CLIVE BARDA

Ten Pence to Stand

Roger Allam mourns the passing of the ‘cheap seats’ of
his youth and looks at the problems of theatre subsidy

MY WHOLE career, apart from one
television play and a few radio plays, has
been spent in the theatre. That’s twelve
years. I started in the alternative theatre,
later worked in regional repertory, and
since 1981 have worked for the RSC.
None of the work I have done — even
the commercial run of Les Miserables,
would have been possible without public
subsidy. I am completely a creature of
it, and am utterly biased in favour of it.

I first started going to the theatre on
my own initiative when I was 16 in 1970.
I was studying Hamlet at school and a
friend of my sister who lived in Waterloo
suggested I go and see Rosencrantz &
Guildenstern are Dead at the Old Vic.
It seemed an impossibly grown up, com-
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plicated and sophisticated thing to do.
However, this friend of my sisters in-
formed me that you could queue for
cheap seats on the morning of the per-
formance, and so, somewhat nervously,
I did. Cheap they were too. Fifteen pence
to sit in the Gallery and ten pence to
stand. Fifteen pence was the price of my
tube fare from North London to
Waterloo. It was also the price of the
sumptuous National Theatre program-
mes at that time. Rosencrantz &
Guildenstern are Dead was magical.
Scales fell from my eyes. I was
transported by the whole experience.
There has surely never been such a dar-
ing modern play before, and no-one
understood it so well as I. The evening

cost me forty-five pence. One return to
Highgate and one seat in the gallery. |
decided not to lash out on a programme
but satisfied myself with a free cast list,
which I still possess.

Of course, I started going all the time.
Seeing many of the plays more than once.
The Captain of Kopenick, Merchant of
Venice, The National Health, I loved all
of them. Even The Architect and the
Emperor of Assyria, which really was
modern and daring, and which I didn’t
understand at all.

Emboldened 1 branched out to the
RSC at The Aldwych (myself and a
schoolfriend ran the length of the Strand
from sheer exhilaration after Peter
Brooks’ production of Midsummer
Night’s Dream), the Royal Court, the
West End, and the Fringe, but returned
most frequently to the cheaper Old Vic.
I suddenly had an insatiable desire for
theatre. It was something I think I had
always wanted but simply not previous-
ly known about. Back at school I found
a book in the library called Great Acting
by Kenneth Tynan, which I devoured
hungrily. From this I learned much about
the history of the Old Vic, and the
careers of Gielgud, Olivier, Ashcroft et
al. At home I found out from my mother
that she, as a young woman, had queued
for seats in that same gallery at the Old
Vic, to see Gielgud’s season in
1929-1930.

How synonymous is the name of the
Old Vic with cheap seats. At the time [
took it for granted, but now I recall that
period with much gratitude. Information
and experiences that I would have
resisted in class at school, being an
academically indifferent pupil, I drank
in at the theatre; this in turn made me
more reponsive at school. For that
reason I cannot separate art from educa-
tion. To me art (through the theatre) was
about discovering the joy and delight of
learning; the desire of education, and the
education of desire. There indeed rests
my case for subsidy. Call me old fashion-
ed but it seems to me to be the sign of
a sensible and mature state that wishes
to provide for its citizens the opportuni-
ty to expand their consciousness, im-
agination and intellect.

Today, however, we are living through
a period when all areas of public life,
from universities, to the BBC, hospitals,
to the subsidised theatre, are undergoing
radical change and sustained attack from
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a Government who wish to privatise the
very water we drink.

Earlier this year, on Channel 4’s Op-
tions programme, Peter Stevens argued
passionately against too much reliance in
the arts on business sponsorship, calling
it a ‘poisoned chalice’, and that the ‘per-
forming arts will be compromised and
corrupted by it’. It was heartening to see
someone of his authority and experience
taking such a principled stand. It does
not diminish his argument one jot, that
he now works for Granada television; it
does, however diminish it when he
engages in vicious and unwarranted per-
sonal attacks on Terry Hands. It also
means that he is perhaps less aware of
the process by which we in the subsidis-
ed institution, fearful over the last few
years for our continued existence, start
to speak a language of survival, which,
bit by bit, erodes the very principles for
our being. Again, I stress, this is not hap-
pening in isolation, but in the whole
realm of public life. When a philosophy
department is closed in a university, or
a classics or social science department,
because they are not ‘profitable’ in
economic terms, this not only creates a
climate of fear for other such depart-
ments in other universities, but begins
the way by which such departments try
to make themselves more ‘profitable’ by
taking on ever more students, thus gain-
ing fees, but inevitably lowering stan-
dards. The current hot argument for the
defence of arts subsidy, is to dazzle our
opponents with the recent statistics from
the Policy Studies Institute.

