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John, J-O-H-N, Turner, T-U-R-N-E-R.
Brilliant. Thank you. Can you tell me...
| generally get it right.

Can you tell us about how and why you came to be involved with Half
Moon?

I'll do the how. | was on tour with the circus that | was artistic director of,
Circus Senso, in Leith Walk in Edinburgh at the time of the Edinburgh
Festival; and they brought the circus up because the criticism of the
Festival locally in the council chambers was that it was too much for the
international audience and not enough for local people, and so they
brought in the circus that | was artistic director of, deliberately to be a
circus which of course festival-goers could come to but of course so could
local people. And Leith is a high density poor section of Edinburgh.

| was there when | got a phone call from a friend of mine, actress Kate
Versey who used to work at the Half Moon — or maybe still was — and
said, they’re looking for an artistic director, John, would you be interested;
| said | would be interested but I'm still involved in this tour so just keep
me informed. So that’s how | came to know about it.

Why. The Half Moon began in roughly the same time as the company that
| was with at the time, the Combination, we were in Deptford at a place
called the Albany Institute, what was...it was then known as a
neighbourhood action centre, a community centre; and they wanted to
start up a cultural development programme and they brought in this
theatre company, fringe theatre company, the Combination, to facilitate
that programme, in fact two of us became paid employees of the Albany
as cultural development officers.

So we opened and started our theatre, the Albany Empire, at roughly the
same time that Maurice Colbourne and a group of his acting friends and
colleagues were starting up the old Half Moon. And there was tremendous
respect across the river, | mean we both knew our attempt was to take
theatre out of the centres of cities into the communities and to speak to
local people about the things that affected their lives.

It went further than that, actors from the Half Moon came to the
Combination and performed there, performers from the Combination went
to the Half Moon and performed there, writers went back and forth. The
first play | worked on with the Brighton Combination, Aristophanes’ The
Wasps, was adapted by Steve Gooch who later came to the old Half
Moon and was a very successful playwright with them. So it was a very
symbiotic relationship, so that when — to come back to the how — that
offer...well, it wasn’t an offer then, but an interest, became clear to me it
was something | would do in the bat of an eyelid, if | was free. And time
suddenly became conducive to throwing my hat into that ring; and then
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when it became clear that what | could bring, which was basically a
community theatre policy to the job, was...which | wasn’t convinced of, |
mean the Half Moon | didn’t think of particularly as a community theatre
operation, but they were very excited by attempting a community theatre.

That's my answer to the first question. Oh, | could read you something,
would you like to hear something about the early years of the Half Moon?

Yeah, sure.

I's from Cathy Itzin’s book, Stages in the Revolution, Political Theatre in
Britain Since 1968. The Half Moon Theatre in Whitechapel had opened in
1972 — yeah, that’s right, it's just the same — but came to prominence in
1973. The aim of its cofounder actor Maurice Colbourne was to create,
guote, a rehearsal space workshop with living accommodation inspired by
the alternative society of the '60s.

Do you know anything about the alternative society of the '60s?
[Inaudible 04:51].

One of the domestic arrangements was young people living together in
the same house, sharing cooking, sharing responsibilities, and sharing
fun, and life development.

But the potential of the place — we’re now back at the Half Moon, not
hippy communes — but the potential of the place as a natural theatre soon
became apparent and they mounted Brecht’'s In the Jungle of the Cities.
Which reminds me that the thing that distinguished — I've talked about the
similarities between the Combination and the Half Moon - the
distinguishing factor was the Half Moon’s main inspiration, it seemed to
me from the outside, was European theatre influences; our main
inspiration was American theatre influences, so San Francisco Mime
Troupe and Café La MaMa was ours. So we were different but similar in
aspiration, if you like.

The initial idea was to gather a small ensemble of actors evolve the show,
tour it with financial support, then come back and play it in the space and
test the water. When Jungle of the Cities opened it played to good
houses, and from that first success the Half Moon went on to become one
of the most important left-wing politically conscious London venues and
producing companies under the direction — and I’'m sure you’ve gone
through this — direction of Pam Brighton in the early '70s, under Robert
Walker in the late "70s.

I'll read a little bit more, because it ties in with what | said earlier. One of
the Half Moon’s most successful early productions was Steve Gooch’s



100
101
102
103
104
105
106
107
108
109
110
111
112
113
114
115
116
117
118
119
120
121
122
123
124
125
126
127
128
129
130
131
132
133
134
135
136
137
138
139
140
141
142
143
144
145
146
147
148
149

JT:

JT:

JT:

File name: John Turner
Length: 58:11

adaptation of Brecht's The Mother, a production that was to influence
many a political theatre work subsequently.

