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Introduction from Colin Blumenau, Artistic Director 
Radicals, reformers and revolutionaries 

[image: image4.png]BURY ST EDMUNDS




The late 18th and early 19th centuries were truly radical times. As a public we have been seduced by any number of interpretations of the period on television into believing life in the Georgian era was either a slow paced, simple rural idyll or a playground for the aristocracy. 

But this is a misconception. It was a time of change and upheaval. Revolutions in France and America undermined the whole basis on which society was formed and introduced barely-controlled panic in England. The richest country in the world was in the process of turning into a self-indulgent, materialistic and neurotic society in fear of complete disintegration. 

In this dissolute, volatile and susceptible atmosphere it is not surprising that the liberal playwrights of the time found targets everywhere they looked and it is against this background that their plays were written. They are radical responses to the issues of the time. Inspired by the radical thinkers such as Bentham, Burke, Paine, the bicentenary of whose death it is this year and Godwin, to name but four, the cohort of dramatic writers sharpened their pens just as the cartoonists and caricaturists Gillray, Hogarth, Rowlandson and Cruikshank sharpened theirs. And their targets are as clear and as resonant today as they were two hundred or so years ago. Alcoholism, debauchery of all kinds, political catastrophe, nationalism, poverty, class warfare, celebrity, religion, monarchy, morality and materialism all feature. The parallels with today’s society are stark and obvious. 

The demand for change, whether by revolution or by gradual degree, is a common theme that permeates the work we will be addressing this year. This demand is clear whether the form of writing be tragic, as in Mrs Inchbald’s only tragedy The Massacre, or satirical, as in Thomas Holcroft’s beautifully constructed critique of a society he deplored He’s Much to Blame.

The Theatre Royal will produce both of these pieces during the year.

The Massacre is a stark and powerful work that has been widely studied and publicly read but never professionally produced. The premiere of this work will be given in the full knowledge that the author herself, on the advice of her circle of political acquaintance, withdrew the piece as being too inflammatory a discussion of revolution and mob violence to achieve change without further revolution and bloodshed in 1792. 
Holcroft’s He’s Much to Blame is a masterpiece of political satire. The barbs are sharp and astutely aimed. The comedy is wicked and the language spectacular in its vibrancy. We believe that Holcroft’s work, especially his output of dramatic writing, has lain unacknowledged for too long and this play is one of many which we aspire to revive.

The year will also see our continuing series of Restoring the Repertoire readings with work from a number of different playwrights, several of whom are familiar to us for other reasons. Essayist Joseph Addison provides the seminal tragedy Cato whilst Bryon’s The Two Foscari will also feature. We are also working with Shakespeare’s Globe to bring Georgian reworkings of the Bard to Bury St Edmunds as a joint project under the Restoring the Repertoire / Read not Dead banner.

We are also delighted to be working with the University of Essex. Our new collaboration will see students from the University take part in The Massacre whilst Dr. Alan Cardew, Director of the Centre for American Studies will be talking about the political influence of Cato on American politics including the Civil War in a lecture which precedes the reading of the play.

And finally during the year we will be delving into the work of another playwright whose work is well overdue for reconsideration. Following the work we have already undertaken on Inchbald and Holcroft, the inspirational Hannah Cowley is the next to get the treatment.

Our audiences have responded in huge numbers to the work we are undertaking and we believe that there is a growing awareness that far from being a ‘black hole’ of English drama, the Georgian period gave birth to some radical thinkers and writers whose work is ripe for revival and carries great resonance in society today.
Colin Blumenau

Overview of Holcroft and Inchbald

Thomas Holcroft

A political activist, novelist, playwright, translator and critic, Thomas Holcroft (1745-1809) assisted in the publication of Thomas Paine's The Rights of Man and was later tried for treason over his association with the Society for Constitutional Information. Holcroft’s dramatic works were, and are, the perfect satirical vehicles for his radical ideas on social and political reform. 

