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n,p_ g PRKFACE 

Novelist, short-story writer, essayist, journalist, 

critic, and dramatist, Arnold Bennett (1Ô67-1931) vras one of 

the most widely known English writers of his time. 

The life of Arnold Bennett was one of variety and con-

trast. He started slowly and obscurely but iiltimately became 

one of the highest paid writers in the world. His work was 

usually hailed as first-class or dismissed as negligible by 

his contemporaries. He went unpredictably from success to 

failure, from failure to success, particularly in the the-

atre. Though he knev/ many disappointments throughout his 

writing career, his energy and output were astounding. 

Most people who are familiar with Bennett's work know 

him only as a novelist—author of The Old V/ives* Tale and 

historian of the life of the Five Towns, around which some 

of his best novels are written. 

Indeed, if his statements can be taken at face value, 

Bennett probably did not hold his career as a dramatist, to 

which he apparently turned by chance, in as high regard as he 

did his career as a novelist. He said that his main aim in 

writing plays was commercial—that is, he simply wanted large 

sums of money and advertiseraent for his other books. Since 

he found it far easier to write a play than a novel, he wrote 

many plays—the most successful being Polite Farces (1Ô99), 

• • 
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\Jhat the Public V/ants (1909), Milestones (1912), The Great 

Adventure (1913), and Body and Soul (1921). 

Bennett's connection with the theatre was not solely 

as a playv;right. He did much work in dramatic criticism 

and production. He knew the stage well. 

Among the more than tv;o thousand articles Bennett is 

said to have written, many of vÆiich have been collected, 

especially in the Things That Have nterested Me series, are 

many items dealing with the theatre. Most of these revolve 

around a question of Bennett*s: IVhat is vrrong víith the 

English stage? Bennett saw an immediate crisis in the English 

theatre of his time and serious reasons for it. 

The purpose of this paper is to arrange and present 

Bennett's thoughts on the plight of the English stage. This 

paper malces no pretense of passing judgment, but is only an 

assemblage of Bennett's views on the subject. 

As a source of background on Bennett's life, a bio-

graphical chapter precedes the material on the theatre. 
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CHAPTER I 

LIFE AND BACKGROUND 

The story of Arnold Bennett's life begins in obscurity 

and poverty and ends in world renown and prosperity. He 

started life at Hanley, Staffordshire, one of the half dozen 

or so tovms—which also included Burslem, Lcngston, Stoke-on-

Trent, and Tunstall—in the heavily populated and small sec-

tion of England called the Potteries, where some of the finest 
•• 

of English ceramics have been manuf actured."̂  

Enoch Amold Bennett was born the eldest of six children 

(three boys and three girls) on May 27, 1^67. His father, 

Enoch, was in turn a schoolmaster, a po.tter̂ '' manufacturer, a 

pawn broker and, finally, at the age of thirty-four, a solicitor.' 

V/ith the position of solicitor, Enoch Bennett provided his 

family with many new comforts and encouraged an interest in 

reading, languages, art, and music. The elder Bennett was 

characterized as a hard, authoritative, and domineering fa-

ther. The son reflected this image in many of his novels, 

John D. Gordon, Arnold .bennett; The Centenary of His 
Birth; An Exhibition in the Ber^ Gollection (New York; THê' 
New York Public Library; Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations, 
196Ô), p. 9. 

V̂/alter Allen, Arnold Bennett (Denver: Alan Swallow, 
1949), p. 11. 



p a r t i c u l a r l y the Clayhanger s e r i e s . I t has been suggested 

tha t Arnold Bennet t ' s painful and enduring s t u t t e r , which 

began in childhood, with the apparent delay of sexual im-

pulses , can be traced to h i s f a t h e r ' s influence. In l a t e r 

years , he sought medical and s p i r i t u a l i s t i c treatment for the 
3 

stammer.^ 

Arnold Bennett's mother, Sarah Ann, was descended from 

a family of fanners and weavers. Mrs. Bennett was a quiet 

and patient vroman to whom her eldest son was deeply devoted. 

