of Havergal's great influence on the theatremakers who 

followed him. "It [Havergal's Citizens] became a tradition to which we can aspire", Greig 

explains. "I can't think of any artistic director in Scotland who wouldn't in some way want to 

emulate Giles [Havergal] or refer to him in relation to their own work. You hear that a lot." 
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Greig speaks interestingly with regard to the dissemination of European Modernist 

theatrical aesthetics, firstly by Communicado and then by the companies that followed 

them. The playwright shares the observation made in this thesis that the European 

Modernist strand in Scottish theatre was very distinct in its aesthetics from the overtly 

political, music hall tradition which was epitomised by the 7:84 Scotland and Wildcat theatre 

companies. As a founder member of Suspect Culture in 1993 (a group which one might 

identify as one of the major post-Communicado European Modernist companies in 

Scotland), he observes: "In some ways you wouldn't have got an aesthetic further away than 

ours was from the established aesthetics of 7:84 or Wildcat." The Suspect Culture aesthetic 

was, he continues, thoroughly European. The company was committed, he says, to, "the 

outward push into Europe[...] Nearly everything we did had a European dimension." 

Furthermore, Greig shares the position of this thesis187 regarding the successive Scottish 

companies that might be said to have joined Communicado and Suspect Culture in the 

category of makers of European Modernist theatre. He identifies Vanishing Point and 

Untitled Projects as two such companies, and makes the important observation that 

playwright Pamela Carter (who is a very significant figure in Scotland's European Modernist 

Renaissance) has written plays for both Suspect Culture and Untitled Projects. 

 It is, perhaps, in identifying the shift in language (and, by logical extension, aesthetic 

style) between the 1990s generation of Scottish playwrights (to which he belongs) and their 

immediate forerunners that Greig's commentary is most illuminating. He describes writers 

such as John Byrne, Liz Lochhead, Iain Heggie and Chris Hannan188 as writing in "idiolects", 

                                                           
187 See Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
188 Although, as I discuss with Harrower in the interview earlier in this chapter, Hannan seems to 

engage with aspects of European Modernist aesthetics in a way that might be considered to have 

created a bridge between his generation of Scottish playwrights and those who emerged in the 1990s. 
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forms of language which were and are unique to them, whilst also being identifiably 

Scottish. By contrast, he suggests, that the Nineties generation of Scottish playwrights wrote 

(and continue to write) in forms of language which approximate much more to standard 

English: "when you get to the 1990s, with David Harrower, Stephen Greenhorn, Zinnie 

Harris, Anthony Neilson and me, weirdly enough, the thing you would most notice about 

all of those voices is how they are basically written in English. They're not written in idiolect, 

but nor are they naturalistic by instinct." There are two extremely significant points 

embedded in this observation. 

 Firstly, the identification of the generation of Modernist playwrights of the Nineties 

as writing in English, rather than personal/Scottish idiolects, is crucial to understanding the  

distinctiveness of the Nineties playwrights. As they abandoned the specificities of Scottish 

vernaculars, these writers also shifted away from the specificities of Scottish history and 

culture. Greig's Europe, Harrower's Knives In Hens and Neilson's Stitching, to take three 

examples, evoke, in Greig's case, a non-specific stopping point in post-Cold War Europe that 

is more psychological, political and cultural than it is geographical; in the case of Harrower, 

a pre-industrial society in which our points of identification are linguistic, psychological and 

erotic, rather than national; and, in Neilson's play, an intimate psycho-sexual dynamic that 

belongs in the realms of the human mind and body, not in any specific geographical or 

cultural location. Fascinatingly, Harris's magnum opus, Further Than The Furthest Thing (2000), 

involves a radical reimagining of an historical moment in a geographical place,189 and an 

invented dialect, none of which are Scottish. These plays, like much of the other output of 

                                                           
189 The south Atlantic island of Tristan da Cunha (a British protectorate) in the years after the Second 

World War. 
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these writers, proved to be eminently translatable, in both linguistic and dramatic terms, for 

theatre cultures around Europe and beyond. 

 Greig's observation that the theatre of the Nineties generation was, "not naturalistic 

by instinct" is , arguably, as important as his thoughts on the language used by these writers. 

In their aversion to naturalistic settings and dialogue, these playwrights claimed for 

themselves what Howard Barker has called, "extreme imaginative licence".190 In so doing, 

they created work which connected powerfully with international as well as Scottish or 

British audiences. These playwrights turned away from the common idea of theatre 

expressing "the universal through the specific", and towards the notion that that live drama 

can and should evoke the specific through the universal; that is to say, precisely through the 

lack of specificity and the quasi-abstraction of its language and setting, and the non-

naturalism of its expression, the work, by being, in a sense, about nowhere, managed to be 

about everywhere and, more importantly, everyone. Or, to put it another way, it achieved 

what I call the "golden paradox" of great theatre; namely, to individuate the theatregoer as 

they sit in the audience, to affect them so profoundly, and so personally, that they feel 

certain they are experiencing the play differently from the audience members sitting either 

side of them. 

 The success of the works of writers like Greig, Harris, Harrower and Neilson in 

translation is not merely the corollary of the form of English in which they write, it is also a 

reflection of the non-naturalistic and universalising style of their plays. For example, the 

Ljubljana City Theatre 's production of Further Than The Furthest Thing191 reflected in its 

                                                           
190 Barker in Brown, p.197. 
191 Borštnik Theatre Festival, Maribor, Slovenia, 2012. 
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Slovene-language translation the unique dialect of English which Harris had created. As I 

wrote in the Slovenian journal Maska: 

 

 I was hugely impressed to find that translator Alenka Klabus Vesel had achieved a 

 form of the Slovene language that was as strange as the English vernacular of the 

 play and also (given the considerable differences between Slovene and English) 

 succeeded in creating a translation that the actors could render with an 

 understanding and, crucially, a rhythm that conveyed itself even to a non-Slovene 

 speaker such as myself.192 

 

 In contrast to Greig, who associates readily with the key arguments and concepts of 

this thesis, Zinnie Harris speaks about herself as an instinctive writer who creates plays 

without conscious reference to where they sit in relation to cultural movements. "[I]n terms 

of European Modernism", she comments, "I don't necessarily think in those academic, 

conceptual terms." She continues, however, by reference to our discussion of plays by 

Pirandello, Beckett and Brecht, "I do think[...], in the ways of telling a story, the kind of plays 

we're talking about are interesting, dramatic and theatrical." Interestingly, in terms of her 

work for the stage (Harris has also written drama for television), the writer describes the 

absence of naturalism in her plays, not as a conscious choice, but as a position arrived at 

almost by accident. The Modernist disregard for naturalistic, historical and temporal 

consistency in plays such as Further Than the Furthest Thing and How to Hold Your Breath is, 

she explains, the consequence of a discovery made during the writing process itself. 

"Somehow I can never stay in a naturalistic vein", she says. "I always want to lift it into 

magical realism, or something else goes on. I don't know that it's conscious at all." 

                                                           
192 Mark Brown, 'On Slovenian Theatre: a Letter from a Friend', Maska volume XXVIII, double issue 

155-156 (Ljubljana: Summer 2013), p.131. 
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 Harris insists that she has arrived at her theatrical aesthetics almost intuitively, and 

without recourse to concepts such as European Modernism. This is fascinating when 

considered alongside her stated admiration for the work of Howard Barker, a writer whose 

theatre I consider a touchstone for the moral ambiguity, non-naturalism and non/anti-

historicism of Modernism within contemporary English-language theatre.193 "Howard 

Barker[...] is definitely one of my top influences", says Harris. "I remember seeing a 

production of his play The Castle and thinking, 'yes, this is what I'm about.'" It is worth 

mentioning here that, as we have seen in the Preface to this thesis, Barker himself is resolute 

in denying a conceptual underpinning to his aesthetics. Both Barker and Harris may assert a 

lack of conceptual awareness of Modernism and of how it might be reflected in their work, 

yet it is not difficult, reflecting upon their theatre, to make the case that both are writers with 

one foot planted firmly in classical tragedy194 and the other, equally solidly, in Modernism.   

 Harris's strong identification with Barker's theatre, when she saw a production of The 

Castle, is interesting, not only in relation to both writers' aversion to naturalism on the stage, 

but also in terms of their attitudes to history. If Harris's drama Further Than the Furthest 

Thing is a radical fictionalisation of both a time and a place, her later play The Wheel (which 

takes us from the Napoleonic Wars, through the Vietnam War and into the future) claims for 

itself such imaginative freedom, where history, time and place are concerned, that the piece 

might be considered to be positively Barkerian. Whilst, somewhat like Barker, maintaining a 

distance from the concept of European Modernism, Harris is nevertheless willing to accept 

that, if European Modernist theatre is constituted as this thesis suggests it is, she is certainly 

a Modernist writer. "The Wheel is totally unconcerned with naturalism and historical 

                                                           
193 See the Introduction to this thesis. 
194 Harris, Barker and classical tragedy is the subject for a separate doctoral thesis in itself. For our 

purposes in this thesis, Harris's discussion of tragedy in the interview above will suffice. 
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consistency, as you say", she acknowledges. "If those are facets of European Modernism, 

then I'm absolutely in there. I don't think of my writing in those conceptual terms, however. 

I'm just being me as a writer." 

 Barker has long championed the role of ambiguity and metaphor in theatre, writing 

in his 'Fortynine Asides for a Tragic Theatre': "It is not to insult an audience to offer it 

ambiguity".195 One could argue that maintaining the position of ambiguity (be it moral, 

erotic, intellectual, political or whatever) is a cornerstone of Modernist theatre. Certainly, 

Harold Pinter did so in his Nobel Prize for Literature acceptance speech in 2005: 

 

 In 1958 I wrote the following: "There are no hard distinctions between what is real 

 and what is unreal, nor between what is true and what is false. A thing is not 

 necessarily either true or false; it can be both true and false." I believe that these  

 assertions still make sense and do still apply to the  exploration of reality through 

 art. So as a writer I stand by them but as a citizen I cannot. As a citizen I must ask: 

 What is true? What is false? Truth in drama is forever elusive. You never quite find 

 it but the search for it  is compulsive.196  

 

The idea of the elusiveness of truth, of the compulsive, never-ending search for it will be 

familiar to anyone who has ever considered the uncertainties, ambiguities and metaphorical 

possibilities embedded in the works of such leading Modernist dramatists as Gertrude Stein, 

Luigi Pirandello, Eugène Ionesco and Samuel Beckett. In the interview above, Harris clearly 

identifies herself with the attitudes towards truth in theatre that are expressed by Barker and 

Pinter. Indeed, in counterposing her drama with naturalistic plays, Harris acknowledges the 

influences of other Modernist playwrights, such as Sarah Kane and Bertolt Brecht:   

 

                                                           
195 First published in The Guardian (10/2/1986), and re-published in Barker's collection of theatre theory 

Arguments for a Theatre (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), p.19. 
196 Nobel Prize website: nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/2005/pinter-lecture-e.html 

(accessed 20/12/2016). 
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 There are the kind of plays that are going to so completely reflect our lives back at us 

 that they're really only going to discuss the specifics of daily life. Then there are the 

 plays that alight on something in human experience that feels thorny and then seek 

 to theatricalise that. The process of doing that often takes it to a metaphorical level. 

 That, I think, is what Barker does, and Sarah Kane does. It's what Brecht does. That is 

 the challenge I give myself when I sit down to write a play for theatre. 

 

 It is worth noting, finally, that, while identifying her theatre work with some of the 

key aspects of Modernist drama, and while recognising the influence of numerous 

Modernist playwrights, Harris also places herself in the group of Scottish playwrights of the 

1990s which this thesis identifies as the golden generation of writers in Scotland's Modernist 

theatrical Renaissance. "I started to write in the mid-Nineties", she recalls, "and I was 

arriving at the end of a process. I saw Knives in Hens [by David Harrower] before I even 

picked up a pen, and I was aware of what David Greig was doing. I was sort of following on 

from them." Interestingly, Harris also believes that the kind of metaphorical, Modernist 

plays that are written by her and her Scottish contemporaries are better received, and their 

metaphorical intent better understood, in the Scottish theatrical context, as opposed to 

London. Speaking about her play How to Hold Your Breath,197 she comments, "I've always 

thought that, if it had opened up here [in Scotland], the critical reception would have been 

different, because people would have got it. The play is unusual in its form. I don't think the 

London critics trusted it. Rather than saying, 'she's doing something unusual with form', 

they said, 'she doesn't know what she's doing'." It is an observation that suggests that there 

has, indeed, been a Modernist Renaissance in Scottish theatre; and one that has brought 

about an openness, on the part of audiences and critics, to metaphor, ambiguity and 

explorations in non-naturalistic theatrical form. Not only that, but Harris sees the 

                                                           
197

 Which premiered at the Royal Court theatre, London in February 2015. 
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contemporary Scottish theatre as being in advance of the prevailing critical thinking and 

taste in London.  