So you can see he does his adaptation of Aristophanes’ The Wasps in
1970. In 1972 — or some time after 1972 — he’s doing Brecht's The
Mother, at the Half Moon. So you can see how people are going back and
forth. Yes? Where was I?

Shall I move on to the next question?

Yeah, | can always go back if | remember something that | haven'’t told
you.

Yeah. I'll just let you...I'll let you put that down.
Okay.
Can you tell us about the first show, Regeneration?

| can. And it was — I've just been reminded downstairs — the first show |
produced at the Half Moon. It came to me...I was looking for a piece
which really would tie in with the history, which | loved, of the Half Moon.
And | should tell you, I have just travelled here on the DLR from Lewisham
through London’s Docklands, direct here. Now when | used to come to
work, in 1989, there was Northern Line to Circle Line, to the Mile End
Road. Right? There was no direct access from South East to East, you
know, for those pedestrians like myself who don’t drive cars. Now by dint
of London’s commercial city, built in Docklands, we've got direct
communications.

Docklands still retains the name of the docks, which was a huge industry
in the East End of London, with a huge community of people who worked
there. When | came to work at the Half Moon as artistic director the docks
were closed, they had just closed and the regeneration of Docklands was
on its way, and there was a campaign going on — and | knew some of the
people in the campaign — to stress to the developers that the needs of
local people needed to be addressed in the plans for their redevelopment
of Docklands: affordable public housing; community spaces; community
facilities; and work, and replacement of this huge industry which had been
moved out. So that was the environment, the social environment. And my
whole background in community theatre had taught me that what the real
subjects for your theatre should be — | hate to use the word should
because you should never use that in art — might possibly be, should be
considered to be, the issues which are most concerning local people, who
are not theatre goers, you know, one of the big things we were all trying to
do was bring non-theatre-going audiences into our theatres; now you
don’t do that by taking your stimulus from literary sources, your sources
are the lives of the people themselves, that's what you try and put on
stage.
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In comes this play called Regeneration, about the redevelopment of
London’s Docklands, and it was brought in by one of the best young
directors around at the time, Stephen Daldry, and the writer Jonathan
Moore, and | had a very good meeting with them. And Stephen said, the
play needs work but | think it's very exciting; and | had read it before the
meeting and | said, it is very exciting and | know what you mean about
needing work. And of course both of these comments are kind of implied
criticisms of the script, but we’re both saying it's exciting.

Anyway, successful meeting, and | basically said we can do it, possibly
not shaken hands on it, but I've said to myself this is a runner and this is
how we should start at the Half Moon.

| then have another meeting at the writer's request with him, saying he
wants to get rid of Stephen Daldry and he wants to direct it himself. Now
this is really difficult for me because | had directed a lot of my own plays,
right, so | can’t use the professional one which is, well, it's considered not
very good for a writer to direct his own work because there’s a certain
degree, which you may lack objectivity when you’re looking at your
rehearsals and whatever; but | can’t use that argument because, you
know, I’'m an honest bloke and | know I've directed my own stuff. Anyway,
Jonathan Moore convinced me that he should direct his own play.

Let me tell you something about another reason | did it. I've told you about
the redevelopment of Docklands, | knew this man — camera, can you see
Jack Dash — Jack Dash was the leader of the dockers, and the dockers
had fought, as you can imagine, the regeneration plans as best they
could, and when they realised they were losing the battle they’d moved on
to the battle for the support of the community. And so | took the play to
Jack Dash and said, tell me what you think of it, I'll come back in a week.
Jack, at the time, was retired from the dock union but had become
president of the Old Aged Person’s Union — in fact we’d had him at the
Albany — and just to give you an example of what a brilliant man he was,
he made a speech to old people at the Albany and said, in the East End of
London — something like this, it's probably not a quote but I'll get the gist
right — in the East End of London we judge a family by how well they look
after and take care of the weaker members of the family, I mean the old
and the very young, if we were to judge this government by those
standards we would consider them not the kind of family which we would
want in our community. So very simple, very logical, but a beautiful way of
describing the situation.