He wrote to her nearly every day until her death in 1914. 

Arnold Bennett began his formal education in 1Ô77 at the 

age of ten at Burslem Endowed School. He showed some apti-

tude for v^iting and won prizes in poetry and short story 

during his five years there. 

He then went to the Newcastle-under-Lyme Middle School. 

He remained there for only one year and then entered his fa-

ther's law office. Enoch Bennett wanted his son to become a 

solicitor like himself and was very disappointed when the 

young man failed the legal examination in lSÔ7 and again 

in lêêÛ.^ 

After the second failure, Bennett began to pursue his 

hobby of writing. He contributed gossip paragraphs to the 

local evening paper, in which his father was a shareholder. 

^Gordon, p. 9. 

^lbid., pp. 12-13. 

^Allen, p. 11. 



H«í slowly began to discover his talents for journalism, but 

he found his environment static and unappealing. 

In March of 1ÔÔ9, Bennett decided to leave the provinces 

for a life in London. He wrote of the event: 

I came to London at the age of twenty-one, 
with no definite ambition, and no immediate ob-
ject save to escape from an intellectual and 
artistic environment which had long been exces-
sively irksome to me. Some achievement of iter-
ature certainly lay in the abyss of my desires, 
but I allowed it to remain there, vague and almost 
unnoticed.' 

At first Bennett v/as a clerk in a solicitor's office» 

In a new intellectual environment, Bennett decided to educate 

himself. He collected books and read extensively the works 

of such realists as Maupassant, Hurpman, the Goncourts, 

Turgenev, and George Moore. Besides reading, he practiced 

water-color painting and music. In the spring of IÔ9I, he 

went to live in Chelsea and joined the household of his 

artistic friendr Frederick Marriot. 

The turning point in Bennett's career came in 1Ô93 when 

he won a prize of 20 guineas from the weekly magazine Tit-Bits 

The prize was awarded for his condensation of a serial by 
9 

Grant Allen.^ 

Arnold Bennett, The Truth About an Author (New York: 
George H. Doran Company, 1911), pp. 23-24. 

'lbid., p. 31. 

George LaFourcade, Arnold Bermett; A Study (London: 
Frederick Muller Ltd., 1939), p. 21. 

g 
^Allen, p. 15. 
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In the summer of 1Ô93, Bennett v/rote his earliest sur-

viving short story, "A Letter Home." V/ith the completion and 

publication of this story, Bennett took an important step in 

his literary career. He gave up his post as a clerk and took 

the job of assistant editor of the weekly Woraan. During the 

years in which he worked for the journal, Bennett was able to 

develop his literary skills. His first novel, A Man From the 

North, was completed in IÔ96 and released in IÔ9Ô. 

In 1897 Bennett met the v̂ -iter Eden Phillpotts (1Ô62-

1960). Phillpotts, whose chief aim as a vrritdr was to make 

money, exercised considerable influence on Bennett at this 

time. Bennetti adopted Phillpotts' philosophy of víriting: 

to put earnings first, to try every form—the novel, the 

short story, the play, the article of every variety—from 

which money could be made. 

December of 109^ saw the publication of Bennett's second 

book, Journalism for Women. 

He remained with Woman for^two years and then resigned 

in September or 1900. It was about this time that Bennett 

and Phillpotts began experimenting in collaboration on plays 

11 and novels. 

Two years earlier, Bennett recorded in his joumal his 

resolve to take up fiction for a livelihood and leave serious 

Geoffrey West, The Problem of Arnold Bennett (London: 
Joiner and Steele, 1932}, p. 20. 

^•^Gordon, pp. 12-13. 



and demanding work alone for a while. The desire to make 

money rather than build a reputation as an artist he attributed 

"partly . . . to the influence of Phillpotts. . . . To write 

popular fiction is offensive to me but it is far more agree-

able than being tied dovm to an office and editing a lady's 

paper." 