These figures show how the Arts is
now a major industry in this country,
employing 500,000 people, with a tur-
nover of £10 billion, and a contribution
of £4 billion to our overseas earnings,
considerably more than the motor in-
dustry. Not bad for an investment by the
Government of only £97 million. This is
all good stuff, and I must admit it is nice
to have people, like Kingsley Amis, who
persist in their argument for a total lack
of subsidy, exposed as the ignorant
philistines they are by showing that we
in the subsidised arts are not the
uneconomical drains they suppose us to
be. However we should beware. Do we
really want the Arts to become ever more
industrialised, pushed ever further into
the arms of the tourist industry? The real
profit a philosophy department produces
is philosophy. The real profit we produce
is art.

I am deeply suspicious of the heritage
industry and the notion of Britain as
theme park, which I believe careless use
of this argument could lead us towards.
Why does the current fashion of seeing
profit only in economic terms go so un-
challenged? I recently saw a programme
on television in which Paul Channon,
former Conservative Arts Minister now
Minister for Transport, was fundamen-

tally criticising the former Sheffield
Council cheap fares policy. ‘Hundreds of
millions of pounds of public money, he
pontificated, ‘and nothing to show at the
end of it. Was he being deliberately
stupid or is he naturally obtuse? Nothing
to show indeed; except people who could
travel easily through uncongested streets,
less pollution, greater access to their ci-
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ty, their theatre even and therefore more
happiness. Now that’s what I call profit.

Stratford-on-Avon has been a huge
tourist attraction for a long time. Dur-
ing my seasons there I have often given
talks at the Shakespeare Institute to
groups of visiting students from different
countries and of all ages. They spent
days, weeks even, in Stratford seeing all
the plays and having classes during the
day. It is very rewarding to engage with
their enthusiasm and passion. However,
during the height of the tourist season
there are also large organised groups of
tourists who partake of the Stratford ex-
perience in a very different way. They
leave their London hotels early in the
morning in a coach. They see Oxford in
the morning, Stratford in the afternoon,
drop exhausted into the best seats in the
Royal Shakespeare theatre and fall
asleep. Or, luxury of luxuries, they don’t
turn up at all. We get their ticket money,
but where is the profit in that? In this
context what kind of exchange happens
between stage and auditorium? Luckily
for us in the company this only occurs
mid-season, and Stratford generally at-

tracts a lively audience from all over the
country and beyond.

But again there is danger. The tourists
are usually rich, their ticket price is often
hidden in the price of their holiday
package. The blend of encouragement
and threats that recently came from
Richard Luce at the Arts Council, to
price tickets at what the market will

stand is putting a visit to Stratford beyond
the pocket of many taxpayers. It all
depends, of course, which market we
refer to. Even to stand at RST now costs
£3.50. Yes, that’s over four times the pre-
sent price of a tube fare from North Lon-
don to Waterloo.

I wish I could blame it all on Mrs
Thatcher I really do; unfortunately for
me [ think a combination of events have
contributed to the difficult times we in
the subsidised theatre now face. One of
those is institutionalisation itself,
something which afflicts the NT and
RSC more than any other theatres in the
country. In the early Sixties when both
companies were so named, they still re-
tained very strong links with their im-
mediate pasts. They were, in a way, the
Old Vic, and the Stratford Memorial
Theatre plus subsidy, (although the RSC
never got as much as the National). They
were also united in the declared aims of
their respective artistic directors. Both
Olivier and Hall then wanted to create
ensembles of players on long term
contracts.

This has been an ideal for many
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generations of people who work in the
theatre. In the past both companies have
achieved it in patches, with considerable
success. Now, however, the move into the
new buildings, the increase of produc-
tivity, both companies’ current overlarge
size, and the changing nature of actors’
employment and aspirations have made
the attainment of this ideal practically
impossible. This, as the song says, is
happening all over.