Holcroft was born in London. His father had a shoemaker's shop and kept riding horses for hire but, having fallen into difficulties, was reduced to the status of hawking peddler. The son accompanied his parents in their travels, and obtained work as a stable boy at Newmarket, where he spent his evenings chiefly in miscellaneous reading and the study of music. Gradually he obtained a knowledge of French, German and Italian.
In his early adulthood he had a brief career as a teacher, leaving to become prompter in a Dublin theatre. He moved on to acting, performing with various strolling companies. His travelling life both as a peddler and an actor gave him a keen sense of the unequal plight of the working poor across Britain, and first hand experience of their impoverished lifestyle. This exposure to class inequality and prejudice greatly influenced his political philosophy later in life. 

In 1778 he wrote his first play The Crisis, and his second play, Duplicity, followed in 1781.

A prolific writer, he produced over a dozen plays, numerous essays, works of travel writing and five novels, including the well known works Anna St. Ives (1792) and The Adventures of Hugh Trevor (1794, 1797). Holcroft experimented with both content and form; his works contain strong political messages. His hope was that his work could educate and expand the thinking of the public.  

It is widely accepted that he was the first British writer to have adopted the melodrama as a dramatic style from the French in the early 19th century. His play A Tale of Mystery is by that measure a seminally important piece of work.
Politically, Holcroft was sympathetic to the early ideals of the French Revolution and was one of the key proponents of utilitarianism in England. An intimate of William Godwin as well as Paine, and a great friend of Mrs Inchbald he was a central figure in the radical activist and reformist society of the last decades of the 18th century.
As a result of his activism, in the autumn of 1794 Holcroft was indicted for high treason and held in Newgate Prison. In December 1794, he was discharged without trial.
After his arrest Holcroft's plays achieved little success.  He’s Much To Blame was written in 1798 and was the most successful play from this era.  In his later life he deeply regretted never having had the opportunity to have a trial to voice his opinions and acquit himself in the public eye. He died in 1809.
‘Well-beloved and beautiful’ – Elizabeth Inchbald 

Mrs Elizabeth Inchbald was a political radical, novelist, critic and actress and seminal playwright of her age with a portfolio of over 24 plays and novels.
In an early life which stands in contrast to Holcroft she had solid middle class beginnings, being born into a farming family in the small village of Stanningfield, near Bury St. Edmunds in 1753.

At the age of 19 she moved to London to start her career as an actress, turning to writing later in life, when her persistent stammer and second rate performance skills impeded any progress beyond playing secondary roles.  
Her works are best noted for their major female roles and concerns which foreshadow the advent of Feminism. She was one of a number of women writers who advocated societal change based on a necessity for female equality. Stylistically she delivers her social critique of decadent Georgian society through brilliantly acerbic, witty comedy, and exuberantly entertaining dialogue.

She mixed with contemporary thinkers, and in particular was a close friend to William Godwin and Thomas Holcroft. Indeed so intimate was she with this circle of radical thinkers that it was only when she turned Godwin’s proposal of marriage down that he transferred his attentions to Mary Wollstonecraft, whom he subsequently did marry.
Despite her radical social and political views, she took care not to jeopardize her popular success by promoting revolutionary activity. Her beliefs may have been radical but she advocated gradual and negotiated change. This contradiction pervaded her own private life. She led a lively yet pristine social life and had a wide circle of friends – she was profoundly aware that her success was integrally linked to her reputation. Yet at the same time it is precisely at this circle of acquaintance that she aimed many of her barbs.
In her only departure from dramatic comedy she wrote her tragedy The Massacre in 1792 and knew when writing it that she could never stage it due to its violent and controversial content. Its purpose appears to have been to contribute to the Jacobin debate which raged around the events of the French Revolution. Her intimacy with the stage however makes it an undeniably effective piece of dramatic writing.
Inchbald is particularly important as a representative of a number of female writers of the Georgian era whose work merits contemporary revival in both performance and academic study. Although the Feminist movement did not exist, Inchbald, along with writers such as fellow playwrights Hannah Cowley, Susannah Centlivre, Hannah More and Joanna Baillie, ranks alongside the acknowledged inspiration of the movement in the better known person of Mary Wollstonecraft.
The Massacre
by Elizabeth Inchbald