While yet an assistant editor, Bennett became a dramatic 

critic through the unvâllingness of his chief to attend a 

13 theatrical perforraance. ^ In 1900, he extended his criticism 

by contributing to the Academy. ^ Bennett practiced dramatic 

criticism for five or six years. He enjoyed his work and 

vo'ote of it: 

I gradually found that I possessed a coherent 
theory of the drama, definite critical standards, 
and ail the rest of the apparatus; in short, 
that I had something to say.-*-̂  

In March of 1Ô99, Bennett took a first step in the area 

of writing drama. V/ith the encouragement of. a friend, Bennett 

víTOte a light farce for an entertainment in the Theatre Royal 

back-dravdng-room. It was very well received. It was then 

Arnold Bennett, The Journal of Arnold Bennett (Garden 
City, New York: The Garden City Publishing Co., Inc, 1932), 
p. ̂ 3. 

•^^Bennett, The Truth About an Author, pp. 114-115. 

^LaFourcade, p. 32. 

•^^Bennett, The Truth About an Author, pp. 114-116. 



that he felt that he was bound to enter seriously into the 

víriting of plays. He began to vnrite many curtain raisers. 

Arnold Bennett's first published plays, Polite Farces 

for the Drawing-Room, appeared on November 17, 1Ô99. He 

sent one of them, The Stepmother, to the Haymarket Theatre to 

Cyril Maude (1862-1951), a popular young actor-manager. Maude 

advised Bennett to work toward full-length plays rather than 

curtain raisers, and asked that his first full-length play 
17 be given to the Haymarket. V/ith this encouragement, Bennett 

threw himself into several years of dramatic collaboration. 

In 1900, after having moved to Fontainebleau in France, 

Bennett collaborated with Eden Phillpotts in dramatizing the 

latter's novel Childien of the Mist. In 1901 or 1902 Bennett 

alone dramatized the novel Her Grace's Secret by Violet 

Tweedale. Bennett collaborated also vrith H. G. Wells on a 
l8 detective play, The Crime, which was never completed. A 

third collaborator in the drama was Frederick Alcock, vrfao 

worked v/ith Bennett on The Ides of March. It was supposedly 

written between October 1900 and January 1903. There is no 
19 record of the play's having been performed. 

•̂ l̂bid., pp. 116-120. 

'Bennett, Journal, p. 102. 

18 
Gordon, p. l6. 

^Plbid., pp. 15-17. 



Bennett suddenly found himself familiar vd.th some of the 

most well-known stage personalities. He was told continually 

that he would be the dramatist of the future. Although 

Bennett had always believed the theatrical "ring" to be im-

penetrable to outsiders, he discovered that he "had stepped 
20 into the very middle of it without the least trouble." 

However, about his playv/riting, he vnrote in his autobi-

ography; 

I have not spoken of the artistic side of 
this play-concoction, because it scarcely has any. 
My aim in v/riting plays, whether alone or in 
collaboration, has alv/ays been strictly commercial. 
I wanted raoney in heaps, and I wanted advertisement 
for ray books. Here and there, in the comedies and 
farces in which I have been concerned, a little 
genuine draraatic art has, I fancy, been introduced; 
but surreptitiously, and quite unknovm to the 
managers. I have never boasted of it in manager-
ial apartments. That I have amused myself while 
constructing these arabesques of intrigue and 
epigrara is indubitable, whether to my credit or 
discredit as a serious person. I laugh constantly 
in writing a farce. I have found it far easier 
to corapûse a commercial play than an artistic 
novel. 

Bennett continued writing curtãin raisers and full-length 

plays. 