 In the interview with Harrower two fascinating parallels emerge between him and 

Howard Barker. Like Barker,198 Harrower claims to be unaware of any influence of European 

Modernism upon his work. The Scottish writer's attitude towards history (in the writing of a 

drama such as Knives in Hens, for example) could almost be mistaken for Barker explaining 

the basis of his "anti-history" plays.199 "I didn't want to write an historical play", Harrower 

says. "I wanted to write a play that started from an historical moment, but looks at it from a 

different angle and takes you somewhere else." Both dramatists, although pronouncing 

themselves unaware of any connection to the aesthetic traditions of Modernism, readily 

acknowledge that their work contains what Barker calls, "extreme imaginative licence".200 

That licence separates their work from naturalistic approaches to history, language, time, 

place and action. Indeed, so radically at odds are their respective dramas from the demands 

of nineteenth and twentieth-century "English naturalism" that, despite both writers' 

professed obliviousness to Modernist aesthetics within their plays, the works of Barker and 

Harrower might be considered among the finest examples of European Modernist theatre 

within their respective countries, England and Scotland.   

                                                           
198 Barker in Brown, pp. 196-198. 
199 Barker's dramas are very often influenced by the playwright's academic background in History. 

However, as they take an historical moment and reimagine it entirely for the purposes of a theatrical 

fiction, they are often described as "anti-history" plays. Indeed, the notion of anti-history in Barker's 

work is embedded in the title of one of his dramas, namely, The Power of the Dog: Moments in History & 

Anti-History (1985). Leading Barker scholar David Ian Rabey writes: "Barker opposes History - the 

imposition of ideological and moral narrative form - with Anti-History - the disruptive fragmentation 

of this form by the testimony and performance of individual pain"; from Gritzner, Karoline and 

Rabey, David Ian (eds.), Theatre of Catastrophe: New Essays on Howard Barker (London: Oberon, 2006), p. 

18.  
200 Barker in Brown, p. 197. 
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 Like Barker, Harrower appears to have followed his own aesthetic instincts without 

any conscious dedication to, or influence from, any of the various movements and 

tendencies within European Modernism. When engaged in discussion about his first 

adaptation for the stage (namely, Büchner's Woyzeck), however, Harrower talks with a 

profound enthusiasm and respect for precisely those aspects of Büchner's aesthetic that 

mark the German writer out as a forerunner of Modernism.201 "I loved the brokenness of it", 

Harrower says. The "brokenness" of the text is, he continues, its "beauty" and its "mystery". 

What Harrower calls "brokenness" in this theatrical context, a musician might call 

"discordance" as expressed in the work of a great Modernist composer such as Bartók, 

Janáček or Messiaen. In other words, just as the distinctiveness of the Modernist composers 

comes, in large part, from their breaking with traditional musical harmony, so Harrower 

identifies in Büchner a distinctive breach with naturalistic consistency on the stage. 

 If we can connect Harrower to Modernism by way of Barker and Büchner, we can do 

so even more emphatically, perhaps, in relation to Pinter. Harrower talks with great respect 

for the powerful moral ambiguities in Pinter's plays; an aspect of the English dramatist's 

work that, surely, connects him to his friend and mentor (and great Modernist playwright) 

Beckett. Indeed, despite professing a lack of any awareness of the influence of Modernist 

aesthetics on his work, Harrower embraces the suggestion that Pinter's theatre has 

influenced his own: 

  

 One of the things that fed into my writing was the idea that "yes" doesn't even mean 

 "yes". Every sentence is fought for. That's why my texts are usually so cut back, 

 because there's enough to be going on with just with "yes", without getting into three 

                                                           
201 Michael Billington writes of Woyzeck being, "widely regarded as the first truly 'modern' drama": The 

Guardian (London: 28/10/2002), www.theguardian.com/stage/2002/sep/28/theatre.artsfeatures 

(accessed 7/12/2016). 



239 
 

 sentences; in the right context and depending on what comes before and after. I got 

 that directly from Pinter. 

 

In this acknowledgement of Pinter's influence we find Harrower embracing the ambiguities, 

uncertainties and possibilities that are so important, not only in Pinter's drama, but in the 

work of many leading Modernist playwrights, from Stein to Pirandello, Ionesco and Beckett. 

Harrower says of Pinter: "He wasn't obeying normal psychological rules. He was actually 

obeying deeper, more realistic psychological rules, in terms of how people relate to each 

other." The "more realistic psychological rules" of which Harrower speaks take us beyond 

the comparatively simple motivations of naturalistic drama and into the interior world of 

the human psyche, complete with the repressed desires and moral complexities which, 

intriguingly, have been the subjects of both Freudian and post-Freudian psychoanalysis and 

Modernist art, including theatre, over a very similar period.202 It is interesting to note that 

Neilson has expressed a preference for exploring the "inner space"203 of human psychology; a 

preference that links Scottish playwrights such as Neilson and Harrower, not only to 

psychoanalysis, but to the work of a panoply of Modernist artists, from Cubist painters such 

as Braque and Picasso to the novelist Kafka. As Harrower says, he was not interested in 

writing Blackbird as a "boring anti-paedophilia play", but in creating a drama of complex 

human motivations and impulses. Harrower describes Pinter's theatre in the following way: 

"Either somebody is wanting something from someone, or they are trying to deflect what the 

other person wants. That's why you get these labyrinthine situations. People are trying to 

                                                           
202 Freud's The Interpretation of Dreams was published in 1900, just four years after Jarry's Ubu Roi (an 

early play of the European Modernist revolution) premiered, briefly, in Paris. 
203 From an interview feature article for the Sunday Herald (Glasgow: 27/11/2016), in which I talked 

with Neilson about his staging of Lewis Carroll's Alice's Adventures in Wonderland: 

scottishstage.wordpress.com/2016/11/30/preview-features-alice-in-wonderland-lyceum-edinburgh-

christmas-theatre-highlights-2016 (accessed 7/12/2016). 
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deflect. They're not stating exactly what they want. Everything's caught up in a negotiation 

over power." One could equally apply this description to the relations between Una and Ray 

in Blackbird. 

 Harrower expresses considerable scepticism about Flemish director Lies Pauwels's 

postmodern production of Knives in Hens. He observes that, "there are[...] tropes used in so-

called postmodern productions, and you see them again, and again, and again. The 

discordant use of a Lulu song or whatever. I've seen and heard that sort of thing so many 

times." His sense that there are established, indeed clichéd, techniques within postmodern 

theatre that are at odds with the expression of a complex Modernist text would seem to put 

Harrower in the camp of those204 for whom Modernism is a continuing cultural project and 

postmodernism an unwelcome and insubstantial interloper. Add this hostility to 

postmodernism to the Pinteresque dimension in his work, his Barkerian "anti-historicism" 

and his attraction to Büchner's "brokennness", and it becomes difficult to resist the idea that 

Harrower  is, in a number of very profound and fundamental ways, a Modernist dramatist. 

 The case of Anthony Neilson is, perhaps, the most intriguing of the five 

theatremakers interviewed for this chapter. As proposed in the Introduction to this thesis, 

there are two predominant strands in contemporary Scottish theatre, namely, the 

"7:84/Wildcat strand", which combines musical hall theatre techniques with traditional 

music and political polemic, and the "European Modernist strand", which draws upon a 

range of late-nineteenth and twentieth-century avant-garde aesthetics that were introduced 

with the greatest effectiveness and influence by Giles Havergal following his arrival as 

artistic director of the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow in 1969. As noted above, Neilson had 

                                                           
204 Such as Terry Eagleton and Alex Callinicos, authors of, respectively, The Illusions of Postmodernism 

(Oxford: Blackwell, 1996) and Against Postmodernism: A Marxist Critique (Cambridge: Polity, 1989). For 

more on postmodernism see the Preface to this thesis above. 
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considerable experience of the work of 7:84 and Wildcat during his childhood, on account of 

his actor parents being members of those companies. In addition to this, Neilson has not 

lived in Scotland since 1992. Neither of these facts points towards him being part of 

generation of playwrights who emerged on the Scottish stage in the 1990s and are 

identifiable as Modernist writers. Yet, paradoxically, when I put it to Neilson that his 

aesthetics should be categorised alongside those of Greig, Harris and Harrower he answers, 

broadly, in the affirmative, saying that such categorisation "probably" makes sense.    

 Neilson identifies and explains this paradox early in the interview. "I think there's a 

very simple and clear influence of the work that I saw by the likes of 7:84 and Wildcat upon 

the work that I do now",205 he says. He adds, however, "that influence has cross-bred with 

the influence of people I work with who, back in the dark days, were working in what used 

to be called 'performance art'." Talking of a genre (more widely known in the twenty-first 

century as "live art") that has its origins in the avant-garde experiments of early-twentieth-

century art movements such as Dadaism,206 Neilson describes the performance art work he 

saw in his early adult life as ranging, "from the sublime to the fucking ridiculous." Whilst 

expressing his distaste for the pretentiousness of the "wilfully obscure" performance art 

works he encountered, he remembers being, "impressed by the techniques of these 

companies, who were all very much exposing themselves to European influences. They had 

great imaginative and visual resources." As stated in the Introduction to this thesis, in 

identifying distinct strands in contemporary Scottish theatre, I am by no means suggesting 

that these strands are entirely exclusive of each other. Cross-fertilisation or, as the Indian 

                                                           
205 Neilson explains what he means by that by reference to the "Scottish sensibility" of his play The 

Wonderful World of Dissocia, which he says is, "full of low jokes and populism". A dramatist, Neilson 

continues, must "first-and-foremost, [be] an entertainer"; an idea that chimes with the oft-repeated 

statement by John McGrath, founder of 7:84, that theatre should provide "a good night out". 
206 Beginning in the famous Cabaret Voltaire in Zürich, Switzerland in 1916. 
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theorist Homi Bhabha would have it "hybridisation",207 is an essential element in any healthy 

culture. Neilson self-identifies as, on the one hand, an "entertainer" who is influenced by the 

work of 7:84 and Wildcat, and, on the other, a dramatist drawn towards the "great 

imaginative and visual resources" of the avant-garde. In so doing, he marks his work out as a 

strong example of cultural hybridisation, and one than can and should be included within 

Scottish theatre's Modernist Renaissance. 

 It has been suggested above that the work of Howard Barker should be considered a 

touchstone for Modernism within contemporary English-language theatre, and that at the 

heart of Barker's relationship with Modernism is his commitment to moral ambiguity. 

Neilson embraces this moral ambiguity, which I refer to as Modernism's "fragmentation of 

moral expectation", in relation to his own work. Indeed, he makes a strong distinction 

between himself and politically polemical writers where moral ambiguity is concerned: 

 

 As to moral ambiguity. I'm fucking morally ambiguous, so I'm going to write about 

 it. And if I didn't write about moral ambiguity, I'd be trying to present a false idea of 

 myself. I've seen some writers use their writing, not only to lie to their audience, but 

 to lie to themselves, and to present themselves as a writer with a social conscience; 

 you know, "racism is bad", that sort of thing. And you just think, "your work is a 

 promotion of you as a person, it's a sort of dating app, on some level." It's like they're 

 on a first date and are airbrushing everything they don't like out of their personality. 

 I find that deplorable. I don't get why you wouldn't write about moral ambiguity. 

 

Neilson's insistence that moral ambiguity in the theatre, including a reflection of his own 

personal moral ambiguities, is more honest than self-consciously and polemically 

"progressive" plays provides another paradox. It intersects profoundly with Harold Pinter's 

                                                           
207 Bhabha defines "cultural hybridity" as the "interstitial passage between fixed identifications" which 

"entertains difference without an assumed or imposed hierarchy", The Location of Culture (London: 

Routledge, 1994), p. 4. 
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statements208 that, in the theatre, "a thing is not necessarily either true or false; it can be both 

true and false", and that, "truth in drama is forever elusive." Indeed, Neilson's preference for 

the moral ambiguities of human experience over the certainties of polemic connects 

compellingly with observations that the young Pinter made of the work of one of the 

greatest Modernist playwrights, Samuel Beckett: 

 

 The farther he goes the more good it does me. I don’t want philosophies, tracts, 

 dogmas, creeds, ways out, truths, answers, nothing from the bargain basement. He is 

 the most courageous, remorseless writer going and the more he grinds my nose in 

 the shit the more I am grateful to him. He’s not fucking me about, he’s not leading 

 me up any garden path, he’s not slipping me a wink, he’s not flogging me a remedy 

 or a path or a revelation or a basinful of breadcrumbs, he’s not selling me anything I 

 don’t want to buy — he doesn’t give a bollock whether I buy or not — he hasn’t got 

 his hand over his heart. Well, I’ll buy his goods, hook, line and sinker, because he 

 leaves no stone unturned and no maggot lonely. He brings forth a body of 

 beauty. His work is beautiful.209 

 

In this championing  of a "remorseless" writing that rejects the assuredness of 

"philosophies", "dogmas" and, interestingly, "truths", in favour of a theatre of moral honesty 

(which "leaves no stone unturned and no maggot lonely") Pinter could have been writing, 

not in 1954, but in 2004, in support, not of Beckett, but of Neilson. In plays such as Penetrator, 

The Censor and Stitching,210 Neilson might be said to be delving into the ambiguities of the 

human psyche, and of human sexuality in particular, with a remorselessness of which 

Beckett and Pinter would have been proud. 