I can bore for England about why I
think none of the new buildings, oc-
cupied by the RSC and the National
(Cottesloe honourably excepted) are ac-
tually positively good theatres, and how
they make difficult the easy and unforc-
ed exchange between stage and
auditorium that a good theatre allows;
but perhaps more important is how, what
Michael Coveney in the FT has recently
called ‘these grim black legacies of an
outmoded civic ideology’ (would that
they were brick actually Michael),
visibly represent an institutionalisation
with which we who work in them have
to grapple in increasingly complex ways.

As artists, we quite naturally resist in-
stitutionalisation. When I first joined the
RSC, Trevor Nunn said, in one of his in-
troductory speeches to the company, ‘we
must be the grit in the machine’, thereby
representing a perfectly honourable rela-
tionship between funded artists and fun-
ding bodies. Now, I think we have been
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wrong footed by a Government which
has a far more contradictory relationship
to the independence of public institu-
tions; it questions and attacks our very
existence; it also seeks to liberalise and
de-regulate us to market forces, at the
same time as fostering the most centralis-
ed and controlling state we have ever
had.

When the Barbican first opened I
remember John Bury saying words to the
effect that because no-one in the
auditorium was more than 60ft from the
point of command on the stage, the space
was democratic in a way that 19th Cen-
tury theatres could never be. I think
something similar was said about the
Olivier Theatre. I'm going back to cheap
seats here. Because attendent to this ap-
parent democratisation of our theatre
space is a complete lack of cheap seats.
Say, for instance, 80p to a £1, roughly,
as it happens the price of a tube fare from
North London to Waterloo. I think this
is important for us to consider because
there is no doubt in my mind that ge-
nuine broad popular support for sub-
sidised public art is nowhere near the
level of support for the National Health,
or public education. And it should be
and could be. Happily there is a shining
example at The Glasgow Citizens
Theatre of a cheap seats policy. All seats
cost £3.00, £1 for students, OAPs, and
unemployed, or free for OAPs and

unemployed on the door. Over a period
of eighteen years, the artistic director-
ships of the Citizens have built up such
a strong relationship with their audience,
and their local government funding
bodies, that their theatre is truly valued
as a public service. There would be
something close to riots if they were
threatened with closure, but there again
they won’t be threated with closure. I
don’t really care how expensive the top
price is as long as there are a substantial
number that are really cheap.

The new buildings have also exacer-
bated the current rift between actors and
directors. They need a greater ad-
ministrative and bureaucratic input;
which adds to the actor’s sense of
powerlessness. Directors’ unwillingness
to yield to actors some of the power that
institutionalisation has given them, is a
contributory factor to the current anti-
intellectual fashion amongst actors. After
all two of our countries most important
theatres, the Royal Court, and the Na-
tional were first headed by actors, it is
something which has an honourable
tradition both here and in Europe. In
turn, as actors we must not turn away
from ideas themselves although always
of course rejecting the weak, and
diminishing concepts that bad directors
can foist on us. If we are to communicate
meanings, we will, after all, need the odd
idea, and what else should theatre be but
the communication of experience as
packed as possible with meanings. With
ideas we can fight off the dogs.

The Theatre is a collaborative form,
and at its best shows us that collabora-
tion can create something greater and
more unique than individual expression.
True collaboration is fraught with dif-
ficulties and there is often much blood
letting in the attempt. In this sense
theatre can be like war as Peter Stevens
suggests in The Independent on
September 16, 1988. But if we leave the
definition there we speak the language
of our enemies. It is after all Mrs That-
cher who speaks of the ‘war against in-
flation’, and during the miners strike of
‘the enemy within’, precisely to create a
national seige mentality, and thereby
destroying the role of government as a
mediator. However, surgery as well as
war takes place in a theatre. Let us con-
centrate our minds on that, and also on
Peter Brooks’ image of theatre as a
yoghurt culture, which may be small and
concentrated but can create far larger
quantities of itself through contact with
milk

The National and the RSC have much
greater resources than other theatres in
the country. We must recognise that we
still do have choice in how to use them.
It is of the utmost urgency that we begin
afresh the difficult and dangerous task
of creating companies. What have we to
lose?
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