Other works by Arnold Bennett during this period included 

Fame and Fiction; An Inguiry into Certain Popularities (1901); 

Anna of the Five Towns, and The Grand Babylon Hotel (1902); 

20 Bennett, The Truth About an Author, pp. 124-125• 

^^lbid. 
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The Gates of Wrath, How to Becorae an Author, Leonora, and 

The Truth About an Author (1903); A Great Man, and Teresa of 

Watling Street (1904); The Loot of Cities, Sacred and Profane 

Love (noveli and Tales of the Five Towns (1905); Hugo, The 

Sinews of War (with Eden Phillpotts), Things That Have In-

terested Me, and Whora God Hath Joined (1906); The City of 

Pleasure, The Ghost, The Grira Sraile of the Five Tovms, The 

Reasonable Life, and Things That Have Interested Me, Second 

Series (1907); Buried Alive, How to Live on 24 Hours a Day, 

The Huraan Machine, The Old Wives' Tale, The Statue (with Eden 

Phillpotts), and Things That Have Interested Me, Third Series 

(1908).^^ 

Even vri.th the tremendous output of work, Arnold Bennett 

was undoubtedly a psuedo-successful man with no apparent in-

crease in wealth. He wrote in his Journal on May 27, 1904: 

Today I am 37. I have lived longer than I 
shall live. My new series begins today in.the 
Windsor. My name is not on the cover. . . . And I 
am 37. Comment is needless. . . . I have now 
warned both the Mater and Tertia that I shall get 
married before I am 40. -̂  

In June 1906, he becarae engaged to an Araerican lady, 

Miss Eleanore Green, the elder sister of the novelist Julian 

Green. However, Miss Green broke the engagement within 

Norman Emery, Arnold Bennett (1867-1931): A Biblio/y-
raphy ("Horace Barks Reference Library," Series No. 3; Han-
ley, Stoke-on-Trent: Central Library, 1967), pp. 1-2. 

23 Bennett, Journal, p. 176. 



two months. ̂  Mrs. D. C. Bennett considers the experience 

of trauraatic iraportance in his life, as a wound from which 

he never recovered emotionally.^ 

Six months later, he met Mlle. Marguerite Soulie and 

raarried her on July 4, 1907. They settled in a house at 

Fontainebleau. 

With the publication of The Old Wives* Tale in 1908, 

Arnold Bennett was rich. The novel was to be his greatest 

literary achievement. It lifted him immediately into the 

highest ranks of contemporary writers. He was elected to 
?6 

the National Liberal Club. 

In the years that Bennett lived in France, he visited 

the theatre and opera frequently. He found nearly all the 
27 

theatres "dirty, dingy, uncomfortable, and badly managed." ' 
He found the audience embitteredly resigned and the players 

^^Allen, p. 27. 

^ D o r o t h y Cheston B e n n e t t , Arnold Benne t t : A P o r t r a i t 
Done a t Home (London; Cape, 193í>;, PP. 91 -92 . 

26 A l l e n , p p . 2 7 - 2 8 . 

'̂'''Arnold Bennett, The Journals of Arnold Bennett, l896-
1910, ed. by Newman Flower CLondon: Cassell and Company 
Ltd.), p. 127. 
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28 
very nonchalant. Bennett made many entries in his Journal 

about the poor condition of the French theatre. 

The first plays to be published after Polite Farces 

were Cupid and Common Sense with a preface on the crisis in 

the theatre and Vi/hat the Public Wants. 

Cupid and Comraon Sense, a draraatization of Anna of the 

Five Tovms, was perforraed on January 26 and 27, 1908, by the 

29 
Stage Society at the Shaftesbury Theatre under Frank Vernon. 

30 The play was later revived in Glasglow in 1909, and in 

31 

Manchester in 1910.^ 

Like Cupid and Coramon Sense, What the Public Wants was 

performed by the Stage Society. The play was performed at 

the Aldwych Theatre on May 2, 1909, and agaJn on May 27. 

The Honeyraoon, a comedy in three acts, was produced at 

the Royal Theatre on October 6, 1911, by Dion Boucicault the 
32 

younger. The play ran for a little more than three raonths. 

In the auturan of 1911, Bennett and his agent, J. B. 

Pinker, arranged a visit for thé vnriter to the United States. Arnold Bennett, Paris Nig!;hts, and Qther Irapressions 
Places and People (New lork; G. H. Doran, 1913J, p. 14. 

28 

of 

^"oordon, p. 31. 

•̂ Ârnold Bennett, Journal, p. 325. 