                                                           
208 See the Preface to this thesis. 
209 A short text, entitled simply 'Samuel Beckett', written by Pinter in 1954, and re-published in Harold 

Pinter, Various Voices (London: Faber and Faber, 1999), p. 55. 
210 The latter of which, for example, found itself under attack from religious groups and family 

members of victims of the Moors murderers when it premiered in Edinburgh in 2002. See report, 'Sex 

play prompts walkouts', by Angelique Chrisafis, in The Guardian (London, 5/8/2002):  

 theguardian.com/uk/2002/aug/05/edinburgh02.edinburgh (accessed 22/12/2016). 
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 This chapter of the thesis has not only alighted upon the ambiguities, moral and 

otherwise, that feature so strongly in much Modernist stage writing, it has also brought out 

many of the ambiguities, nuances and qualifications that come into play when one attempts 

to define an artist's body of work and associate it with a particular artistic movement. Harris 

and Harrower, for example, profess to have had no particular sense of themselves as 

Modernist writers, but, instead, to have arrived at their respective aesthetics almost 

intuitively, without conscious recourse to such concepts as Europeanness or Modernism. 

Similarly, Neilson introduces caveats and seemingly contrary observations regarding his 

influences and motivations. His art, he explains, is a hybrid of the entertainingly populist 

and the challengingly morally ambiguous which has as its wellspring, not conceptual 

theorising, but a personal drive to be true to himself ("I'm fucking morally ambiguous, so 

I'm going to write about it"). Significantly, however, none of these three writers resist the 

association of their work either with European Modernism or with a identifiable group of 

Scottish playwrights who emerged in the 1990s. Of the four playwrights interviewed for this 

chapter, only Greig, who is the most theoretically minded of the four, is in immediate and 

unambiguous agreement with the description of his theatre as European Modernist art. 

 When we turn to the auteur director and designer Stewart Laing, there are none of 

the uncertainties that emerge in the interviews with Harris, Harrower and Neilson. Laing is 

in enthusiastic and unambiguous agreement with the description of himself as a European 

Modernist artist. Given that he began his career training under Philip Prowse, the director 

and designer who was part of the directorial triumvirate at the Citizens Theatre, and 

subsequently went on to become head of design at the Citz, it is, perhaps, unsurprising that 

Laing should feel so comfortable with the location of his work within the conceptual 

framework of European Modernism. The director/designer identifies the "explosion of 
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European texts" under the triumvirate, which revolutionised the Citz repertoire. He also 

talks of the "definitely European" visual aesthetics at the Glasgow theatre, and, in particular, 

of the influence of Italian filmmakers such as Luchino Visconti and Franco Zeffirelli upon 

Prowse's work.  

 Laing is very much a creature of the Citizens under the triumvirate. Indeed, he 

speaks about his early immersion in the Citz's aesthetics with tremendous clarity: "My first 

experience of theatre was the Citz. It was something I became obsessive about at a very 

young age, to the extent that I didn't know what other theatre was until much later." 

Interestingly, just as Neilson found himself enthused by the European visual aesthetics of 

some of the performance artists he encountered, so Laing was seduced by the totalising 

nature of the Citz's visual style: "They actually realised that theatre was visual 

communication, and that that is not just about having fantastic sets and costumes. It's 

actually about the way that you tell stories on stage." Laing describes this Citz aesthetic, 

which was uniquely its own, proudly European and Modernist, and increasingly influential 

within Scottish theatre as, "my DNA as a theatremaker". Greig comments that he, "can't 

think of any artistic director in Scotland who wouldn't in some way want to emulate Giles 

[Havergal] or refer to him in relation to their own work." If one extends that to include 

Prowse and MacDonald, it is impossible to think of another theatre director211 who has been 

more directly influenced by the aesthetics of the Citizens under the triumvirate than Laing. 

The fact that, after leaving the Citz, Laing has disseminated those aesthetics, through his 

own creative lens, both nationally in Scotland (in terms of his directorial and design work 

                                                           
211 There is one designer, Kenny Miller, who was also trained by Prowse at the Citizens, who might be 

said to have been equally influenced as Laing. 



246 
 

for Untitled Projects and others) and internationally, is testament to the enduring influence 

of the Citizens revolution begun by Havergal in 1969.  

 Laing comments insightfully on the four playwrights interviewed for this chapter.  

"[T]hey're the ones whose work has travelled", he observes. "They're not just performed in 

Scotland. They've become European repertoire." It is an observation that dovetails with 

Greig's remarks (above) regarding the 1990s generation of Scottish playwrights' shift away 

from the "idiomatic" writing of their forerunners. In language, theatrical form and subject 

matter, the writers of the Nineties generation can be said to have embarked on a project (or, 

perhaps, projects) that opened out to the world, and continental Europe in particular. It is 

significant that Laing, who was immersed in the Europeanism of the Citz and has worked 

extensively in European theatre, sees Greig, Harris, Harrower and Neilson as the foremost 

writers in Scotland's theatrical Renaissance.   

 The director/designer also talks of the significance of the writing of his regular 

collaborator, the playwright Pamela Carter, to the work of his company Untitled Projects. As 

we have seen, Greig also speaks about the importance of Carter's contribution to the work of 

Suspect Culture. Both Untitled Projects and Suspect Culture can, and should, be identified 

as having been influenced by both the Citz under the triumvirate and Communicado's 

subsequent dissemination of the aesthetics injected into to Scottish theatre by Havergal, 

Prowse and MacDonald. Carter's role in the Scottish theatrical Renaissance, like that of 

Suspect Culture's co-founder, theatre director Graham Eatough, should be recognised.   

 Finally, Laing's artistic interests reflect a theatremaker who is absolutely connected 

with those artists, within and beyond Europe, whose work continues in the European 

Modernist vein. He talks of his interest in the work of many artists, including: American 

avant-garde company The Wooster Group; their compatriot, the theatre director and writer 



247 
 

Robert Wilson; Québécois auteur theatre director and filmmaker Robert Lepage; English 

theatremakers Peter Brook and Katie Mitchell; German director Peter Stein; and the late 

German choreographer Pina Bausch. He also discusses the importance of the Edinburgh 

International Festival and Fringe212 in developing his sense of Modernist aesthetics; in 

particular, he remembers the role of the impresario Richard Demarco in introducing 

Edinburgh audiences to the work of German performance artist Joseph Beuys, Polish avant-

garde theatremaker and theoretician Jerzy Grotowski and, his compatriot, theatre director 

and designer Tadeusz Kantor. 

 In this chapter we have the voices of five distinct theatre artists who belong to the 

same European Modernist strand in Scottish theatre. Whether it is in discussing the 

importance of the Citizens Theatre from 1969 forward (Laing and Greig), the eschewal of 

what Greig calls "English naturalism" in their own writing (Greig, Harris, Harrower and 

Neilson), admiration for the work of Howard Barker (Harris), the plays of Harold Pinter 

(Harrower), or the visual aesthetics of the European avant-garde (Neilson and Laing), these 

interviews reflect the thinking and practice of five theatremakers each of whom has made a 

unique and crucial contribution to Scotland's theatrical Renaissance.  

                                                           
212 The importance of these "structural players" to the Renaissance in Scottish theatre is considered in 

the Introduction to this thesis. 
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Chapter 4 

The National Theatre of Scotland: mapping onto the landscape  

 

The launch of the National Theatre of Scotland (NTS) in 2006 was an historic moment. Based 

in administrative offices in Glasgow,1 but with no theatre building of its own, the NTS was 

established as a "theatre without walls".2 The appointment of Vicky Featherstone, an 

Englishwoman with a strong understanding of contemporary Scottish theatre and the 

Scottish theatrical landscape, as the first artistic director of Scotland's national theatre 

company sent a clear message regarding the intent of the NTS board. Anyone who hoped 

that the NTS would attempt to defy the broadly accepted wisdom that Scotland has little by 

way of a theatrical tradition3 was going to be disappointed. Featherstone, who had been 

artistic director of London-based touring company and new writing specialists Paines 

Plough between 1997 and 2005, was not going to embark on a project of trying to excavate 

the supposed lost gems of Scottish theatre history. Not only was the director's primary 

interest in new writing, but her time at Paines Plough had given her considerable experience 

of both new Scottish theatre writers and the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh, Scotland's new 

                                                           
1 First in temporary office space in the city centre, then in more permanent accommodation in Speirs 

Locks in the north-west of the city. At the time of writing (January 2017) the NTS is preparing to 

unveil its new headquarters, Rockvilla (not far from the current offices in Speirs Locks), which will 

offer not only expanded office space, but also bespoke rehearsal rooms, wardrobe and other storage 

facilities. 
2 This innovative model allows work to be premiered in any venue in the country, large or small, 

including non-traditional spaces. The model has received international attention and acclaim. It was 

soon applied to the launch of the National Theatre of Wales in 2009. The proposal to apply elements 

of the model to the work of the Abbey Theatre, Dublin was significant in the appointment of Graham 

McLaren and Neil Murray (previously associate director and executive producer of the NTS) as joint 

directors of Ireland's national theatre company, taking up their roles in January 2017. See report in The 

Herald (Glasgow: 21/7/2015): 

www.heraldscotland.com/news/13486822.Key_staff_leave_National_Theatre_of_Scotland_to_run_Ab

bey_Theatre_in_Dublin (accessed 9/1/2017).  
3 See the Introduction to this thesis. 
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writing theatre. Before arriving at the NTS, Featherstone had directed numerous new plays 

by Scottish writers, including The Cosmonaut’s Last Message to the Woman He Once Loved in the 

Former Soviet Union (1999) and Pyrenees (2005), both by David Greig, and Linda McLean's 

Riddance (1999). Moreover, during her time as director at Paines Plough, the company 

produced the premiere of Anthony Neilson's Stitching (2002), which was presented at the 

Traverse and directed by the playwright himself. 

 Featherstone's commitment to new writing and her obvious belief that new work 

was at the heart of Scotland's theatrical life were given very clear expression in the NTS's 

maiden project. Wisely, the artistic director decided that no one director, neither she herself 

nor anybody else, should carry the sole burden of directing the national company's first 

production. Instead she commissioned ten separate, site-specific new theatre works, each to 

be inspired by the word "Home", to be performed in locations throughout Scotland, ranging 

from Dumfries in the south to the Shetland Islands in the north. The NTS's commitment to 

theatre that is presented in non-traditional spaces was evinced by the fact that the Home 

project included work performed on a huge car ferry in Shetland, a forest in East Lothian 

and a disused tenement flat in Aberdeen. 

 Home had established at the outset the fact that the NTS would be building upon the 

tradition pioneered by 7:84 in the 1970s (and subsequently taken forward by others, 

including Mull Theatre and Dogstar Theatre Company) of taking theatre to communities 

throughout the country, including those in the Highlands and Islands, and in the Lowlands, 

who rarely, if ever, had the chance to see theatre in the past. The diverse programme that 

followed indicated that Featherstone had a strong understanding of the main strands in 

Scottish theatre. In the first year of its producing life, the NTS's programme included: Roam, 

a site-specific, collectively devised piece performed in Edinburgh International Airport and 
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co-produced with Edinburgh-based company Grid Iron; Realism, a new play by Anthony 

Neilson; Julie, a new version of August Strindberg's classic Miss Julie by Zinnie Harris; John 

Byrne's new stage adaptation of his musical comedy TV drama Tutti Frutti; and, most 

notably, the smash hit Iraq War drama Black Watch,4 written by Gregory Burke, based on 

interviews with former soldiers of the Black Watch regiment of the British Army who had 

served in Iraq, and directed by NTS associate director John Tiffany.5 On the one hand, this 

programming acknowledged the strong, music hall and comic traditions of Scottish theatre 

(Tutti Frutti), and the connected political and demotic6 traditions of companies like 7:84 and 

Wildcat (Black Watch). On the other hand, it also tapped into the European Modernist strand 

in Scotland's theatrical Renaissance, acknowledging the importance of the Nineties 

generation of playwrights (Realism), their connection to modern-classical European theatre 

(Julie), and the significance of new work that was often devised and presented in non-

traditional spaces (Roam). 

 Featherstone deserves considerable recognition for the manner in which she used the 

NTS "theatre without walls" model not only to take productions to communities throughout 

Scotland (and beyond) but also successfully to map the new national company onto the 

                                                           
4 Without question the most critically acclaimed production of the NTS's relatively short history, Black 

Watch has been re-cast a number of times as it has been revived for national and international tours. 