Censored by the author. Liberated by the Theatre Royal

23rd – 27th June 2009 

Press night: 23rd of June, 8pm
Thursday 25th: Panel discussion with Marina Warner, Timberlake Wertenbaker, Bridget Orr and Colin Blumenau following 7.30pm performance.
“Everyone has the right to freedom of thought”
Article 18, current text of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
“If I am a friend to freedom then my first object is freedom of thought”
1792, The Massacre
The freedom to hold your own beliefs without fear of persecution from others was a concept widely vocalised within the circles of radical thinkers with whom Elizabeth Inchbald was socialising at the peak of her career.  This is one of the key concepts in The Massacre, following the central family on the day a mob is descending on their estate.  In the city, riots have led to a violent genocide.  In the family home they must decide what action to take: to fight, to flee or to reason with their persecutors.  Little do they know, their debate is futile; the mob is at their gates and their fate certain.
This play was an immediate reaction by Inchbald to the September Massacres of 1792 which raged through Paris during the French Revolution – one of the arguments raised by the play is the idea of revenge and whether violence is ever justified if you have been persecuted.  Adapted from the earlier play Jean Hennuyer l’Évêque de Lisieux on the massacre of St Bartholomew in the 14th Century, Inchbald changed the structure and events in the play, paring back the specific references to Catholicism and Protestantism and making it stand for any act or war or genocide.  

In its construction, The Massacre is a classical play, broadly adhering to the three unities of time, space and action.  Its content is bloody, shocking and thought-provoking.  Inchbald presents her debate on war with direct moral messages which the audience is forced to assess and analyse by the end of the piece.

This will be the first fully staged Georgian tragedy at the Theatre Royal and the first professionally staged production of the play.  The Massacre was never performed in the author’s own lifetime as Inchbald suppressed it herself due to the controversial nature of the text.

Today, The Massacre will be given a bold and uncompromised staging, staying true to the play’s original intentions as a broad reference to all contemporary acts of war, political and racial hatred.
The production will also feature a new companion piece in the second half from the University of Essex and acclaimed playwright Jonathan Lichtenstein.  This is one of the first collaborations with the University, which is working in partnership with the Theatre Royal Bury St. Edmunds to examine and research the history of Georgian drama.
Following the performance on Thursday the 25th the Theatre is delighted to welcome novelist and critic Marina Warner, academic and author Bridget Orr and award-winning playwright Timberlake Wertenbaker to host a panel discussion with Theatre Royal Artistic Director Colin Blumenau to discuss the important issues raised by The Massacre.
Director Colin Blumenau commented: “The play’s themes are universal; the experiences of the individual when persecuted by a mob, itself led, harried and dictated to by an ideologue, are as resonant today as they always have been. Inchbald offers her own perspective on events and in particular focuses on the suffering of women in such circumstances. We ignore this civilizing debate, and Inchbald’s late 18th century radical stance, at our peril.”
He’s Much to Blame

by Thomas Holcroft

4th – 19th September 2009

Final schedule and press night: TBC
‘There is not between ape and oyster so ridiculous
 or so wretched a creature as man.’ 

He’s Much to Blame, Act 5, Scene 1

Whilst Gillray, Rowlandson and Cruikshank were satirising society’s excesses in their cartoons, Thomas Holcroft was doing the same with his dramatic writing.

In this comedy many stations of the British establishment are subject to some very sharp lampooning. Fashion-mongers, time-servers, flatterers, the obscenely wealthy, the working poor, deceivers, idealists and even quack doctors – everyone goes under Holcroft’s satirical knife.  

With character names such as Lord and Lady Vibrate and Sir George Versatile, this genuinely funny piece of theatre critiques England and its inhabitants - the richest country in the world was in the process of turning into a self-indulgent, materialistic and neurotic society in fear of complete disintegration and/or subjugation to the French enemy. The parallels with today’s affluent, wasteful, superficial and celebrity-obsessed culture are plain for all to see.