^^lbid., p. 376. 

^^Gordon, pp. 32-37. 
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It was thought to be a strategic raove to iraprove Bennett's 

popularity and book sales. His wife, Marguerite, was left 

behind. Bennett sailed to New York on the Lusitania on 

October 7, 19CL1. He also visited Washington, Boston, New 

Haven, Chicago, Indianapolis, and Philadelphia. Though 

charraed by Philadelphia and Chicago, Bennett was fascinated 

raost by the sights of New York. He returned to England on 

the Lusitania on December 4. George Doran, Bennett's Ameri-

can publisher and his personal escort during the American 
33 

visit, described the visit as one continuous triumph.^^ 

However, it vyas a trip that Bennett never repeated. 

Before Bennett traveled to America, he arranged with 

Pinker to have his impressions of the new world raarketed for 

Harper's Magazine. The essays, under the title Your United 

States: mpressions of a First Visit, first appeared in 

Harper's on April 12, 1912, and ran through the Noveraber 
« 34 issue. ^ 

These essays appeared in book form in London in Sep-

teraber of 1912. They were written on various aspects of 

American life. The English v/riter was very impressed v/ith 

theatre in America. He wrote of it: 

33 Ibid., p. 38. 

^^lbid., p. 39. 
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A few minor cases apart, the drama is artis-
tically negligible throughout the world; but if 
there is a large hope for it in any special coun-
try, that country is the United States. The 
extraordinary prevalence of big theatres, the 
quickly increasing number of native dramatists, 
the enor-raous profits of the successful ones—it 
is simply inconceivable in the face of the phe-
nomena, and of the educational process so rapidly • 
going oa, that serious and first-class artists shall 
not arise in America. Nothing is raore likely to 
foster the production of first-class creative 
artists than tiie existence of a vast raachinery for 
winning money and glory. When I reflect that there 
are nearly twice as many successful theatres in 
New York as in London, and that a very successful 
play in Nev/ York plays to eighteen thousand dollars 
a week, while in London ten thousand dollars a 
week is enormous, and that the American public has 
a preference for its own draraatists, I have little 
fear for the artistic iraportance of the drama of 
the future in America.35 

At home again, Bennett wrote little during 1912 because 

of an attack of gastroenteritis, or inflammation of the di-

gestive tract, in January.*̂  

Writings of Bennett during the pre-war years of 1913 

and 1914 incluáed: The Matador of the Five Tovms and Other 

Stories, a collection of short stories (1913); The Regent 

(1913); The Plain Man and His Wife (1913); The Author's Craft 

(1914); Paris Nights and Irapressions of Places and People 

(1913); and his last book published before the war, The Price 

of Love (1914).'̂ '̂  

^^Arnold Bennett, Your U. S.: rapressions of a First 
Visit (New York: Harper, 1912;, p. 13/. 

36, Gordon, p. 39. 

-̂ 'Emery, p. 3. 
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In the pre-war period Milestones (1912) and The Great 

Adventure (1913) were very successful plays for Bennett. 

Milestones was v/ritten in collaboration with Edward Knoblock, 

or Knoblauch (1875-1945). Frank Vernon, the producer, intro-

duced Bennett to Knoblock, who had achieved great success 

with the play Kismet in 1911. Knoblock's chief contribution 

to the collaboration was the idea of the play—which is an 

account of three generations in a faraily of successful iron 

sraelters. The script was corapleted in August of 1911 and the 

play opened in London on March 5, 1912. The original produc-

tion ran for raore than six hundred performances. 

Bennett's greatest success in the theatre was The Great 

Adventure, an adaptation of his 1908 novel Buried Alive. The 

play was not produced until a year after Milestones, even 

though it had been corapleted nearly a year before. It was 

presented by Granville-Barker in London on March 25, 1913. 

Because of the First V/orld V/ar, the play closed on Noveraber 7, 

1914, after six hundred and seventy-three performances. How-

ever, it premiered as a moving picture on Deceraber 13, 1915. 