At the time of writing (January 2017), the show was also the NTS's biggest grossing production at the 

box office, bringing in more than £6 million in ticket sales (source: NTS). 
5 Featherstone and Tiffany met at West Yorkshire Playhouse in Leeds in the early 1990s, when 

Featherstone was in a junior directorial position and Tiffany was on a placement from his studies at 

Glasgow University. Tiffany would become literary director of the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh 

(1997-2001), before working as associate director under Featherstone at Paines Plough (2001-2005), the 

National Theatre of Scotland (2006-2013) and the Royal Court, London (2013 to the present). Tiffany 

has received numerous awards for his 2006 production of Black Watch. He also received the Best 

Direction of a Musical prize in the 2012 Tony Awards for his staging of Once, a new musical based 

upon the 2007 film by John Carney. 
6 Just as John McGrath's famous play The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil was performed 

largely in Highland and other Scottish working-class accents, and partly in Gaelic, so Black Watch was 

played largely in the working-class Fife and Tayside vernacular of the former soldiers.  
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strongest pre-existing strands and traditions within Scottish theatre. The purpose of this 

chapter is to consider how the NTS has built upon the European Modernist tradition which 

is the primary subject of this thesis. To that end, I will consider the attitudes to this question 

of the two artistic directors of the company, Vicky Featherstone (2006-2013) and Laurie 

Sansom (2013-16), as expressed in interviews with me.7 I will also look in some detail at two  

of the most significant, and very distinct, NTS productions, that can be said to stand in the 

European Modernist tradition, namely Aalst (2007) and Paul Bright's Confessions of a Justified 

Sinner (2013-15). 

 The list of NTS productions of Modernist plays, productions displaying Modernist 

aesthetics and, sometimes distinct from those, productions by writers associated with the 

Modernist strand in Scottish theatre, is a long and extremely diverse one. It includes: Julie 

(2006); Futurology (2007);8 The Wonderful World of Dissocia (2007);9 Peer Gynt (2007);10 Six 

Characters in Search of an Author (2008);11 Aalst (2008);12 365 (2008);13 The House of Bernarda Alba 

(2009);14 The Wheel (2011);15 Knives in Hens (2011);16 Dunsinane (2011 and 2015);17 Mr Write 

                                                           
7 At the time of writing (January 2017), the new artistic director of the NTS, Jackie Wylie, was not yet 

in post. She did, however, grant me an exclusive interview for use in this thesis. Quotes from that 

interview appear in the next, concluding chapter.  
8 A co-production with Graham Eatough and David Greig's company Suspect Culture. 
9 A revival of Anthony Neilson's 2004 Edinburgh International Festival production of his own play. 
10 Henrik Ibsen's modern classic directed by Dominic Hill in a co-production with Dundee Rep. 
11 Luigi Pirandello's famous Modernist play directed by Mark Thomson in co-production with the 

Royal Lyceum, Edinburgh and the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow. 
12 Based upon the Flemish-language play by Belgian theatre company Victoria, directed by Pol 

Heyvaert from the Flemish group. For more on this production see below in this chapter. 
13 A critically dismissed play by David Harrower which was presented at the Edinburgh International 

Festival. For more on this play, see Chapter 3 above. 
14 Federico García Lorca's classic play in a new version by Rona Munro, directed by John Tiffany. Re-

set among gangsters in contemporary Glasgow, it split critical opinion, mainly between middling and 

negative assessments. In his lukewarm review, Mark Fisher of The Guardian (20/9/2009) opined that, 

"Rona Munro's bold translation for the National Theatre of Scotland is not the gimmick it may 

sound": www.theguardian.com/stage/2009/sep/20/house-of-bernarda-alba-review (accessed 

10/1/2017).  My own assessment was that Munro's text and Tiffany's directing resulted in a 

production that destroyed Lorca's sense of duende (the spiritual and aesthetic heart of Flamenco 
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(2010 and 2012);18 Lifeguard (2012);19 Donald Robertson is Not a Stand Up Comedian (2013);20 

Shadowlands (2013);21 Rantin (2013 and 2014);22 Paul Bright's Confessions of a Justified Sinner 

(2013-15);23 The Beautiful Cosmos of Ivor Cutler (2014);24 The Driver's Seat (2015);25 Last Dream 

(On Earth) (2015 and 2016);26 This Restless House (2016);27 I Am Thomas (2016);28 and Anything 

That Gives Off Light (2016).29 The purpose of making this list is to indicate the breadth of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
culture) and was, consequently, "toe-curlingly awful"; in review of Lorca's Blood Wedding at Dundee 

Rep, Daily Telegraph, 12/3/2015: www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/11459473/Blood-Wedding-

Dundee-Rep-review-lacking-poetry.html (accessed 10/1/2017). 
15 An imaginative, Barkeresque "anti-historical" drama by Zinnie Harris. For a little more on this play, 

see Chapter 3 above.  
16 A postmodern take on David Harrower's acclaimed 1995 play. Staged by Flemish director Lies 

Pauwels, famously of Victoria company, it split the critics. Writing in The Guardian (8/6/2011) Mark 

Fisher welcomed the production's, "stretching, twisting and squeezing the play into new shapes." By 

constrast, Michael Cox of website OnstageScotland observed, unfavourably, “[W]ith its forced-upon 

concept, the production comes across as an artistic war between writer and director" (June 2011). 

These quotations from Fisher and Cox, and my own negative appraisal of Pauwels's production, can 

be found in my article 'Lies Pauwels' Staging of Knives in Hens: A Very European Experiment' for the 

now defunct webjournal Prospero European Review (Rennes: 2011): www.t-n-

b.fr/en/prospero/european-review/fiche.php?id=57&lang=1&edition=9#_edn21 (accessed 10/1/2017). 
17 David Greig's Macbeth sequel. 
18 Rob Drummond's piece about writing which was conceived, written and solely performed by him. 

For more on this play see the concluding chapter of this thesis. 
19 A site-specific piece by the late performance artist Adrian Howells, performed in and around the 

small pool of Govanhill Baths in Glasgow. 
20 Written and performed by Gary McNair. For more on McNair see the concluding chapter of this 

thesis. 
21 A site-specific work by Nic Green. For more on Green see the concluding chapter of this thesis. 
22 A devised combination of storytelling and music, by Kieran Hurley. For more on Hurley see the 

concluding chapter of this thesis. 
23 A co-production between Stewart Laing's company Untitled Projects, the NTS, Summerhall, 

Edinburgh and Tramway, Glasgow. Part of the Edinburgh International Festival 2015. For more about 

this show see Chapter 3 above. 
24 A musical theatre piece in homage to the late Glaswegian humorist, poet and songwriter Ivor 

Cutler, conceived and directed by Matthew Lenton, artistic director of Vanishing Point theatre 

company, with text by Sandy Grierson and the company. It was a co-production between Vanishing 

Point and the NTS National Theatre of Scotland in association with Eden Court Theatre, Inverness. 
25 Based on the novel by Muriel Spark, adapted and directed by Laurie Sansom. 
26 Presented by Kai Fischer in association with the NTS. 
27 Zinnie Harris's liberal adaptation of Aeschylus’ Greek tragedy The Oresteia. A co-production with 

the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow, directed by Dominic Hill. 
28 A co-production between the NTS, Told By An Idiot, the Royal Lyceum, Edinburgh and Liverpool 

Everyman and Playhouse. 
29 A co-production between the NTS and US company The TEAM, presented at the 2016 Edinburgh 

Festival Fringe. 
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NTS's engagement with European Modernism and those influenced by European Modernist 

aesthetics, ranging from: plays by Strindberg and Ibsen (the Modernist credentials of which 

are open to debate); work by such Modernist masters as Pirandello and Lorca; productions 

staged by directors such as Dominic Hill and Mark Thomson,30 and by companies such as 

Suspect Culture and Vanishing Point;31 work by all five of the artists considered in Chapter 3 

of this thesis (namely David Greig, Zinnie Harris, David Harrower, Anthony Neilson and 

Stewart Laing); and pieces by artists who emerged in the early-twentieth century (such as 

Rob Drummond, Nic Green, Kieran Hurley and Gary McNair).32 

 Such a thorough mapping onto the Modernist strand in Scottish theatre on the part 

of the NTS would be inconceivable without the insight and commitment of Featherstone 

from the outset of her tenure. Featherstone agrees that there was a very discernible shift on 

the part of the Nineties generation of Scottish playwrights, away from what Greig calls the 

"idiolects" of writers such as John Byrne and Liz Lochhead. Interestingly, Featherstone also 

detects a reaction against the often working-class subjects of the more demotic plays of the 

Seventies and Eighties: 

 

 The tradition that [Greig et al] were responding to, of writers like John Byrne and 

 Mike Cullen, was more about the working-class Scot on stage. I don't think that was 

 European at all[...] My generation [of the Nineties] started to bring in [European] 

 influences, as well as [drawing upon the previous generation of Scottish writers]. The 

 plays became more middle class, if we're going to talk about class. They weren't 

 afraid to be about an architect from Edinburgh, rather than somebody who was a 

                                                           
30 Both classical directors who have a strong record with both classic Modernist plays and Modernist 

aesthetics. Hill's Crime and Punishment, after Dostoyevsky (2013), and Thomson's production of 

Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot (2015), to take just two examples, are among the most acclaimed 

Modernist productions presented on the Scottish stage in recent years. 
31 Two companies that followed on from Communicado (see Chapter 2 of this thesis) in developing 

European Modernist aesthetics within Scottish theatre (see both the Introduction to and Chapter 3 of 

this thesis).  
32 For more on this generation of artists see the concluding chapter to this thesis. 
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 miner. There was no shame in that being a story that needed to be told, and also an 

 experience of trying to live as a European that we all had in that generation.33 

 

Whilst Featherstone is surely correct in identifying a shift away, not only from idiolects and 

demotic speech, but also from the working-class subject, her assertion of a "more middle 

class" focus in the plays of the Nineties dramatists is open to contestation. It may be true of 

the play she cites, Greig's 1996 drama The Architect, but it is more difficult to assign a class 

identity to Harrower's Knives in Hens (in which an illiterate peasant woman interacts with an 

educated miller in a pre-industrial society), Harris's Further Than the Furthest Thing (which is 

set in a radically reimagined, isolated, effectively peasant island community) or Neilson's 

The Wonderful World of Dissocia (which is, for the most part, a fantasia that unfolds within the 

mind of a young woman who suffers from a dissociative disorder). Nevertheless, 

Featherstone is particularly well placed to identify in the Nineties writers a desire to be 

"European".  

 Interestingly, given the conclusions arrived at in Chapter 3 above,34 Featherstone sees 

two parallel processes (a burgeoning self-confidence and a growing sense of Europeanness 

among theatremakers and other artists)35 occurring in the Nineties. A process which, in 

theatrical terms, she considers to have been particularly deliberate and conceptual in the 

work of David Greig. "There was an aesthetic from Europe [emerging in Scottish theatre], 

and that coincided with a confidence about your own voice", she comments. "Then you get  

 

 

                                                           
33 Vicky Featherstone, from interview with Mark Brown (NTS offices, Speirs Locks, Glasgow, 

10/12/2012).  
34 In particular the fact that, of the four playwrights interviewed, Greig was the one who was most 

aware of being,  and most conceptually committed to being, in a European Modernist tradition.  
35 Perhaps significantly, emerging in the years immediately after the European Capital of Culture 

events in Glasgow in 1990. 
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Fig 18: Vicky Featherstone. Photo: NTS archive. 

 

 

 

 

Fig 19: Kate Dickie and David McKay in Aalst, by Pol Heyvaert  

and Dimitri Verhulst (2008). Photo: NTS archive. 
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writers like David Greig who started to pursue and study European work; you could see the 

study in his writing. It was a study of the place and idea of Europe."  