In the whirlwind story of mistaken identities, childhood love, ancient grudges and current fancies, not forgetting the obligatory invitation to settle old scores by means of a duel to the death, Holcroft covers his serious intent with a veneer of frolicsome fun.

Most extraordinary is the play’s central scene which examines themes of loyalty, honour and commitment in a depth which is surprising when contrasted with the superficiality which has gone before.

Written after Holcroft’s treason trial acquittal, He’s Much to Blame was the most successful play of his later years.  His inimitable style sees a bravura and panache in his use of words and a very particular trademark – the use of lists of words, phrases, metaphors and similes to exemplify and amplify any point he attempts to make.
Those who have grown up with the acerbic nature of the writing in PUNCH or PRIVATE EYE magazines will find Holcroft’s style at the same time familiar and comfortingly aggressive.
Listings: Restoring the Repertoire productions and talks
Please find below our full listings including all times and matinees for our upcoming Restoring the Repertoire productions and lectures.

Fully staged Restoring the Repertoire productions:

The Massacre

Tuesday 23 – Saturday 27 June
Times: 8pm, 2pm matinees on Wednesday and Saturday 

7.30pm start on Thursday 25
A Theatre Royal Bury St Edmunds Production

by Elizabeth Inchbald

directed by Colin Blumenau

The Massacre is Elizabeth Inchbald’s only tragedy, influenced by the horrors of the September Massacres of the French Revolution.  The performance will include a companion piece produced by the University of Essex acclaimed playwright Jonathan Lichtenstein.
Post Show Discussion – Thursday 25 June:
Academic and author Bridget Orr and award-winning playwright Timberlake Wertenbaker join Theatre Royal Artistic Director Colin Blumenau to discuss the important issues raised by The Massacre in this discussion chaired by novelist and critic Marina Warner.

He’s Much to Blame

04 – 19 September – Theatre Royal Bury St Edmunds

Also touring to Haymarket Theatre Basingstoke – dates TBC
A Theatre Royal Bury St Edmunds Production

by Thomas Holcroft
directed by Colin Blumenau

The caricatures of English 18th Century society stalk the stage in this witty comedy by Thomas Holcroft.  Meet the changeable George Versatile who picks his personality to suit his company, the indecisive Lord Vibrate who cannot even decide upon his breakfast, the steadfast and deadly serious young lover Delaval, not to mention the very eccentric and highly questionable Doctor Von Gostermans.  This was one of Holcroft’s final and finest works of political satire.
Lectures and rehearsed readings:

Lecture: ‘Hope and Virtue’ Addison’s Cato (1713)
Thursday 7 May, 1pm

ReVisit Lunchtime Lecture

The Guildhall, Bury St Edmunds

Dr. Alan Cardew, Director of the Centre for American (US) Studies University of Essex.

In his Inaugural Address President Obama referred to the winter of 1777 at Valley Forge when the American Army faced defeat. At that moment a staging of Cato filled Washington’s men with new resolve and was, possibly, the most important theatrical performance in history. This lecture will examine the play’s extraordinary political power.

Rehearsed Reading: Cato

Thursday 7 May, 7.30pm

Restoring the Repertoire rehearsed reading
A tragedy in five acts by Joseph Addison

Joseph Addison's Cato premiered on April 14, 1713. It was an immediate success and became one of the most popular English plays of that period. The play tells the story of Cato, implacable foe of Caesar, an incorruptible individual who struggles against tyranny. George Washington was so taken with the character of Cato the younger that he made the Roman republican his role model. 