38 

It was the first of Bennett's works to be filraed.'̂  

During the war years of 1914-1918, Bennett becarae in-

volved in the Allied war effort. He fought with his pen. 

Bennett was eraployed by the Daily News, and he contributed 

^ Gordon, pp. 40-41. 
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articles nearly every week. He also wrote for the New States-

man and Lloyd*s V/eekly Newspaper. At horae, he served on the 

Thrope Division Eraergency Coraraittee. In June and July of 1915, 

he undertook a twenty-five day tour of the Western Front. He 

becarae Director of British Propaganda in May 19l8 and, in 

Septeraber of -fche same year, he became Director of Propaganda 

in the Ministry of Information.-̂ ^ 

The immediate effects of the war on Bennett's career 

were recorded in the Journal entry for August 13, 1914: 

Serial publication of The Price of Love sus-
pended in Daily News, ostensibly on account of 
paper famine. 

Book publication of ditto indefinitely post-
poned. 

Other autumn books probably ditto. 
Verdrenne announced today that autumn tours 

of Milestones, if railways permitted them to go 
out at ali, would be a heavy loss, and would I 
forgo the fees? I declined- . . . 

Receipts of The Great Adventure at the 
Kingsway showed a f all oí' about 500 on the pre-
vious week.^ 

One of the few books published during these years was 

From the Log of the Velsa, which had been put together 

several raonths before the declaration of war. Two novels 

were published—The Lions Share (I9l6) and The Pretty Lady 

(1918). In order to keep a sufficient incorae, Bennett pub-

lished two volumes of essays consisting of previously published 

^^Allen, pp. 35-36. 

^^Arnold Bennett, Journal, p. 520. 
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works. These were Books and Persons; Being Comraents on a 

Past Epoch, 1908-1911 and Self and Self-Manaperaent; Essays 
I-j 

about Existing. 

The Title was the only new play produced by Bennett dur-

ing the war years. It opened at the Royalty Theatre on 

July 10, 1918. The play was a success vd.th the public. It 

ran for two hundred eighty-five performances before closing 

on March 27, 1919.^^ 

Probably the most important event in Bennett's life after 

the v/ar was his legal separation from his vd.fe. The matter 

had been discussed between him and Marguerite for sorae tirae 

and the separation deed was made official on November 23, 

1921.^^ 

With the peace, Bennett began to produce a tremendous 

amount of work. During the last twelve years of literary 

activity that reraained to hira, Arnold Bennett exploited the 

many varieties of writings which he had pursued earlier. 

During these final years, he had heavy outputs in the novel, 

the essay, and the drama. 

It was nearly a year after the war before Bennett pub-

lished a new novel. The Roll-Call was published in 1919. 

•̂̂ Gordon, pp. 45-46. 

^^Arnold Bennett, Journal, pp. 666-683. 

^^Dudley Barker, Writer by Trade; A Portrait of Arnold 
Bennett (New York: Atheneura, 19^0;, pp. 205-210. 
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Other novels published were Lillian (1922); Mr. Prohack (1922); 

Riceyman Steps (1923), for which he won the Tail Black Novel 

Prize; The Stran^e Vanguard (1928); and the last novel com-

pleted, Iraperial Palace (1930). Other works of fiction in-

cluded two volumes of collected short stories. These were 

Elsie and the Child and Other Stories (1924) and The Woman 

Who Stole Everything (1927).^^ 

Bennett completed a large amount of journalistic vnritings 

between 1919 and 1930. He contributed to the Daily Express. 

Strand Magazine, The Sunday Pictorial and New Age. In Jan-

uary 1921, Chatto and Cassel published a collection of one 

hundred twenty-one of Bennett's essays from different peri-

odicals and journals under the title Things That Have Interested 

Me. A Second Series and a Third Series were published in 

1923 and 1926 respectively. Other collected essays included 

How to Make the Best of Life (1923) and The Savour of Life: 

Essays in Gusto (1928).^^ Also, in January 1927, Bennett 

vrrote an eight-page introductioh to James Agate's Conteraporary 

Theatre, 1926 (1927). He entitled the article "The Plight 

of the Stage."^° 

^^ mery, pp. 5-6. 