  As we have seen above, Featherstone was familiar with and enthusiastic about new 

Scottish theatre writing some years before she arrived at the NTS. "I gravitated towards 

exceptional Scottish voices and Scottish actors", she says. "The theatre I wanted to make had 

a Scottish sensibility to it."36 In addition to being impressed by Scottish dramatists and 

actors, Featherstone was influenced strongly, she explains, by her friend and longtime 

collaborator John Tiffany and, through Tiffany, by the late Alasdair Cameron,37 his teacher 

on the Contemporary Scottish Theatre course at the University of Glasgow. In addition to 

that, she remembers, there were visits to the Edinburgh festivals every August, where work 

by the Communicado theatre company (the subject of Chapter 2 of this thesis) combined 

with a sensibility from the 1970s (of John McGrath's "Good Night Out") to deepen her 

interest in Scottish theatre: 

 

 I remember coming up to Edinburgh for the festival and being really influenced by 

 the brilliant Communicado shows. To the outside world, if you weren't in Scotland, 

 they were less important [than other work in the UK at the time]; because I could 

 also see Richard Jones's38 work in London[...]. What was affecting me was [John 

 McGrath's] philosophy of 'A Good Night Out', the politics of that and the theatre that 

 was being written here that I couldn't have seen anywhere else in Europe.39 

 

                                                           
36 Ibid. 
37 A respected Senior Lecturer in Theatre Studies at the University of Glasgow, whose other credits 

included co-founding the Clyde Unity theatre company in 1986. See Mary Brennan, 'Show salutes a 

teacher who inspired Scots theatre', The Herald (Glasgow: 7/3/1995): 

heraldscotland.com/news/12540967.Show_salutes_a_teacher_who_inspired_Scots_theatre (accessed 

6/1/2017). 
38 English stage director whose earliest work was at Scottish Opera and the Citizens Theatre, Glasgow.   
39 Featherstone, from interview (10/12/2012). 
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 A key moment in Featherstone's directorship of Paines Plough came with her 

production of Sarah Kane's play Crave in 1998. The director speaks very informatively about 

why she premiered the play in Scotland rather than London: 

 

 When I got Crave from Sarah Kane, I knew that I had to open that play somewhere 

 where the right questions would be asked of it, to create the right discourse around 

 the play. It's forty minutes [long]. Was it a tone poem? I don't know. I didn't think it 

 was. I thought it was a piece of theatre; but with all [such plays] you can't tell. I had 

 to make it in order to know the answer to that, and the only place I could conceive of 

 opening it was at the Traverse, in Traverse Two during the Festival [Fringe].40 

 Anywhere else would be too exposing, after what had happened to her in London."41 

 

The fact that Featherstone considered Scotland's new writing theatre to be both a more 

receptive and more benign environment for Kane's work, as compared with London, is 

instructive. It speaks to a perceived openness to challenging, radically non-naturalistic work 

on the part of the Traverse audience. It also addresses the significance of Scottish theatre 

having become increasingly distinct from London-dominated "British theatre" throughout 

the late twentieth century;42 after all, it was not to Birmingham, Manchester or, even, 

Newcastle-upon-Tyne that Featherstone looked for a safer harbour for the play, but 

Edinburgh. "For me, in London, the Traverse was the place where I could take that risk", the 

director comments. "That's a really important thing to remember in [British theatre] 

history."43 

                                                           
40 Premiered in the Traverse Two studio theatre as part of the Traverse Edinburgh Fringe Festival 

programme in August 1998.  
41 Featherstone is referring here to the overwhelmingly hostile, often vitriolic, critical response to 

Kane's first play, Blasted, when it premiered at the Upstairs studio at the Royal Court Theatre in 

London in 1995, and to the largely negative critical notices for her two subsequent plays, Phaedra's 

Love (Gate Theatre, London, 1996) and Cleansed (Royal Court, London, spring 1998). Quotation from 

interview (10/12/2012). 
42 See discussion with David Greig in Chapter 3 above. 
43 Featherstone, from interview (10/12/2012). 
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 Featherstone agrees that the Edinburgh International Festival (EIF) and the Festival 

Fringe have long been important structural factors in the internationalism and Europeanness 

of Scottish theatre. She shares the opinion of many theatre practitioners in Scotland, 

however, that the EIF's longstanding policy of demanding that the "Scottish slot" at the 

Festival be filled by a world premiere has put Scottish theatre at a disadvantage.44 "Neither 

of the two directors I've known,45 and they're very different [from each other], have ever 

provided the right environment for Scottish work to open successfully... You don't get a 

proper run. You're put up against work which is seventeen years old in some cases, which is 

ridiculous." Indeed, she says that EIF director Jonathan Mills rejected Dominic Hill's 

acclaimed production of Peer Gynt as "off-the-shelf" because it had already had a two-week 

run at the Dundee Rep. Featherstone states, however, that the problem lay not only in the 

insistence that new Scottish work be, in critical terms, "up against" tried-and-tested 

productions from around the world. There was also an issue regarding the criteria by which 

the EIF director selected new Scottish plays. "There's an interesting question regarding what 

Edinburgh International Festival directors conceive as appropriate Scottish work", she 

comments. "Brian McMaster rejected Black Watch because he said it was 'too parochial' as an 

idea... We take Black Watch to festivals abroad which are equivalent to the EIF." The 

Festival's model for receiving Scottish theatre was, she believes, "hugely" damaging.46 

Featherstone says that, throughout her period as NTS artistic director, she believed 

passionately that every show the company created, whether it be a piece created exclusively 

                                                           
44 See Chapter 1 above for commentary on the problems Havergal's Citizens Theatre had with this 

policy. Also note, in Chapter 3 of this thesis, that the current EIF director Fergus Linehan has broken 

with this policy, notably in staging a revival of Untitled Projects' Paul Bright's Confessions of a Justified 

Sinner. 
45 Sir Brian McMaster (1992-2006) and Sir Jonathan Mills (2006-2014). 
46 Featherstone, from interview (10/12/2012). 
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by the NTS or a co-production with others, should be "additional". That is to say that, in the 

absence of the NTS, the existing Scottish theatre infrastructure would not have enabled the 

work to be staged.  

 If Featherstone is broadly in accord with the perspective of this thesis regarding the 

late-twentieth century Renaissance in Scottish theatre and, most notably, the importance 

(and "Europeanness") of the Nineties writers, her successor, Laurie Sansom,47 is of a similar 

mind. In an interview with me for the Daily Telegraph newspaper in July of 2013, he 

welcomed the fact that, "new and experimental work, and putting work in unconventional 

spaces, has been right at the company's heart."48 Although his comment that he would like to 

explore "the Scottish canon"49 might have excited those who believe in the excavation of 

hidden theatrical treasures in Scotland, such excitement would have been short-lived as, in 

the same interview, he expressed the belief that, "the post-Second World War era is the most 

exciting."50 As it turned out, Sansom's programming included far more new works by 

contemporary theatremakers51 than revivals of perceived "classics" from the Scottish 

theatrical past.52 In fact, Sansom's greatest success in directing work himself during his 

tenure as artistic director was Rona Munro's ambitious trilogy The James Plays, based upon 

                                                           
47 The end of Sansom's tenure at the NTS was announced abruptly and ambiguously in April 2016, 

leaving observers to speculate as to whether he had chosen to leave or been ousted due to an internal 

dispute. See Brian Ferguson, 'Laurie Sansom exit leaves NTS with questions to answer' (Edinburgh: 

The Scotsman, 18/4/2016):  www.scotsman.com/news/opinion/brian-ferguson-laurie-sansom-exit-

leaves-nts-with-questions-to-answer-1-4102911(accessed 11/1/2017). 
48 Laurie Sansom quoted in Mark Brown, 'Laurie Sansom: An English guardian of Scottish cultural 

heritage' (London: Daily Telegraph, 11/7/2013): www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/theatre-

features/10146395/Laurie-Sansom-An-English-guardian-of-Scottish-cultural-heritage.html (accessed 

11/1/2017). 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
51 The many new works by theatremakers working in Scotland included such critically acclaimed 

shows as: Paul Bright's Confessons of a Justified Sinner (2013-15), by Untitled Projects; Last Dream (On 

Earth) (2015-16), by Kai Fischer; and This Restless House (2016), by Zinnie Harris.  
52 Indeed, the only such Scottish "classic" to be staged during Sansom's tenure was the 2013-14 

production of Joe Corrie's 1926 miners' strike play In Time O' Strife. 
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the lives of the Scottish kings James I, II and III.53 However, few, if any, shows staged during 

Sansom's time at the helm received greater critical plaudits than Paul Bright's Confessons of a 

Justified Sinner, a co-production with Stewart Laing's company Untitled Projects. Proof 

positive, one might say, of the continuing vitality of the European Modernist tradition in 

Scottish theatre. Proof also, given the Scottish literary provenance of the piece, inspired as it 

was by James Hogg's 1824 novel The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, of 

the confident intertwining of Scottish literary classics and European Modernist techniques 

by the country's theatremakers.54 

 As suggested above, the NTS's success in mapping on to the European Modernist 

strand in Scottish theatre is considerable. However, a consideration of two notable 

productions, Aalst (2007-8) and Paul Bright's Confessons of a Justified Sinner (2013-15), will 

suffice in giving some insight into the operation of Modernist playwriting and aesthetics 

under the banner of the NTS. It is worth noting that both productions premiered at the 

Tramway arts venue in Glasgow, and this was by no means a coincidence. As discussed in 

the Introduction to this thesis, Tramway has, ever since it was established during the 

                                                           
53 The trilogy received the full gamut of critical opinion. Writing in the Daily Telegraph, Dominic 

Cavendish opined that Munro had superseded Shakespeare: "The James Plays leave the competition, 

namely Shakespeare’s Henry VI cycle, standing" (London: Daily Telegraph, 26/9/2014): 

www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/theatre-reviews/11124589/The-James-Plays-National-Theatre-

review-better-than-Shakespeare.html (accessed 11/1/2017). By stark contrast, my own review for the 

Sunday Herald argued that, "Munro's seven-and-a-half hour epic is so overwhelmingly banal in its 

vernacular, so light in its intellectual touch and so weak in its dramatic shape that, by its stuttering 

conclusion, it feels like the biggest missed opportunity in the history of Scottish theatre" (Glasgow: 

Sunday Herald, 17/8/2014): 

www.heraldscotland.com/arts_ents/13175300.Keeping_up_with_the_Jameses_____but_badly 

(accessed 11/1/2017). 
54 A phenomenon seen in the work of Communicado theatre company (see Chapter 2 above) with 

shows such as Fergus Lamont (2007), based on Robin Jenkins's 1979 novel, and Tam o' Shanter (2009 

and 2012), inspired by Robert Burns's famous narrative poem, which was first published in 1791. This 

connection between Scottish literature and Modernist aesthetics on the stage was seen again at the 

2015 Edinburgh International Festival in David Greig's stage adaptation of Alasdair Gray's magnum 

opus, the great  Modernist prose fiction Lanark.  
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preparations for Glasgow's European Capital of Culture programme in 1990, been the 

primary venue for international, particularly European, performing arts that are considered 

"leftfield" or "avant-garde" in relation to the British cultural mainstream.55    

 Aalst opened in the main performance space, T1, at Tramway in March 2007. An NTS 

production based upon a piece by the Victoria theatre company56 from Ghent in Flanders, 

Belgium, it was, arguably, the bravest piece of programming by Vicky Featherstone during 

her time as artistic director of the national company. The play was based upon real and 

harrowing events in the Flemish town of Aalst in 1999, in which a couple checked-in to a 

hotel in the town with their two young children, who they then proceeded to murder. The 

piece was originally written (drawing, in part, from verbatim material from the case) for 

Victoria in 2005 by Pol Heyvaert and Dimitri Verhulst. Having followed the substantial 

media coverage of both the murders and the subsequent trial, Heyvaert, who conceived and 

directed the play, created an imaginative theatrical fiction in which a couple who have 

murdered their children are interviewed by a disembodied voice of authority. For the NTS 

production Scottish novelist Duncan McLean translated the text into English. Heyvaert 

himself directed a Scottish cast of Kate Dickie and David McKay, with the recorded voice of 

Gary Lewis. 

                                                           
55 I remember Tim Etchells, artistic director of the internationally renowned, Sheffield-based 

performance company Forced Entertainment telling me in conversation that, although his company's 

work was part of the mainstream on continental Europe, in the UK they were effectively told to "go 

and play in the corner" in specially designated spaces, away from the theatrical mainstream, such as 

Tramway. 
56 Mainly a devising company, as is common in Flanders (see, for example, the output of Edinburgh 

Festival Fringe regulars Ontroerend Goed), Victoria had been regular performers at Tramway prior to 

the NTS's production of Aalst. In 2002, to take one example, Victoria astonished Scottish critics and 

audiences alike with üBUNG, a remarkable show, presented in T1 at Tramway, in which adolescent 

children on stage played out the roles of adult actors in the film being shown on the screen above 

their heads.  
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 With its sharp, almost jagged dialogue, its detached, placeless set design and its 

emotionally restrained acting, Heyvaert's production was a million miles from the 

attempted naturalism of so many British verbatim stage dramas.57 The piece moved away 

from the specificities of the case upon which it was based and, rather than seeking to 

illuminate "the truth" (as British verbatim dramas tend to do), posed disturbing, universal 

questions about human psychology, society and infanticide. The production offered a kind 

of writing, staging and acting which, in its highly stylised, unsentimental abstraction, 

exemplified what one might call the late Modernist aesthetics that are so prominent on the 

contemporary Flemish stage. For Mark Fisher, writing favourably of the production in The 

Guardian, the effect was, "like looking through fractured glass"58; an appraisal that has very 

similar implications to W. G. Rogers's comment that the high Modernist style of Gertrude 

Stein was to writing, "what cubism is to art."59 Writing for theatre newspaper The Stage, 

Thom Dibdin was impressed by the unsentimental, "near-mundane, automotive"60 nature of 

the acting. "Kate Dickie draws out the brute mundanity of Cathy's life", Dibdin wrote. "Her 

answers are pitched, deadweight, as if she was reading from the hellish depths of her soul. 