Lecture: Thomas Holcroft, Actor, Playwright, Radical

Thursday 11 June, 1pm
ReVisit Lunchtime Lecture

The Guildhall, Bury St Edmunds

A novelist, playwright, translator and critic, Thomas Holcroft (1745-1809) assisted in the publication of Thomas Paine's Rights of Man and was later tried for treason over his association with the Society for Constitutional Information. Holcroft’s works feature his ideas about social and political reform as well as strong moral messages. In this lunchtime lecture, Theatre Royal Bury St Edmunds Heritage Manager Helga Brandt will introduce you to this fascinating contemporary and close friend of Elizabeth Inchbald.

Rehearsed Reading: Duplicity

Thursday 11 June, 7.30pm
Restoring the Repertoire rehearsed reading

a comedy by Thomas Holcroft

first performed on 13 October 1781

directed by Colin Blumenau
This production is also being performed at the Tom Paine 200 festival in Thetford on Friday 5th June.  For more information visit www.tompaine200.org.uk .
Mr Osborne, a young gentleman, is to be married to Melissa. His long standing friend Sir Harry Portland has fallen in love with Clara. What seems to sound as the perfect recipe for a domestic idyll takes a turn for the worse when Osborne turns on his friend and pushes him to the brink of suicide. Interspersed with some laugh-out-loud funny scenes this is one of the most interesting of Holcroft’s satirical contemplations of a gambling-obsessed society with self-destructive tendencies.
Short history of the Theatre Royal

Built in 1819 by the renowned architect William Wilkins (who also designed the National Gallery in London), the Theatre Royal in Bury St Edmunds is one of the most significant theatrical buildings in Europe. It is the last remaining example of a playhouse dating from the Regency period in Britain. One of only eight Grade 1 listed theatre buildings in the country, it is also the only working theatre in the National Trust’s entire portfolio of properties. Inspired by its impressive historical pedigree, the Theatre prides itself on the quality and innovation of its artistic work and enjoys a reputation as one of the most forward-thinking arts organisations in the UK.

The building itself is owned by the Greene King Brewery. In 1975, it was leased to the National Trust, which, in turn, has handed the day-to-day running of the Theatre to the Bury St Edmunds Theatre Management Ltd. Like many other theatres of its generation, the Theatre Royal has enjoyed a chequered history, closing and reopening its doors on a number of occasions. The most recent of these, in September 2007, followed a £5.3 million programme of restoration and development. This project, funded in part by the Heritage Lottery Fund, has not only returned the building to its 1819 configuration and decoration but also provided much improved customer facilities through the creation of a contemporary foyer space adjoining the Theatre.

As well as its heritage programme, the Theatre presents a high quality, year-round programme of professional drama, music, dance and light entertainment, regular performances for children and its popular (in-house produced) annual pantomime. The encouragement of new work is also a key artistic priority, regularly welcoming companies such as Out of Joint and the Henri Oguike Dance Company. In recent years production work has become central to the Theatre’s programme and, in addition to the pantomime, its Rural Tour, main house productions and subsequent national tours have become highlights of the artistic calendar. Through its many education and community programmes, the Theatre also provides opportunities for the local community to actively engage with the arts. A wide range of local community and amateur groups also present performances on the Theatre’s stage.
Background information on the Theatre Royal

Box office: 01284 769505

Address:

Theatre Royal Bury St Edmunds

6 Westgate Street

Bury St Edmunds

IP33 1QR

Website: www.theatreroyal.org
Theatre capacity: 350 seats

Getting to the Theatre Royal Bury St. Edmunds

Travelling from London

By Train: It takes 1hr 40 mins from Liverpool Street or Kings Cross train stations with one change at Cambridge train station.  The last train back to London is at 9.55pm from Bury St Edmunds.  For later trains a taxi can be provided to Cambridge train station which is 40 minutes from the Theatre Royal Bury St. Edmunds by car.  Off-peak return tickets cost £34.

By road: It takes 1hr 30mins to 2hrs (depending on traffic) to drive to the Theatre Royal Bury St. Edmunds from central London.  Parking is available at 5minutes walk from the Theatre in the town centre or in the Greene King Car Park on most evenings. 

Image from 2007 production of Wives as they Were, Maids as they Are








PAGE  
6