So anyway, | take it to Jack, and a week later | came back and said, what
do you think, Jack; he said, well, | don’t know a lot about theatre, son, but
this is the story of our people, our community. So | thought, that’s it, we're
going for it.
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Just to give you a little bit more flavour of what a marvellous man Jack is;
because if you ever want to know about the history of the docks, read this
book, it's a marvellous [inaudible 13:39]. But I'm just going to give you a
little bit of the man: he’s closing his autobiography; | thank you dear
reader if you've read so far, for your interest and patience. May | offer a bit
of advice, especially to the young; read and learn the history of the British
labour movement, the working class, its struggles and development, its
twin creations, the trade unions and the cooperative movement, from
which has developed the finest principle of humanism, international
brotherhood. Which is about the nicest thing that one generation can pass
on to the younger generation, | think. And the book has on the back: good
morning brothers is the salutation with which Jack Dash always begins his
addresses at the London docks, demagogue or hero, ignorant
troublemaker or cultivated man, who has addressed students at nearly
every university in Britain; Jack Dash is presented to the public in all these
lights, and seldom a month goes by in which his name does not figure,
and sometimes writ very large in the newspapers.

So anyway, on his recommendation, on my own instincts and my own
experiences, we went into rehearsal with Jonathan Moore’s Regeneration.

It was playing very long in rehearsal. Have you had Jonathan Moore
interviewed?

I’'m not sure.

All right. He’d be interesting. | think he’s brilliant, he’s a brilliant actor, and
I've read other of his plays and seen other of his plays, and they are
brilliant. And this was brilliant, it was just extremely long. And so the
cutting process for me as producer, him as director and writer, was
sometimes quite tough, and possibly we didn’t cut it enough. But it was a
big sprawling epic that involved the story of a young man realising his
livelihood was disappearing as fast as he could see and also the
machinations of developers, in the same play. And it managed to have tap
dance and song, song and dance in it as well.

Could you tell us a bit more about the staging of the play?

It was set on the scrap yard. The stage management at the Half Moon
were aghast when the set started to come in on the back of a lorry.
Welding equipment was used to build it. It was extremely cinematic, it was
truly, in the modern sense of the word — and the theatrical sense of the
word — epic, as a piece of theatre. It was not well reviewed, if memory
serves, but what it did do was it gave my beginning a very strong basis
with the community, and with the dockers’ union. | mean the first night
was full of trades unionists and their families, and it felt very...| felt very
proud.
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Could you tell us more about the audience response?

It's very interesting, if you go to see theatre, after most plays — and this is
a huge sweeping generalisation coming here, | hope your camera is wide
enough to pick this one up — most of the conversation that an audience
comes out with is how well so and so played their part, or a moment,
wasn’t that good when so and so did that. In this, after this the
conversation was all about what's going on in their community.
Immediate, it was almost as if the play didn’t stop.

There was a nice warm comforting bar at the Half Moon, and a little
garden outside the bar, and on good nights, you know, warm nights, even
given the fact that it was quite a late finish, conversations would go on and
on and on, about the issues, about the effects on families, about the
future, the potential future.

Your play Circus Moon was a very successful Christmas show during the
time you were the artistic director; can you tell us about this?

Sure. Well, the circuses that | directed were human circuses, there were
no animals, apart from a puppet teddy bear, that's all we had; and the
puppet teddy bear was on a stick and it could walk with the stick, and if
you did it well you'd forget there was a man behind it going like this, or a
woman, in this | think it was Tessa Crooket doing it. And you could talk to
it and you can make it jump through hoops. So that was our animal. So a
human circus, human skills, trapeze, juggling, at the Half Moon,
marvellous table sliding; two artists from No Fit State Circus in Wales,
who are now, you know, they are one of the best — probably the best — in
the country, in No Fit State. And they play the Roundhouse, | mean
they’re really great, if you get a chance go and see them, they’re on most
years they’ll come to the Roundhouse.

So let me just run through the skills: trapeze; web — do you know what
web is? a single piece of rope and generally...a lot of the artists come
from gymnastics, right, and then they reinterpret their gymnastic skills and
their physical flexibility to circus skills — a single rope, there’s a strap
hanging a quarter of the way down it, and then a person here twirls the
rope, and generally a woman acrobat up here starts to fly out and then
does tricks, hangs from, you know, swings up, ties in to her feet and then
flies out again, it's very exciting; and we set it all to a jazz-funk score.

And | was in it, as well as writing it | was in it. And so it’s tied together.
What | did with circuses, human circuses, | made them tell stories, without
lines, so that you had a narrator but they didn’t have lines. I'll read you a
little bit about the gestation of Circus Moon. Oh, I'll read you a bit about
Circus Moon, if you like, would you like to hear this?

Yes.
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Circus Moon was the last show in the Half Moon Theatre. Wrong. During
the 1980s the vogue for animal-less circuses reached the UK — Cirko
Senso started in "85 — this circus show depicted, quotes, theatre returning
to the streets — now we’re talking about Circus Moon — although of course
it was indoors, the performing area was stripped back to the breeze
blocks and the fake broken wall added with a gauze as the sky it looked
like a rough car park on a housing estate, the show opened with a car
driving in and exploding and a bar bursting out; all circus apparatus grew
out of this street environment in an improvised manner. Okay.