David McKay[...] finds the fractured, hypnotic and almost poetic brutality of Michael's inner 

world."61  

 While Fisher and Dibdin enjoyed the production's Modernist eschewal of naturalistic 

theatre techniques, Kane Adrian, reviewing the piece in Brisbane during its Australian tour 

                                                           
57 For some examples of, and commentary on, this genre in British theatre see interview with Anthony 

Neilson in Chapter 3 above. 
58 Mark Fisher, review of Aalst, The Guardian (London: 29/3/2007): 

www.theguardian.com/stage/2007/mar/29/theatre2 (accessed 12/1/2017). 
59 W. G. Rogers quoted in the biography of Gertrude Stein on the website of the Chicago-based Poetry 

Foundation: www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poets/detail/gertrude-stein (accessed 

12/1/2017). 
60 Thom Dibdin, review of Aalst, The Stage (London: 2/4/2007): 

www.thestage.co.uk/reviews/2007/aalst-review-at-tramway-glasgow (accessed 12/1/2017). 
61 Ibid. 
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in 2008, took issue with elements of the show that displayed a debt to the European avant-

garde. Writing for the Australian Stage theatre website, Adrian opined that: 

 

 [T]he problems lie in the seemingly unintentional repetition of entire script 

 sequences and the somewhat glaring contradictions between what we are told and 

 what we see before us and hear from the interrogator. For example, the testimony is 

 of two  individuals claiming to have  a taste for darkness and a dislike of cleanliness, 

 yet what we see before us are a reasonably attractive - albeit solemn - pair wearing a 

 pink sweater and a well-fitted business suit. Furthermore, they speak in such a way 

 that rationalises their lifestyle and acknowledges childhood trauma and behavioural 

 issues, yet we are told they are of perfectly normal intelligence and sound minds.62 
 

Adrian takes exception to precisely those aspects of the piece that cut against naturalistic 

expectations; whether it be textual repetition, moral ambiguity, or perceived inconsistencies, 

either in the physical appearance or the psychological representation of the characters. 

Although the Australian critic does seem to have missed the point of the production very 

substantially, his critique does at least have the virtue of underlining the Modernist, anti-

naturalistic nature of both the play and the production. His comment that the repetition of 

segments of the text is "seemingly unintentional" is particularly telling. As I wrote in my 

own review for the Daily Telegraph, the repetition and, indeed, variation in the text of Aalst is 

both deliberate and extremely effective. In comparing the script to a "musical score"63 I had 

in mind the work of great Modernist composers such as Arnold Schoenberg and Béla Bartók, 

and also of the American Minimalist composer Steve Reich. "[T]he script develops through 

repetition and variation", I wrote. "A phrase will occur, and recur in another, broader, more 

                                                           
62 Kane Adrian, review of Aalst, Powerhouse Theatre, Brisbane, Australian Stage website (Melbourne: 

1/2/2008): www.australianstage.com.au/reviews/brisbane/aalst--national-theatre-of-scotland-

1080.html (accessed 12/1/2017). 
63 Mark Brown, review of Aalst, Daily Telegraph, (London:29/3/2007), p.29. The application of musical 

terminology to theatre-making has a considerable heritage. We talk of Strindberg's "chamber plays". 

Composer and opera creator Philip Glass plays upon the notion of chamber works when he speaks of 

his "pocket operas".  
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explanatory context; but always with the same fascinating, ambiguous lack of 

expressiveness."64 Coming within the first year of the NTS programming, Aalst asserted 

boldly the NTS's commitment to Tramway,65 to work with challenging subject matter and to 

theatre productions created in a non-naturalistic, Modernist vein. 

 If Aalst showed the potential for the NTS to work with aesthetically innovative artists 

from abroad,66 the commissioning of Paul Bright's Confessions of a Justified Sinner (presented 

during Sansom's directorship of the NTS) spoke to the national company's engagement with 

the home-grown work being made in the European Modernist style. Created by and co-

produced with Untitled Projects, the Glasgow-based company of auteur 

director/designer/theatre deviser Stewart Laing, the show was a classic work of metatheatre 

which displayed a mischievous spirit akin to some of the experiments conducted by the high 

Modernists of Dadaism during and in the years immediately after the First World War. The 

pioneering Dada artist Tristan Tzara used "unexpected performances[...] as a form of 'hoax' 

or 'trick' on his public".67 His metatheatrical play The Gas Heart (1920), in which audiences 

were promised a character play only to find that the "characters" were named Eye, Mouth, 

Ear, Neck and Eyebrow, was described as, "the greatest three-act hoax of the century."68  In a 

similar spirit of inventive mischief making, Laing and his regular collaborator, writer 

                                                           
64 Ibid. 
65 An international performance and visual arts venue which, despite its superb global reputation, has 

been starved of resources by its owner, Glasgow City Council, since the turn of the century, if not 

before, to the obvious detriment of its programming. 
66 A strand in the company's work which continued with numerous productions, including Knives in 

Hens (see footnote 16 of this chapter) and in the work of Simon Sharkey, director of NTS Learn (the 

company's department for learning, which includes collaborative community theatre projects on 

local, national and international bases); see Mark Brown, 'Beyond Borders', interview with Sharkey re. 

NTS Learn's Home Away project, Sunday Herald (Glasgow: 2/10/2016): 

www.heraldscotland.com/arts_ents/stage/14777088.Beyond_borders__preview_of_the_NTS__39_s_H

ome_Away_programme (accessed 13/1/2017). 
67 Encyclopedia entry on Tzara on the website The Art Story: www.theartstory.org/artist-tzara-

tristan.htm (accessed 13/1/2017). 
68 Peter Nicholls, Modernisms: A Literary Guide (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p.261 
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Pamela Carter constructed an elaborate hoax around a supposed theatremaker called "Paul 

Bright". The show's subject was sold to its audience with the following  description:  

 

 Between 1987 and 1989, in the run up to Glasgow’s tenure as European City [sic] of 

 Culture, a young Scottish Director, Paul Bright created a series of radical 

 performances based on James Hogg’s Confessions of a Justified Sinner. Mapping the 

 original locations from the classic novel, a series of individual episodes were staged 

 in urban sites and landscapes across Scotland. This visionary project became a cult 

 hit, expanding its budgets and audiences as it progressed before eventually 

 imploding publicly in its insanely ambitious final instalment.69 

 

Untitled Projects promised, "a new piece of documentary theatre", which would, "share [the 

company's] fascination with this Scottish theatrical phenomenon".70 On arriving in the T1 

space at Tramway for the initial 2013 run of the show, audiences were encouraged to spend 

time viewing an exhibition of memorabilia connected with Bright's productions (such as 

posters, programmes, photographs and, even, a carefully preserved cutting of a review in 

the Glasgow Herald, as the newspaper was then called).71 Many of the items appeared to be as 

timeworn as one would expect them to be after a quarter-of-a-century, adding credence to 

the show's premise that Bright was a brilliant, troubled, now forgotten avant-garde 

theatremaker who had disappeared before he could complete his Hogg-related opus and, 

ultimately, died in Brussels in 2010. Laing and Carter's's location of the story in the years 

                                                           
69 From Untitled Projects company website: www.untitledprojects.co.uk/projects/confessions-of-a-

justified-sinner (accessed 13/1/2017). 
70 Ibid. 
71 This element of the production was far more effective at Tramway in 2013 than during the show's 

revival at Queen's Hall, Edinburgh during the 2015 Edinburgh International Festival (EIF). Presenting 

the piece at Queen's Hall was an appropriately neat joke (as, according to Laing's tale, part of Bright's 

Confessions had been staged in that very building during an edition of the EIF). However, unlike the 

highly versatile T1 performance space in Tramway, where the company was able to create a bespoke 

museum room between the entrance to the auditorium and the stage, thereby enabling, indeed almost 

requiring, audience members to give the exhibition their undivided attention, Queen's Hall allowed 

only for the arrangement of the exhibits in cramped spaces to either side of the stage, thereby 

diminishing the influence of the exhibition materials considerably.  
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(1987-89) leading up to the launch of the first internet browser in 1990 was key to his hoax; 

had they located the narrative after that point, audience members could have easily and 

quickly established that the tale was false by means of a simple internet search. As it was, 

supported by the exhibition, Untitled's concept carried enough credibility to send at least 

some members of the audience into the theatre either believing the story about Bright and 

Confessions entirely or, at least, uncertain as to whether it was true or false.    

 The theatre production that followed was billed as an illustrated lecture comprising, 

primarily, the reminiscences and curatorial observations of actor George Anton. The lecture 

was prompted, we were told, by the actor taking delivery of a box of items connected with 

Bright immediately following his death. Anton, who ostensibly played himself in Laing's 

production, had been, he claimed, Bright's "muse" back in the Eighties, and had played the 

twin roles of the Calvinist fanatic Robert Wringhim and his devilish Doppelgänger Gil-Martin 

in the deceased director's productions. This commentary was combined with filmed 

interviews with leading theatre figures, including Tim Crouch,72 Annie Griffin,73 Giles 

Havergal,74 Katie Mitchell75 and Alison Peebles76 (who offered their remembrances of Bright 

and his work) and grainy black and white film footage taken in connection with Bright's 

adaptation of Hogg's novel. The highly detailed and compelling script and Anton's 

                                                           
72 Influential English dramatist and performer whose works include An Oak Tree (2005) and 

ENGLAND (2007). 
73 Acclaimed. UK-based American writer and director for screen and stage.  
74 In one particularly humorous interview, while Havergal (see Chapter 1 of this thesis) speaks, in 

what we assume to be his London home, about Bright and his work, a young man, wearing nothing 

but a bath towel, walks across the back of the shot; an affectionate, homoerotic gag that, among other 

things, evoked gently the daring sexuality of Glasgow's Citizens Theatre under Havergal's 

directorship.  
75 Internationally renowned stage director. Recent work includes Pelléas and Mélisande by Claude 

Debussy at the Aix-en-Provence Festival and Sarah Kane's Cleansed at the National Theatre, London 

(both 2016). 
76 Leading Scottish actor and theatre director. Peebles was a founding co-director of Communicado 

theatre company (see Chapter 2 of this thesis). 
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passionate and persuasive performance served, I discovered in subsequent conversations, 

both to strengthen the conviction of many audience members who were already inclined to 

accept the show's conceit and to sway some of the agnostics towards believing the story.77 

The truth, of course, was that, Dada-style, there was not a scintilla of truth in the 

production's tale; which was splendidly ironic, given that Hogg's novel has shape changing 

and unreliable identity at its heart. Bright, his explosive and, ultimately, mysterious life, and 

his intriguing, frustrating and exciting work were all intricately interwoven fictions. It was, 

and surely remains, one of the greatest theatrical hoaxes (if not the greatest theatrical hoax) 

of the twenty-first century. 

 Like Aalst some six years before, Paul Bright's Confessions enjoyed considerable 

critical acclaim. Describing Laing as, "the leading mischief-making genius of current Scottish 

theatre",78 The Scotsman's theatre critic Joyce McMillan wrote: 

 

 There are times when the show drifts towards the status of an extended in-joke about 

 the Scottish theatre scene in the 1980s and today, featuring live interviews with key 

 figures like Annie Griffin and Giles Havergal. At its best, though - in the troubled 

 heights of Anton's performance, in its layers of narrative self-reflection, and in the 

 show's brilliantly-reconstructed collages of sound, film, visual images, and an entire 

 archive exhibition - Laing and Carter's work achieves a thrilling poetic intensity[...]79 

 

 Mark Fisher of The Guardian was also impressed, writing that Anton and the various 

interviewees, "are as unreliable as Robert Wringhim, the fanatical sinner of Hogg's novel. 

Just as we are never certain whether Robert's nemesis Gil-Martin is the devil made flesh, or a 

                                                           
77 My own agnosticism was only punctured when I recognised some of Bright's supposed actors in 

films purported to be from the 1980s as, in fact, recent students at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland 

where I am a regular guest teacher. 
78 Joyce McMillan, review of Paul Bright's Confessions of a Justified Sinner, The Scotsman (Edinburgh: 

19/6/2013):  joycemcmillan.wordpress.com/2013/06/19/paul-brights-confessions-of-a-justified-sinner 

(accessed 14/1/2017). 
79 Ibid. 
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projection of a troubled mind, so we can never fully trust the archive material we're 

presented with."80 In my own review for the Daily Telegraph, I also expressed admiration for 

Laing and Carter's serpentine conceit: 

 

 Acting is, thespian George Anton tells us early in this experimental take on James 

 Hogg’s famous novel The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, merely 

 "lying and getting away with it." Later, the lone star on director Stewart Laing’s 

 stage will insist that he (Anton) can be "very persuasive." These comments are – in 

 this dubiously veracious production for the National Theatre of Scotland, Tramway 

 and Laing’s company Untitled Projects – about as close to reliable information as we 

 are offered all evening.81 
 

The show was, I concluded, "an admirably elaborate hoax and, therefore, among other 

things, a contemplation on the meaning of documentary 'truth' and the value of increasingly 

modish documentary theatre."82 

 As has been established in this chapter, the NTS has, from the outset, and throughout 

the directorships of both Featherstone and Sansom,83 engaged with European Modernism: 

be it in staging productions of Modernist classics; engaging with experimental 

theatremakers from abroad; or producing/co-producing work by leading Scottish 

theatremakers whose work one might categorise as European Modernist, including Grid 

Iron, Suspect Culture, Vanishing Point, Untitled Projects, David Greig, Zinnie Harris, David 

                                                           
80 Mark Fisher, review of Paul Bright's Confessions of a Justified Sinner, The Guardian (London: 

21/6/2013), p.41. 
81 Mark Brown, review of Paul Bright's Confessions of a Justified Sinner, Daily Telegraph (London: 

19/6/2013): www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/10131138/Paul-Brights-Confessions-of-a-Justified-

Sinner-Tramway-Glasgow-review.html (accessed 14/1/2017). 
82 I still believe that Paul Bright's Confessions stands as a sharp challenge to the project of establishing 

"truth" through live drama on the part of many verbatim theatremakers (for more on verbatim drama, 

see interview with Anthony Neilson in Chapter 3 above). 
83 The announcement, in October 2016, that Jackie Wylie, former artistic director of The Arches venue 

in Glasgow and a specialist in devised and non-conventional theatre, was to become artistic director 

of the NTS (taking up her post in the Spring of 2017) was, perhaps, an indication that the national 

company was set to engage even more strongly with work that belongs to the European Modernist 

tradition. For more on Jackie Wylie see the concluding chapter of this thesis.   
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Harrower and Anthony Neilson. Inevitably, some of those forays into Modernism have not 

been successful.84 Many, however, such as Roam, Six Characters in Search of an Author, Aalst 

and Paul Bright's Confessions of a Justified Sinner have deservedly garnered plaudits from 

critics and audiences. Together they amount to a very substantial and impressively varied 

body of work that speaks, not only to the NTS's successful mapping onto the Modernist 

strand in contemporary Scottish theatre, but also to the tremendous significance of European 

Modernist aesthetics on the Scottish stage.  