^^Gordon, pp. 54-56. 

^^Arnold Bennett, "Introduction," The Contemporary 
Theatre, 1926, by James Agate (New Yorkl Benjamin Blom, 
1927), PP. i-viii. Hereafter cited as Bennett, "Intro-
duction." 
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During the post-war years, Arnold Bennett had bad luck 

in the theatre. He was never able to regain the position he 

had held during the runs of Milestones and The Great Adven-

ture. In an attempt to recapture his reputation and income, 

Bennett enlarged his field of theatrical endeavor. In addi-

tion to playvrriting, he ivorked in play production, films, 

and even opera libretti. With responsibilities for a wife 

and daughter, he was in great financial need. 

Bennett's first experiences with theatrical production 

came in 1918 when he and two associates combined to produce 

plays at the Lyric Theatre, Hammersraith. The first produc-

tion was A; A. Milne's Make Believe, which opened Christmas 

Eve, 1918. The outstanding run was Bennett's adaptation of 

The Be^^er's Opera, which ran for three and a half years. 

None of Bennett*s original plays were produced at the Lyric 

because he found his positions as playwright and chairman 

of the company incompatible.^ 

The first play written byBennett after the war was 

Judith. Written as a promise to actress Lillah McCarthy, 

Judith opened in London on April 30, 1919. The play was 
48 

described as a "financial disaster."^ 

'̂̂ Gordon, p. 52. 

^ Arnold Bennett, Journal, pp. 68I-685. 
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In 1913 Sacred and Profane Love: A Play in Four Acts 

Founded Upon the Novel of the Sarae Narae was published and it 

received post-war production in London in Noveraber 1919 and 

in the United States in February 1920. Though lasting only 

one hundred perforraances at home, the play had tremendous 

successes across the Atlantic in New York and Washington.^^ 

In 1922, two plays by Bennett opened in London within 

six raonths of each other: The Love Match on March 21 and 

50 Body and Soul on Septeraber 11.^ 

It was in Liverpool in March 1922 at a party following 

a performance of Body and Soul that Bennett met Dorothy 

51 Cheston, who was playing one of the leads. After a short 

courtship, they tegan to live together as husband and wife. 

Dorothy later took the name of Bennett by deed poll. She 

52 bore him a daughter, Vigrinia.^ 

In 1922 Bennett collaborated with Edward Knoblock on a 

notable disappointment, London Life. Two years passed before 

^^Gordon, pp. 51-52. 

^^ bid. 

•̂̂ Arnold Bennett, Journal, p. 753. 

^^Allen, p. 37. 
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a producer could be found. The play opened at Drury Lane on 

May 24, 1924, and closed on July 5 after thirty-nine per-

formances. "̂  

The Bright Island, written in October 1924, was produced 

by the Stage Society for two performances on February 15 and 

l6, 1925. The play received very poor reviews. Bennett was 

dismayed because the play had "succeeded at rehearsals," 

and then experienced "the worst press any play of mine ever 

had."^^ 

Bennett's last success in the theatre was the dramatiza-

tion of the 1922 novel Mr. Prohack. The play opened at the 

Court Theatre under Sloane Productions. A young actor named 

Charles Laughton made a triuraphant beginning of his career. 

Dorothy Cheston Bennett was also in the cast. The public's 

reception of the show was enthusiastic. However, after 

January 7, 1928, Bennett had to stop the production to raake 

way for another booking. Another theatre could not be found. 
55 

The play never reopened. 

Bennett's next play, The Return Journey, was presented 

in London on Septeraber 1, 1928. The reviews were brutal. 

While writing The Return Journey, Bennett in his Journal 
53 
-̂̂ Gordon, p. 53. 

^^Arnold Bennett, Journal, p. 8ll. 