Circus Senso began at the Albany — this is me talking, not this book —
began at the Albany, it was the last show in my time as artistic director
there, and it was directed by a bloke who came over from Australia from
Circus Oz, Terry O’Connell, and he made a magic show. And that was
going to be it; but it got great reviews and then other theatres around the
country started saying, can we have it, can we have it. But Terry had to go
back to the States, so Terry asked me, he said, can you look after the
show on tour; so | said, don’t know anything about circus. He said, don’t
worry, it's theatre, you'll get the hang of it. And | duly did, and | went off on
tour as its artistic director.

So Terry O'Connell later returned to Australia and the direction of Circus
Senso was taken over by John Turner, previously artistic director at the
Albany. Bruce Cole and the Circus Senso band provided the music which
combines classical, Reggae and jazz-funk. Okay, well, it, | mean basically
we started out touring to theatres, number one theatres, the Empires and
the Theatre Royals, and then...so this is not good enough, we want a tent
like proper circuses. So we got ourselves a tent. And we were at a festival
on the South Bank, and the hurricane blew up. And Gerry Cottle’s circus
in Ireland was totally blown away, and ours...we got an emergency call
and we all had to go down to the site on the South Bank and literally hang
on to the guy ropes, | mean we were just lying out in the pouring rain
hanging on. So this is not the answer, not in England.

So we then wound up getting a geodesic dome, and it was the geodesic
dome circus that | was in when | got the phone call from the Half Moon.
This is almost getting themes coming here, isn’t there? So the geodesic
dome was the answer really, but very expensive geodesic dome.

So Circus Moon: | think the story of Circus Moon, as far as that it was all
based on the walls of Jericho, you know, from the Bible, or the song,
[singing] Joshua fit the battle of Jericho, Jericho, Joshua fit the bat...and
the walls came tumbling down. And so the story of it was these people
who were excluded from society trying to create a society of their own in
which they could fulfil their dreams; that’s roughly it. And so they were
everything from single-parent mum, a homeless punk, street-corner
busker, a bloke with a suitcase selling you what from where, we don’t
know; but those kind of people on the fringe of society creating a world in
which they could fulfil their dreams.
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And what role did you play?

| was the narrator. And | also wrote some songs for the narration, so the
narration wasn’t entirely verbal. Because the great thing about circus is
the continuation of community theatre, the aspirations of community; with
circus you can create a theatre which will appeal not just to the educated,
the literary conscious, but also to the streetwise, because it's nonverbal;
rather like sport in that way, it can cut across everything. And that’'s what
community theatre is always trying to do, cut across any divides that you
can possibly imagine, old, young, black, white, you name it we’'ll try and
make it work for all.

And circus does that, or has the potential to do that. You can still go and
see bad circuses just like you can go and see bad plays, but that’s its
potential; and that’s what the idea of minimalist narration and then songs.
But largely they were songs about the skills as they were going on, so we
never expected people to stop and listen to the song, the song was part of
the narration, probably sung to the trapeze artist.

What was the audience response?

Well, Christmas, and we were conscious of it being Christmas; it was our
Christmas show at the Half Moon. So children loved the clowns, they were
pulling back in their seats in horror at the danger... The cloud swing, the
cloud swing is the most dangerous thing we did, and that’s a huge loop of
rope, and again it's pulled and pulled and pulled and pulled, and a
performer sitting on it, and then it’s let go and the performer swings it like
a swing, and then wraps legs, and then dives out over the heads of the
audience; and it’'s pretty exciting, you know, when that figure is coming
back, at the back of the swing they’re hanging down, not quite vertically
down because the rope is swinging, but they’re coming across the heads
of the audience, it's very. And all the little children are going...like that.
And it's great.

Could you tell us about Blood Wedding?

Blood Wedding. Yeah. Well, obviously the Half Moon is in the middle of an
Asian community as well, Bangladeshi, and so | wanted to do a piece of
Asian theatre. And | was approached by Asian Coop Theatre, and met its
producer at the time, Harmage Singh Kalirai, he and | became good
friends; and he said they had a project which they had done some
workshops on adapting Lorca’s Blood Wedding to an Asian culture, an
Asian environment. And | said, that sounds great, let’'s do it at the Half
Moon. And so we did. And it was fantastic cast, the best — well, we’d tried
to get the best — British Asian actors, or Asian British actors, that we
could, and we did | think. And they did a fantastic show. And good music.
Very — again I’'m going to use the word epic — an epic quality. The Half
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Moon Theatre, for all...it would still class as a small venue I'm sure, but
the stage was very big, and so you could really get away with sweeping
cast movements, and in fact we used the entrances through the
auditorium and things like that. So it was...it really worked, but it was very
moving.