                                                           
84 As is suggest elsewhere in this thesis, Harrower's 365 (see Chapter 3 above), Rona Munro's 

adaptation of Lorca's The House of Bernarda Alba (see this chapter above) and Lies Pauwels's rendering 

of David Harrower's Knives in Hens (see Harrower interview in Chapter 3 above) were badly 

misconceived. The same might be said of Suspect Culture's Futurology (see this chapter above). 
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Conclusion: the future of a Renaissance 

 

In March 2016 The Guardian newspaper published an article1 by Matthew Lenton, artistic 

director of Glasgow-based theatre company Vanishing Point.2 In the piece, Lenton, an 

English theatremaker who has been based in Scotland since the 1990s, discusses what he 

considers to be the dominant, or at least most important, features in contemporary Scottish 

theatre. The coincidence of his observations with the arguments put forward by this thesis is 

so close as to be almost uncanny. "As someone influenced by European theatre and little 

interested in the English tradition of playwriting, Glasgow and Scotland felt like a great 

place to be. It still is", writes Lenton. The director suggests not a hostility to theatre in 

London (a city whose theatre, not least the commercial theatre in the West End, so often 

subsumes live drama in England, at least in the discourse of the London-dominated 

UK/English media) but, rather, an internationalism in Scottish theatre that refuses to 

privilege London, as a theatre centre, above other centres in Europe and the wider 

world. Late twentieth and early-twenty-first century Scottish culture is, he observes: 

"outward-looking, internationalist, uninterested in cultural museum pieces and focused on 

the new." Such readings of contemporary Scottish theatre are key to, and constant in, the 

case put forward in this work. Moreover, Lenton's identification of the lineage of Scotland's 

contemporary theatre fits perfectly with that proposed by this thesis: 

 

                                                           
1 'Scottish independence? In theatre, it's long-established', Matthew Lenton, The Guardian (London: 

25/3/2016): www.theguardian.com/stage/2016/mar/25/scottish-independence-theatre-vanishing-point 

(accessed 16/1/2017). 
2 See Chapter 2 of this thesis, in which Vanishing Point's debt to Communicado theatre company is 

discussed.  
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 It was the tail end of the Havergal, Prowse and MacDonald era at the Citizens 

 theatre, where classic European and contemporary plays came magnificently to life 

 and made the Citz world famous. Tramway was the epicentre of internationalism. 

 The legacy of Glasgow’s year as European Capital of Culture in 1990 – with the 

 programming of monumental international artists such as Peter Brook and Robert 

 Lepage and Scottish artists such as Gerry Mulgrew – began to influence a whole 

 generation of theatre practitioners. There was the illicit, exciting experimentalism 

 of the Arches and the CCA[...] 

  Things have been lost and gained. Tramway is no longer the international 

 powerhouse it once was; the Arches has gone. But there is an innovative National 

 Theatre of Scotland, which was conceived to take its shows to people all across its 

 nation, rather than sit in the centre of its capital to be enjoyed by the few. There is a 

 supremely confident Citz [under artistic director Dominic Hill], which offers 

 reinterpretations of classical plays and populist new work, and brilliant young 

 artists, from all backgrounds, working wherever they can.3 

 

 In the Introduction to this thesis a distinction is made between the important 

"structural" elements in Scotland's theatrical Renaissance (which are outlined in the 

Introduction and referenced at various points throughout the thesis) and the "aesthetic" 

players who are the primary subject of this thesis. It is, perhaps, predictable that all of the 

structural elements identified by Lenton (Glasgow's Tramway, Arches and CCA venues, and 

the City of Culture events in Glasgow in 1990) are among those set out in the Introduction to 

this work; they are, after all, obvious features of the cultural regeneration of Glasgow in the 

1990s and beyond. However, Lenton's singling out of the Havergal revolution at the Citizens 

Theatre as the motor of Scotland's theatrical Renaissance, and his identification of Gerry 

Mulgrew as a key figure in that Renaissance (and the notable absence of the likes of John 

McGrath, 7:84 and Wildcat from his pen portrait of the leading theatrical players) are both 

                                                           
3 Lenton, 'Scottish independence? In theatre, it's long-established'. 

http://citz.co.uk/
http://citz.co.uk/
http://www.tramway.org/Pages/home.aspx
http://www.thearches.co.uk/
http://www.cca-glasgow.com/programme
https://www.nationaltheatrescotland.com/content/
https://www.nationaltheatrescotland.com/content/


272 
 

more controversial4 than his observations vis-à-vis the structural elements and remarkably in 

accord with the positions proposed by this thesis. 

 As he looks to the future, Lenton lists among the recent "gains" of Scottish theatre the 

work of the National Theatre of Scotland (NTS) and the output of a generation of "brilliant 

young artists". He also writes of the legacy of the The Arches venue in Glasgow, which was 

closed down in 2015. Fascinatingly, these three elements came together in the appointment 

of Jackie Wylie as artistic director of the NTS. Wylie was artistic director of The Arches from 

2008 (when its founding director Andy Arnold left to take up the artistic directorship of the 

Tron Theatre in Glasgow) until 2015. During her time at The Arches, and subsequently, as 

artistic director of the Take Me Somewhere Festival,5 Wylie has done more than anyone else 

to support the generation of performance artists that emerged in the early twenty-first 

century; artists such as Rob Drummond,6 Nic Green,7 Kieran Hurley,8 Gary McNair,9 Al 

Seed,10 Julia Taudevin11 and Jenna Watt.12 Diverse though their work is, these artists have in 

common the fact that much (in some cases most or all) of their work is self-conceived, 

written and performed. It is an approach to theatre-making that has much in common with 

the practice of the acclaimed experimental, some might say Modernist,  

 

                                                           
4 Some commentators would put a strong emphasis on the legacy of the politicised music hall and 

ceilidh traditions of theatre companies such as 7:84 and Wildcat. See the Introduction to this thesis for 

more discussion of this perspective.  
5 Which is described on its own website as: "a new celebratory festival of contemporary 

performance, taking place in venues across Glasgow in 2017, which builds on the legacy of The 

Arches' arts programme": takemesomewhere.co.uk (accessed 16/1/2017). 
6 Bullet Catch (2012), Quiz Show (2013), Grain in the Blood (2016). 
7 Trilogy (2009), Fatherland, Motherland (2012), Cock and Bull (2015). 
8 Beats (2011), Rantin (2014), Heads Up (2016). 
9 Donald Robertson is Not a Stand Up Comedian (2013), A Gambler's Guide to Dying (2015), Let The Bitch 

Burn (2016).  
10 The Endurance (2007), The Red Room (2008), The Fooligan (2008). 
11 Some Other Mother (2013), Blow Off (2016). 
12 Flâneurs (2012), How You Gonna Live Your Dash, co-devised with Ashley Smith (2016). 
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Fig 20: Jackie Wylie. Photo: NTS archive. 

 

 

 

Fig 21: Julia Taudevin in Blow Off (2016). Photo: Traverse archive. 
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English dramatist Tim Crouch,13 a number of whose works have premiered in Edinburgh 

during the Festival Fringe.14 Drummond, in particular, has developed, in shows such as Mr 

Write (2010) and Bullet Catch (2012), a pronounced Crouchesque element in his work, in 

which a highly original theatrical concept is combined with his performance of the piece as a 

character which, he seems to suggest, is actually himself. Mr Write is, says Wylie, "one of his 

best pieces[...] It's very much in the same ilk as Tim Crouch."15 Also like Crouch,16 however, 

Drummond has begun to write more conventional plays in which he plays no role as a 

performer. With his 2013 drama Quiz Show17 and his 2016 plays The Broons18 and Grain in the 

Blood,19 Drummond has proved himself to have broad interests in both subject matter and 

style. This strand in Drummond's work notwithstanding, what one might call the "Arches 

generation"20 of artists does tend to be characterised, as Wylie herself says, by a shift away, 

"from the presumption that the main way in which theatre is made is from a literary starting 

point."21 In other words, despite the publication of play scripts for works such as 

Drummond's Bullet Catch, Hurley's Beats and Taudevin's Blow Off, most of the work created 

by these artists could be defined as "performance",22 in the sense that it is dependent upon its 

                                                           
13 Who, in works such as My Arm (2003) and The Author (2009), foregrounds his own stage personas.  
14 Notably My Arm, An Oak Tree and ENGLAND. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Crouch's monodrama for young audiences, Shopping for Shoes (2005), was written to be performed 

by a young, female actor. Scottish children's theatre company Visible Fictions has been staging the 

play since 2006. 
17 A piece about a TV celebrity who is responsible for terrible acts of child sexual abuse. 
18 A work of popular theatre based upon the famous Scottish cartoon strip. 
19 A thriller about, among other things, family history, pagan ritual and medical ethics. 
20 A description which is problematised only a little by the fact that, in 2010, Watt was banned from 

performing at The Arches for six months after she presented a piece that involved hitting apples into 

the audience with a baseball bat. See Mark Fisher, 'Jenna Watt, the confrontational theatremaker once 

banned from the Arches', The Scotsman (Edinburgh, 23/1/2016): 

www.scotsman.com/lifestyle/culture/theatre/jenna-watt-the-confrontational-theatremaker-once-

banned-from-the-arches-1-4009390 (accessed 16/1/2017). 
21 Jackie Wylie, from interview with Mark Brown (Tramway, Glasgow, 8/11/2016).  
22 Referred to in the past as "performance art" or "live art". 
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creator's presence on-stage to be complete. Other work, such as Nic Green's Trilogy, owes at 

least as much to the devising of the performance as to any written script. These aspects, 

arguably, makes these works somewhat more ephemeral than the plays by the likes of 

Greig, Harris, Harrower and Neilson, and more akin (in their ephemerality, rather than their 

aesthetics) to the events that were staged at the Dadaist Cabaret Voltaire in Zürich during 

the First World War or the "Happenings" in Europe and North America in the 1950s and 

1960s. 

 Wylie is particularly well-placed to comment upon the origins of, and practice 

embedded within, the work of this "Arches generation". "There's [the influence of] Tim 

Crouch", she acknowledges, "but there's also the fact that people are making theatre from 

different starting points[...] [In terms of] the generation after those Nineties [theatre] 

makers,23 I would argue that a momentous production can come from a different starting 

point that isn't always literary."24 For Wylie, neither the close performative association 

between creator and creation that exists within much of this work, nor its devised nature, 

nor its very ephemerality, should lead to it being considered less valid than the "literary" 

work of the Nineties playwrights. She suggests that Green's Trilogy25 is a particularly strong 

example of the performance created by the millennial generation of artists in Scotland. 

