












In general there was a boom in prosperity for most Australians during 
the 1950s and 1960s that left them uninterested in a theatre of social 
critique. The arts were more widely cultivated than before but they were 
the arts of the universities or  the race track. The circumstances that 
would demand that the arts should once again roll up their sleeves and 
enter the public political arena did not occur until the early 1960s. 

Melbourne New Theatre was perhaps not s o  affected by the disin- 
tegration of the Communist Party in this period, although members had 
been sufficiently intimidated by the Communist smear to use nom de 
plumes on their programmes until 1955. Vane Lindesay, an innovative 
designer who had worked with the group on and off from the 1940s until 
the late 1950s, creating many of their most successful sets, had used the 
name Peter Lukash derived from Hasek's The Good Soldier Schweik. 
Their number of productions also decreased in the 1950s despite the suc- 
cess of Reedy River. Melbourne had no Mona Brand to collaborate with 
at this time but they did keep up their number of Australian productions 
and classics. Among the productions of this period were: The Torrents, a 
prize-winning play by Oriel Gray; Paci/ic Paradise by Dymphna Cusack; 
Miller's The Crucible and The Merry Wves of Windsor. Owing to in- 
creases in rent and a further falling off of audiences, however, the group 
had to give up their Flinders Street theatre and operate in a touring 
capacity from 1960. If the Sydney group was revitalised by the influx of 
the Vietnam generation and the continuing commitment of Mona Brand. 
no such revitalisation occurred in the Melbourne group. The energy i n  
theatre, as in Sydney. was coming mainly from university-derived 
groups, particularly those established by Wal Cherry. These were nor 
overtly political, but they were stylistically innovative. Indeed, a number 
of actors from the New Theatre became involved in Cherry's ensemble 
experiment, Theatre 60. and then went on to Emerald Hill Theatre. The 
subsequent development of La Mama and the APG firmly took the reins 
of radical theatre in Australia from the New Theatre. although ap- 
parently very few APG members were even aware of the thirty-five year 
radical tradition they were inheriting. 

As I have said. however, the path of the Sydney New Theatre was 
bolder and more vigorous. Of the contemporary theatres that sprang up 
in Sydney in the 1960s and 1970s. none could really be called politically 
or socially concerned. Compulsory military conscription had been ia 
force for six years before NlDA commissioned Boddy and Ellis to write 
The Legend of King OiMalley, the popular theatre yarn that had some 
political bite. Prior to this any reference to the conflict stayed politely 
outside the professional theatres. The New Theatre. however. had come 
out with The One Day-of the Year in the first year of Australia's involve- 
ment in the war, and had followed that up with at least one play a year 
with war as its central subject. It was only as Australia as a whole 
gradually caught up with the reality of the war that the tide began to turn 
against it. The New Theatre moved with the student protest movement 
and in 1967 produced Onstage Vietnam written by Mona Brand and Pat 

Barnett. Onstage Vietnam was an elaborate, hard-edged look at the 
history of Vietnam combining a range of styles and synthetic media. The 
thoroughness of its content came from Mona Brand's long association 
Nith Vietnam. which included a period of work there; the energy came 
from those most directly implicated in Australian policy; and the style 
came from the tradition of the 'Living Newspaper'. which had been used 
by the New Theatre since the 1930s extended and combined with revue 
and the media appropriate to the reportage of a technological war. This 
use of stylistic collage, historical quote, burlesque and collaborative 
working methods was used by Michael Boddy and Bob Ellis in the 
development of The Legend of King O'Malley three years later. Onstage 
Vietnam was very successful in Sydney, playing to full houses and ex- 
tended seasons. It also received a production by the Melbourne group at 
the Emerald Hill Theatre. 

The main thrust of the political theatre produced at the Sydney New 
Theatre during this period was anti-American imperialism. The same 
year they produced Macbird, a burlesque of Macbeth satirising Lyndon 
Johnson. and in 1968 they produced Going, Going, Gone! a revue devised 
by Mona Brand and Margaret Bart about the selling off of Australia, and 
America Hurrah by Jean Claude van Italie, involving yet another ban- 
ning, this time for obscenity, which the group was able to turn to its ad- .,f12 

vantage. Since the 1960s Sydney New Theatre has maintained an output *.'c'lC - ,.,* 
of around six shows a year, always including a topical revue and recently 
including children's theatre productions. They have produced a number 
of Brecht plays, Dario Fo, Bond, Shakespeare and Stoppard as well as a 
few Australian plays by Romeril, Nick Enright. Mona Brand, Sumner 
Locke Elliot. and revivals of Reedy River. The problem of getting rights 
ro good Australian plays. however. is still an obstacle. In 1975 the 
Whitlam government made a grant to the group to assist them to buy a 
building in Kings Street. Newtown, for conversion to a theatre. This is 
now their permanent venue. They are still a non- professional theatre 
operating on a committee basis with a policy of producing socially 
relevant and committed theatre. The implications of this policy in a 
society that has changed so enormously in the past twenty years have 
perhaps not been thoroughly assessed or integrated. Melbourne New 
Theatre has also continued although hampered by the lack of a suitable 
venue. In 1976 the group moved into the Organ Factory in Clifton Hill 
and they have been performing there and renovating the space since 
then. In 1974 a day -time touring Theatre-in-Education group was 
established and this still operates in schools and community centres. 

The Workers Art Clubs, forerunners of The New Theatre Movement. 
were established for workers as a cultural forum with a socialist bias. The 
New Theatres into which these evolved carried on this role, elaborating 
'progressive' ethics to this particular working-class audience on the 
social issues of the time. This was a community audience in that they 