And actually it had an afterlife, in two ways: it was seen by my wife, who
was obviously education director at the National Theatre, Jenny Harris;
and she later produced an Afro-Caribbean Asian production of Blood
Wedding for the Education Department at the National; so it had a direct
afterlife in that sense. And | then did another piece after | left the Half
Moon, at the National, with Harmage as co-producer, Wicked Yaar! by
Garry Lyons, which was about racism in the Bradford cricket leagues, and
that started off at the Cottesloe and then went off on tour around, did very
well.

Can you remember what the rehearsal process was like for Blood
Wedding?

Well, as producer you don’t actually go into rehearsals that much unless
you’re invited. But there was one, | think it was they were trying to get a
ritualistic production, so | do remember seeing some choreographed
walking to give the impression that you're walking miles, you walk very
slowly and take small steps; and that was very...incredibly beautiful.

And the whole, their whole attempt was to give it a kind of dreamlike
quality, and it worked very, very well. I'll tell you a little story from the
rehearsal process, which doesn’t rebound all that well on my head; but
anyway Harmage and | were, you know, as | said, became friends; and he
knew a lot of the actors, well, he’d helped to find them. And so the actors
sometimes were in the habit of talking to Harmage in their breaks; and at
one point he brought a couple of the actors over to me and they were
worried about a certain speech in Lorca’s Blood Wedding. And Lorca is a
poet dramatist, you know, some of the language is really quite high; and
these young actors were saying — and this is, | think it's a speech to a
moon or something — and it’s, you know, dense poetic language, beautiful;
and they said, how are we going to do this. So | said, well, you know,
when in doubt just be as natural as you can. Right.

Anyway, later in that day a meeting was called, and the producers were
asked to attend, at which the director said, there is only one director on
this production and that is me. So | thought, oh, blimey, they’'ve just, you
know, that was a suggestion, it was nothing, you know, it wasn’t a diktat
on my part, you know, it was just you could try this if nothing else works,
you know. So | then said, he’s quite right, you've got that director, and that
director is standing in front of you, and if any actor comes to me and asks
me for advice I'll give advice, but that’'s all it is, you've got your director
over there. Quite embarrassing, that, you know, possibly, you know, I'd...I
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thought, oh blimey, I've started a revolution. But | hadn’t. And he dealt
with it very well.

The very last play to be performed at Half Moon was the Young People’s
Company show, River; can you tell us about that?

Well, yes, | can of course, but | should also tell you about the play that
you've missed out, Alec McCowen’s Gospel According to Saint Mark,
which comes just before The River. Is it River, or The River?

| have River here. [NB: The piece is actually called After The Storm]

Okay, so it's River. No, | think your research is better than my memory.
Alec McCowen is one of the great actors of this country, a brilliant
character actor; you would be surprised — | think the whole world is
surprised — by the number of things that he’s been in; and certainly
featured very prominently in the films of my youth when | used to watch
films about the Second World War, he was in a lot of them. And great
Shakespearian actor. And at some point, when he was probably in his
sixties, if not more, he developed a show where he performed the Gospel
According to Saint Mark from the St James Bible. Now the St James Bible
is considered, along with Shakespeare, some of the greatest language in
English literature. Here you’ve got a great actor, but it's not a guinea for
an actor to do it, you know, this is hard stuff, to turn that into moving
narrative theatre, but here comes a great actor who of course can do it.

And | was aware of the show, getting plaudits in Edinburgh; and then we
were approached, | imagine by his agent, who said, Alec would like to do
it in the East End of London, would the Half Moon be interested. | said,
yes, of course we’d be very...we’d be honoured.

I’m not a religious person but | am a fan of all kinds of theatre, you know, |
love the international theatre that comes into London, performed in Polish
or whatever. And so | was very excited, and it was great, absolutely
marvellous. And he’s quite a small man, but he could do something — and
I'll do it very badly — he’s trying to tell somebody to leave them, to go
away, and what he does to do that is he turns this way, and they’re where
you are, he turns this way, and then he swings right round and points like
that, so his arm seems to be twice as long as it really is; you know, that
just by giving that sweep it’s just...it’s like a backhand in the tennis, and if
you play tennis, you turn sideways, and you turn side...and then you
extend your arm to get the full force of the shot. He did that with a, you
know, get away from me. Brilliant.