Lauded for its powerful and highly original exploration of the politics of the female body, 

from coercive, commodified representations of the "ideal" female body shape and size, to the 

on-going horrors of female genital mutilation, it, "spoke to a generation in a completely 

different way", says Wylie.26 Trilogy is a work of performance which, in Wylie's opinion, 

                                                           
23 Greig, Harris, Harrower, Neilson et al. 
24 Wylie, from interview (8/11/2016). 
25 Premiered by The Arches at the St Stephen's venue during the 2009 Edinburgh Festival Fringe. 
26 Wylie, from interview (8/11/2016). 
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deserves to be considered in the same "world class" category as plays such as Zinnie Harris's 

Further Than the Furthest Thing and David Harrower's Knives in Hens. Indeed, it has received 

international acclaim. Reviewing the work during its Edinburgh premiere, Lyn Gardner of 

The Guardian was moved profoundly, not least by Part 1, in which women in the audience 

were encouraged to take off their clothes and display their bodies in public as an act of 

affirmation, defiance and celebration:  

 

 Sometimes you see a piece of theatre that makes your heart sing, makes you feel 

 good about all of humanity, and makes you want to stand up and be counted. Nic 

 Green's Trilogy is such a work. A strenuously choreographed, three-part, three-hour 

 piece of participatory theatre that examines and celebrates what it means to be a 

 woman in the 21st century, where we have come from and where we are going, 

 Trilogy is angry, joyous, heartfelt, rigorous and radiant with hope. It makes you 

 want to fling off your clothes and dance.27 

 

Writing in the Sydney Morning Herald during the 2016 tour of Trilogy to Australia, Cameron 

Woodhead echoed the critical enthusiasm for the piece seven years before: "The experience 

is pure joy", he declared, "an assertion of women's bodies as powerful subjects, rather than 

passive objects of desire[...] [I]ts intellectual and aesthetic rigour, offbeat sense of humour 

and power to inspire, make Trilogy a rare feat of feminist art."28 Like Gardner, Woodhead 

was impressed by the celebratory conclusion to Part 1: "Clothes fly off and the choreography 

swirls into a more expressive and unselfconscious style. The section ends with scores of 

women, of all shapes and sizes, dancing nude in unison, free to wobble as they will."29 

                                                           
27 Lyn Gardner, review of Trilogy, The Guardian (London: 13/8/2009): 

www.theguardian.com/culture/2009/aug/13/trilogy-edinburgh-review (accessed 16/1/2017). 
28 Cameron Woodhead, review of Trilogy, Sydney Morning Herald (Sydney: 22/6/2016): 

www.smh.com.au/entertainment/stage/trilogy-review-audience-at-nic-green-play-trilogy-strips-in-

solidarity-with-100-naked-women-on-stage-20160622-gpp0gd.html (accessed 16/1/2017). 
29 Ibid. 
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 Notwithstanding Green's undoubted achievement with Trilogy and the deserved 

plaudits directed towards works such as Drummond's Bullet Catch and Hurley's Beats, the 

question of whether the Arches generation has reached the heights achieved by the Nineties 

playwrights is a moot one. What is not in question is the significant difference in practice 

between the two groups of theatre artists. Wylie offers a materialist30 explanation of the 

generational variance: 

 

 In the formation of companies like Suspect Culture and Vanishing Point [in the 

 Nineties], the presumption was that your goal, when you graduated with theatre 

 degrees or performing arts degrees, was that you'd form a company. You'd have a 

 writer , a director and actors that you worked with generally. This was before 

 producers were really talked about.31 By the time that Kieran Hurley, Rob 

 Drummond, Nic Green and their generation of theatremakers were graduating they 

 had no presumption that they would have permanent employment or permanent 

 funding. [Consequently] they do a diverse range of things. Rob Drummond [for 

 example] is in the Tim Crouch mould, a performer, a writer, he directs himself in his 

 own work. Kieran Hurley performs in his own work and he's a writer. Nic Green, 

 she starts with a line of enquiry, not a literary [starting point]; she's on stage herself 

 and she's directing it herself. It's a completely new way of making work.32 

 

Wylie is suggesting here that the often individual nature of the work of the millennial 

generation is rooted in a degree of economic uncertainty that did not afflict the companies 

(and, by logical extension, the writers33) who emerged in the 1990s. It is an observation that 

makes her appointment as artistic director of the NTS all the more intriguing. The NTS has 

                                                           
30 Marxist author John Molyneux defines materialism succinctly: "it regards the production of the 

necessities of life as the basis on which ideas arise, rather than vice versa"; Arguments for Revolutionary 

Socialism (London: Bookmarks, 1987) p.40. 
31 In terms of new companies having their own producer. 
32 Wylie, from interview (8/11/2016). 
33 David Greig, for example, was a founder member of Suspect Culture (as seen in Chapter 3 above). 

David Harrower speaks (also in Chapter 3) about being supported by the Scottish playwriting 

community. 
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engaged with the millennial generation,34 but, with the considerable resources of Scotland's 

national theatre company at her disposal, there is significant scope for Wylie to expand the 

support given to these artists. 

 There has, of course, been more to emerging theatre work in Scotland in the new 

millennium than merely the Arches generation. A diverse group of playwrights came to 

prominence, often premiering their work at the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh. These 

writers included: Henry Adam,35 DC Jackson,36 David Leddy,37 Johnny McKnight,38 Adura 

Onashile,39 Morna Pearson,40 Stef Smith,41 and Isabel Wright.42 Of these Leddy and Smith 

could, perhaps, be described as the theatremakers closest to the European Modernist 

tradition. Smith, not least because of the techniques employed by Cora Bissett in the 

realisation of Roadkill, a powerful drama about the sex trafficking of young girls, the 

authorship of which was credited jointly to Smith and Bissett.43 Leddy's oeuvre is notably 

experimental and non-naturalistic. Often site-specific, his output includes a show performed 

in promenade in Glasgow's Botanic Gardens,44 and another presented inside his own high-

                                                           
34 For example the NTS "Auteurs Project" supported Claire Cunningham, Drummond, Green, Hurley 

and McNair to make work to be staged at the 2013 Behaviour festival at The Arches. 
35 The People Next Door (2003), Petrol Jesus Nightmare #5 (2006), ‘e Polish Quine (2007). 
36 The Wall (2008), My Romantic History (2010), Kill Johnny Glendenning(2014). 
37 Sub Rosa (2009), International Waters (2016). 
38 Little Johnny's Big Gay Wedding (2010), Smalltown (2011), Wendy Hoose (2014). 
39 HeLa (2013), Expensive Shit (2016). Onashile is also an actor. Her acting work includes a notable 

performance in Stef Smith's Roadkill, directed by Cora Bissett. 
40 Distracted (2006), The Artist Man and the Mother Woman (2012). 
41 Roadkill (2010), And the Beat Goes On (2015), Swallow (2015). 
42 Peepshow (2002), Mr Placebo (2003), and 15 Seconds (2003). 
43 When Roadkill was published by Oberon Books in 2011, its authorship was credited to both writer 

and director; an interesting example of the director's work with the writer (such as placing the 

audience in a real domestic residence, and making innovative use of video and sound technology) 

being considered so important in the staging of the text that she is literally designated the position of 

author/auteur. It should be noted that Bissett was a musician and a highly regarded actor before 

turning her hand to directing. At the time of writing (January 2017) she is an associate director of the 

National Theatre of Scotland. 
44 Susurrus (2007). 
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rise flat in the West End of Glasgow.45 Arguably his finest piece, however, was Sub Rosa, a 

spectacular, bleakly gothic work of metatheatrical Victoriana, first performed in promenade 

in the backstage areas of the Citizens Theatre in Glasgow.46 Directed (as ever with Leddy's 

company Fire Exit) by the writer himself. Steve Cramer, reviewing the production for the 

Financial Times pointed to both the experimental and the non-naturalistic ("detached") nature 

of the work: 

 

 The labyrinthine backstage space of Glasgow’s Citizens’ Theatre has, at times, a 

 theatrical potential to equal that of its auditorium, a point plainly not lost on David 

 Leddy. For some years this theatrical buccaneer has shown a propensity for fearless 

 experiment and in this site-specific piece his capacity to combine dark poetry with a 

 paradoxical mix of forensic detachment and passionate proselytising realises itself 

 ingeniously.47 

 

If we ask ourselves where the European Modernist strand in Scottish theatre will go in the 

years and decades ahead, it is clear that it will include the work of the millennial generation, 

both those connected to the performance traditions of The Arches and those working as 

playwrights (not to mention those such Drummond and Leddy who cross over in different 

ways). Added to that is the possibility of new artists emerging with the support of various 

bodies, including the Scottish Playwrights' Studio, the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh, the 

Tron Theatre, Glasgow, the National Theatre of Scotland and the lunchtime play producer A 

Play, a Pie and a Pint, based at the  Òran Mór venue in Glasgow. 

 It is the contention of this thesis, however, that most of the great works of European 

Modernism in Scottish theatre have been created by the Citizens Theatre (under both Giles 

                                                           
45 Home Hindrance (2007). 
46 The piece premiered at the Citizens in 2009 and played at the Hill Street Theatre, Edinburgh during 

the 2010 Festival Fringe. 
47 Steve Cramer, review of Sub Rosa, Financial Times (London, 22/1/2009): 

www.ft.com/content/324e83bc-e89f-11dd-a4d0-0000779fd2ac (accessed 16/1/2017). 



280 
 

Havergal and Dominic Hill), Communicado theatre company and the companies that 

followed in its footsteps (particularly Suspect Culture, Grid Iron and Vanishing Point), and 

the five artists interviewed in Chapter 3 (namely, David Greig, Zinnie Harris, David 

Harrower, Anthony Neilson and Stewart Laing). Hill's Citz continues to garner critical 

plaudits, while Communicado's output has been stymied by funding difficulties.48 

Meanwhile the five artists interviewed in Chapter 3 continue to work in Scottish theatre,49 

and would seem to have major roles to play in the development of live drama in Scotland in 

the decades to come. 

 There can be little doubt that, as the new artistic director of the National Theatre of 

Scotland (NTS), Wylie will be receptive to the development of each of these elements of 

Scotland's Modernist Renaissance. As she points out, that Renaissance was already well 

established in Scottish theatre before she first started working at The Arches in 1997. "Where 

my thinking comes in is post-1990 Capital of Culture", she explains. "If you think about what 

Andy Arnold was doing at The Arches, there's something about the energy [he generated], 

the presumption of different influences and the importance of a Modernist perspective. My 

entire working life in Scotland has been [in a period] when that change50 had already 

happened."51 She promises to honour the NTS's recognition of the major strands in Scottish 

theatre, to achieve a "balance" between devised and scripted work, and to invigorate the 

company's work with an outward looking, internationalist perspective:  

                                                           
48 See Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
49 Greig most prominently as artistic director of the Royal Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh. Neilson, 

although he has been based in London since 1992, adapted and directed Alice's Adventures in 

Wonderland for the Royal Lyceum as recently as December 2016. Laing, despite being refused stable 

funding by Creative Scotland (see Chapter 3 above), remains in Scotland at the time of writing 

(January 2017).  
50 The Modernist Renaissance in Scottish theatre. 
51 Wylie, from interview (8/11/2016). 
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 I agree with you about the trajectory [of the NTS] up to this point and the success in 

 the mapping onto, or recognition of, different strands that led us to where we are [in 

 Scottish theatre]. My plan, going forward, is to continue that trajectory[...] Whatever 

 happens, it's going to be so important for me to have a balance [between devised 

 work and scripted plays], because that literary tradition in Scotland is such a vital 

 part of our storytelling culture. But I'm an internationalist, so I'm interested in what 

 happens, not just when you take work out across the world, but also in what it 

 would mean to bring those international voices into Scotland to work with our 

 theatremakers; not just our writers, but theatremakers in the broadest sense"52 

 

This holds out the possibility of many more NTS collaborations with international artists, 

creating the opportunity for greater numbers of Scottish artists to make work such as Aalst.53 

Wylie pointedly compares Stewart Laing to acclaimed Belgian theatre director Ivo van 

Hove;54 implying that Laing has not been given the recognition he deserves, not least, 

perhaps by funding body Creative Scotland. "My question to Stewart Laing would be, 'who 

would you actually want to work with, if you could? Who would you want me to actually 

bring over?", she says. "I'll be asking Stewart Laing what he needs to be recognised [in 

Scotland] in the same way that his German counterparts are [in their own country]", she 

continues. "But, equally, what does Nic Green need? Nic Green is seen throughout the UK as 

one of the most important theatremakers of the moment."55 

 Some eyebrows were undoubtedly raised (certainly mine were) when the NTS board 

took the bold decision to appoint Wylie, who is a creative producer, rather than a director of 

shows. That said, her appointment has been widely welcomed, not least because she has a 

very strong track record as an artist-centred producer. The NTS is only one part, albeit an 

                                                           
52 Ibid. 
53 See Chapter 4 above. 
54 Work includes Lazarus (2016), David Bowie and Enda Walsh's sequel to The Man Who Fell to Earth, 

which was staged at the King's Cross Theatre, London. 
55 Wylie, from interview (8/11/2016). 
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important part, of the Scottish theatrical landscape, but Wylie's appointment certainly 

heralds the arrival of an artistic director who is a friend of the Modernist strand in its 

various forms. Her stated commitment (quoted above) to "balance" the devised work (in 

which she has long specialised) with "literary" theatre (i.e. scripted plays) is reassuring. 

 The lifeblood of any national theatre culture is new work. Whether the millennial 

generation of Scottish theatre artists have equalled the achievements of their predecessors, 

such as Greig, Harris, Harrower, Neilson and Laing, is a matter for debate. It is surely 

beyond doubt, however, that, be the artists millennial or pre-millennial, be it at O'Loughlin's 

Traverse, Hill's Citizens, Greig's Lyceum or, in the coming years, Wylie's NTS, Scottish 

theatre's Renaissance seems set to continue, and to do so with the many and varied 

aesthetics of European Modernism at its very heart. 
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