Could we return...

The...the River, yeah.
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Yeah.

Okay. The River. Or, River. Part of the community theatre policy that | was
keen on developing — and this is, as far as | know, this is my first year — so
I'd done the story of the dockers, I'd done a show for the Bangladeshi
community, I'd done a show for all the family, in Circus Moon. We’'d done
a show...look, this is a theatre, so we’'d done a piece of high-class theatre;
but the Bible is pretty popular too, so that’s still — | can rationalise to
myself — still community theatre.

What we haven’t done is a young person’s piece of theatre. And at the
Albany | was used to working close...l used to, you know, | was artistic
director, but sometimes they’d invite me in to direct some of their stuff. |
also developed a thing where we called it the community show, where the
young person’s theatre and the professional company, and a community
company which we set up on a local estate, all came together and did one
big show; and we had writers from all over the different areas of the
community; and | just edited it all together so it became a piece.

So this was great, the Young Person’s Theatre had a show ready to come
in when | was thinking, now we need a show from the Young Person’s
Theatre, which | knew had a great reputation, so it wasn’t going to be a
problem. Also the other thing was — funnily enough — it was written by Sue
Jameson, who under her...the name | knew her as was Sue Frumin,
who’d been secretary at the Albany and who had had the job of typing up
my scripts for the plays there; here we are ten years later — or more — and
she’s a playwright in her own right and she’s written this... And again it's
epic, you know, because you span two continents, it was the Bangladeshi
and the East End continent. Well, the East End isn’t a continent, but
anyway, you know, it was epic, it was broad and epic in its sweep. And so
| was more than pleased.

And it’s tragic that the Half Moon’s grant was cut because — which | wasn’t
aware of when | came in — that the Arts Council had been increasingly fed
up with half of the grant going to pay off interests on the debts incurred in
the building of the building; | think that’s roughly as | understand it. And
that's not how they saw our Arts Council money going. And the Arts
Council itself was getting cuts, so they had to distribute the cuts; comes
down on community theatre, fine, well, we know who...but anyway.

So the fact that it became the last thing under my egis | think is quite
appropriate, quite poetic.

What was the play River about, and its style?
Well, epic. And it's about the two communities. And it's about leaving, and

loss, and arriving, | think that’'s about as close as | can get now. Any
good?
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It's fine. Can you tell us about the wider projects that were happening at
Half Moon at the time, that you felt were important for the company? For
example, the community work, youth, or plays for schools?

| was never a big expert on plays for schools, and I will tell you why. 1
came from a student radical background, and my degree was in
mediaeval and modern history, but | was at university between ’65 and
'68. Now part of my, and the company’s, political understanding at the
time was that you didn’t work in schools, you tried to find neutral spaces
so that the children’s minds were not constrained by the parameters of, in
this case, the educational system; which | don'’t particularly believe any
more. And I'd seen the work of Greenwich Young People’s Theatre, I'd
seen the work of the Half Moon Young People’s Theatre, and it was good,
but | just knew | knew nothing about it. | don’t think we did anything. Oh,
yeah, we did one piece for schools, and we went to Ken Campbell, of the
Ken Campbell Road Show, and said to him, we want to do something —
this is primary schools — want to do something for young children, we’ve
never done it before, we’ve done it on adventure playgrounds but this has
to be, whatever it is, half an hour long, 40 minutes long.

And he’d said, well, I've got nothing really, except you could do the Do It
Yourself Show. So we did Ken Campbell’s Do It Yourself Show, basically
a group of actors take a trunk into a school, bring out a hat and say, what
character does this remind you of; okay, that's one character, you can
wear that; who do you want to put that on; which character do you want to
put this on; which character do you want to carry the bunch of flowers;
which character do you want to wear the veil. Right? So the children cast
it and costume it, and you improvise it through, and then you hand it over
to the kids and say, okay, now it's your play, you do it. And so then the
actors sit down.

So that was the only working experience. Most of my education in terms
of the theatre has been a working education. | did not go to drama school,
it's all self taught through experience stuff. So what | knew about the
young person’s theatre, young people’s theatre here was that they were
good at their jobs; and | knew them as people and they were great, and
they’re very hardworking, talented.

Looking back, your appointment was a bold and appropriate step for the
company, you articulated a desire to shift the company back to its
community focus, very much the ethos that was behind the company
when it was established in 1972; can you tell us about that?

What? The early company?
About your appointment being a bold and appropriate step for the

company, and your desire to shift the company back to its community
focus.
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Well, I'll have a bash. I'll tell you one more thing that was quite bold that |
tried to do. | tried to form the East End in opposition to the West End. |
called a meeting with Hackney Empire and Stratford, and said, let's share
our best shows, let’'s send them on mini tours, you’ve got a show that’'s a
hit, we’'ll take it for a week after it finishes there and just extend its life a
little bit, it'll be good for the actors and it'll be good for all our companies to
share our best work. And the three companies thought generally — as far
as | remember the meeting was pretty positive — but nothing came of it as
far as I'm aware. So that was pretty bold. But I've never felt shy of being
bold.

Now you want me to...why did | want to return it to its original roots? |
don’t think | had...that that was my perspective, that was just where
l...that was, if you get me in I’'m going to take it there. Now | imagine they
wanted to...you know, they wouldn’t have got me in; | mean I...you know,
there are lots of...| imagine there were a few other artistic directors on
their list, but there were very few who had my experience or degree of
success in community theatre. So it would have, you know, that that must
have...that must have been their aim and ambition, otherwise they
wouldn’t have got me in.

There was, there certainly was a community ethos in the old Alie Street
vision, but it was interpreted very differently to us, so as | said at the
beginning, although we felt like kindred spirits across the river we were
aware of each others differences, I'm sure. So | didn’t, | didn’t think of it as
a return to anything, | thought of it as a future development that I could do,
and | was pleased that they were, you know, this great tradition of the Half
Moon was choosing to develop that way. | think they did...there was
something called The Motor Show, which came out | think in the '80s,
about a strike at Ford’s Dagenham, which | think emanated from the Half
Moon, and they’d formed a separate company for it, called the Community
Theatre Company. So they had been, they’'d — in different ways to us —
they’d made their...they’d made inroads into it; and I'm... Yeah.

Why do you think the Half Moon went into administration in 19907?

Well, | think I've just answered that. My understanding of it was that
the...look, okay, starting from the top down, the Arts Council itself had
been cut back in its budget from central government, they were required
to make...they had to make some cuts; when they...and | don’t know how
long they’d been aware of the fact that, well, the figure I've got in my head
is 50 per cent of the Half Moon’s budget was going on paying off interest
on a debt, which was not being paid back, you know, just paying off the
interest was...you know, so they said, well, that’s not a proper use of Arts
Council money.
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And it's a rock and a hard place, there’s no way the Half Moon was ever
going to not, you know, that it was difficult to do any more than that,
pay...l can’t see, you know, how they were meant to get there.

So that’s...and the other thing is that | was put under a provisional year
contract, which | thought was a bit, you know, because I'd just done
whatever it was, 13, 14, 15 years at the Albany, you know, don’t you trust
me. Anyway, but it wasn’t that, it was the fact that they themselves, | think,
probably had been given a year's probation really. And | totally
understand it, | think it’s also incredibly unjust that this bold — and you can
use the word, very flatteringly as regards me, but actually community
theatre itself — was a bold attempt across the UK to take theatre out of the
centre of cities and into the communities and make theatre that was vital
and valid for local people. And that did take a lot of cutting in that period, it
wasn’t just the Half Moon, there were others that went.

Do you think it could have been avoided?

Of course, could; but was | surprised that it did?; | was certainly
disappointed but surprised, not really, because it's the weaker limbs of the
tree that get pruned. | think, | mean maybe some of the big institutions
took some cuts as well, but it was, what do they say, last in first out; and
you could say it's the new, it was the newest kid in the theatrical family
was community theatre, so it’s still the weakest at that point. | think it's
stronger now, it's that other people may disagree with me, but the strength
of...what’s happened is it's kind of atomised, we now have a, | think,
healthy young people’s theatre. | think, you know, you look at Graeae
Theatre for disabled people, you look at Asian and Black theatre,
women’s theatre, ex-prisoners’ theatre, you know, all of that specific
designated work is going on. So, okay, all that is to be celebrated, we
shouldn’t say that it's all miserable, especially not a young person like
you, you should still be enthusiastic about this whole commitment to
making theatre viable to everybody.

Are you able to tell us about the last few months before the doors were
closed?

Yes, we worked till the end, and that’s all you do as theatre people, you
carry on entertaining your audiences and doing the best job you possibly
can, that’s what you do. You yourself know that there’s no future, but until
the door is closed... I'll tell you one thing we did, we took a coffin up to the
GLC, I think, or was it the Arts Council, probably the Arts Council, marked
the Half Moon, and gave it a ceremonial burial. I've got an idea it was the
GLC though; well, maybe that's where the grant was coming from,
Greater London Arts.

What was the reaction of the staff and communities at that time?
Well, sympathetic. They have their own problems, | mean I'm talking

about the community now, they have their own, you know, there are other
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issues that are affecting them in their lives as well, and you should be
aware of that.

The staff were largely young, and some of them had been working there
for a lot longer than |, and so for them it was the breaking of a family. But,
as | said, they were young, they could...we all got past it. It was tragic, but
that’s probably not even a good word considering there are real tragedies
going on around.

One of the legacies of this sad time was the emergence of the Young
People’s Company as an independent organisation; what are your
thoughts about that?

Well, one of the legacies of, | think it's absolutely appropriate, one of the
legacies of the Combination at the Albany is the thriving midi-music which
comes out of our Lewisham Academy of Music. Our disabled company,
which thrives and internationally tours. The Albany itself now is a creative
hub. And all of these are the seeds were set and nurtured as young plants
under the Combination, but now they’re thriving in their own right, and
that’s great. And also individuals have gone on to achieve — at the Albany,
I’'m saying — but this is I'm sure true of the Half Moon. Jimmi Harkishin
who as a young actor was in Regeneration, you know, is a long-running
character on Coronation Street.

The success of the Half Moon Young People’s Theatre | would imagine
would be celebrated by every actor, every writer and every director who
worked in under the hat of the Half Moon from 1972 on; I’'m sure they, you
know, because that is growth, that is potential; and that’s how it belongs to
the young.

Are there any other memories of your time or people you worked with at
Half Moon you would like to tell us about?

Well, | treasure the memories of meeting Steven Berkoff, that was
fantastic. And in the days when it sounded like Kvetch was going to come
to the Half Moon after Regeneration, we had a couple of meetings where
he was just highly animated, incredibly intelligent, a passionate man of
theatre; and | thought, this is fantastic, because as | say, | am an
historian, and | was aware of his links going back with the Half Moon, and
| thought, this is brilliant, this is roots, you know, I'm letting the roots of
Berkoff take off again at the Half Moon in its new building. It didn’t
happen, but | still treasure those meetings.

And the whole experience with Jonathan Moore on Regeneration was
fantastic, | mean this man, young man, had a fantastic vision, tremendous
energy and enthusiasm, and that communicates itself not just to his cast
but to everybody working on that show; and that’s great. And it’s the kind
of things that the audience can’t see, you know, they won'’t see, but they
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may get a sense of it because it imbues everything, everybody in that
show with that kind of passion.

That wasn’t my last circus that | did, because | later took a circus to the
Albany, and then | took another circus, Circus Universe, to somewhere
outside Stratford. So what | was doing with Circus Moon, which was
throwing away Circus Senso, and starting a completely new story from my
imagination for the first time; that’'s what | later went on to do. Again
completely new, again completely new; with Circus Senso I'd been
changing, changing, developing, changing, changing, change...but it was
kind of organic growth, not revolution. This one was revolution, revolution,
revolution. And that was exciting, and very exciting the first time | did it,
especially considering the fact that some of the people were Circus Senso
performers and they were going, are you sure this will work, John, are you
sure; and it did, it worked a treat. So that was great.

Some of the comedians that worked on the alternative comedy nights,
talking to Jerry Sadowitz, who you probably don’t know, brilliant, brilliant,
brilliant comedian, who also happens to be a brilliant magician; and when
you speak to him, one of the most — well, | think they’re all very intelligent
people — but a very deeply thoughtful man, about his work and about, you
know, the state of his art and of culture as we know it. But a lot of them
were, you know, there was... And some of the music that Peter Conway
brought in, who was a promoter for the World Music nights, which was
jazz World Music really, because jazz was really the kind of...led the way
in bringing World Music to this country, it was fantastic music, the quality
of music was just brilliant here; and the audience, the buzz.

What that space gave you, because it was just a damn great box, so the
excitement, when excitement starts to build in there it was tangible, it was
fantastic, wasn’t broken up by angles, or particularly different sections; |
mean there was a miniscule balcony so most of the audience were sat
together, and it was like football stadia, you know, really just once the
electricity started to go it'd go through everybody, it was fantastic.

Can you describe what impact — I'll say that again — can you describe
what impact your time at Half Moon has had for you?

Well, it’s...l...immediately after, | started to teach community theatre, and
| suppose if I'd have just taught it after the Albany | wouldn’t have had any
objectivity. Having done it twice with a five-year gap in between | could
then see the difference of approach, the difference, the things I did, which
we didn’t do at the Albany, at the Half Moon, so then | was in a good
position to go and teach it in drama schools, and apply lessons that I'd
learned in future things, which is what you do all the time, even though
things may seem unrelated they’re all enriching you in some way.

End of transcript

16