^^lbid., pp. 981-986. 
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admitted his rmisgivings about the play. He wrote in the en-

try for June l8, 1928: 

I proceeded with the play. I don't feel 
convincexd of its excellence as a show for a large 
public. And I really doubt whether I will do 
another. . . . Career as a dramatist closing.56 

Arnold Bennett had ventured into the raotion-picture 

raarket in 1920 when he was contacted by Famous Players Lasky 

Company to do» a film story. However, The Wedding Dress, as 

Bennett called it, was rejected. In 1926, he was luckier 

when he proviLded the subtitles for the English showings of 

the Gerraan fiLlra Faust. 

In 1928 Bennett vrrote his scenario Punch and Judy. 

The piece was written for Alfred Hitchcock to direct. How-

ever, it saw no production. Bennett's third, Piccadilly, 

for the BritiLsh International Filra Corapany, was shown in 

January 1929* He was able to sell the serial rights to the 

filra. It was published in book forra as Piccadilly; Story of 

the Filra. Thiis was his last experience with raotion pictures. 

During tlie last years of his life, Bennett appeared be-

fore the public in a new connection with the draraa: that of 

librettist. In Noveraber of 1925, Bennett and Phillpotts worked 

up a libretto of Bandits for rausic by Frederic Austin. 

Bandits never saw production. However, the coraposer Eugene 

^^lbid., p. 1010. 
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Goossens (l843-l962) did set Bennett's Judith to rausic. It 

was perforraed at Covent Garden on June 25, 1929, and in 

Philadelphia on Deceraber 26 of that year. 

After this piece of success, Bennett turned his unper-

forraed Don Juan de Marana into a libretto in four acts for 

Goossens in 1930. Bennett did not live to see the script's 

production or publication. The opera was not perforraed until 

June 24, 1959, at Covent Garden. 

In November 1930, Bennett began a new novel, but never 

finished it. He took his wife for a holiday in France. He 

caught typhoid fever through drinking water in a Paris 

restaurant. " He was brought back to England, where he lay ill 

for three months. On March 27, 1931, he died. His funeral 

at St. Clement Danes in the Strand was attended by both 

everyday people and dignitaries. The Prime Minister, the 

Lord Mayor, and foreign dignitaries were represented. There 

were also famous naraes in literature and the theatre. He 

was creraated on March 31, 193ÍT^ His ashes were taken to 
57 

Burslera on July 22 for burial in his raother's grave.^' 

It has been seen that Arnold Bennett's association with 

the English stage began on a sraall scale and then expanded 

to encorapass a larger area of theatrical work. Frora l899 

until the time of his death, Bennett was involved in the 

theatre. 

'̂'̂ Gordon, pp. 56-57. 



22 

One of his first contacts vdth the stage was during the 

period 1900 to 1906-07 when he was a dramatic critic for the 

Academy. Hovíever, he continued to practice for years after-

wards. Nearly all of his later criticism was recorded in 

his Journal. 

The vast majority of Bennett's theatrical work was in 

the area of plâ rwriting. His first plays were one-act curtain 

raisers, but vrLth encouragement frora the manager Cyril Maude, 

Bennett began to write full-length scripts. During his early 

years as a playvnr'ight, Bennett seemed to have felt the neces-

sity of collaborators; and he did continue to collaborate 

periodically during the rest of his career. The writers 

with whom Bennett v/rote plays at one time or another were: 

Arthur Hooley, Eden Phillpotts, H. G. Wells, Frederick Alcock, 

and Edward Knoblock. In all, Bennett wrote fourteen plays 

alone and four in collaboration which were published, and 

another eighteen, either alone or in collaboration, which 

v/ere not published. 

Besides vrriting, Bennett also produced plays. His work 

vriLth production began in 19l8 at Lyric Theatre, Haramersmith. 

Bennett produced approximately five plays by himself, and 

several in association vdth Alistair Tayler and Nigel Playfair. 

The trio's outstanding run—three and a half years—^was 

Bennett's own adaptation of The Begger's Opera. One of the 

great services of these producers to the theatre was the 
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casting of Edith Evans, now Dame Edith, as Mrs. Millament 

in a revival of Congreve's Way of the World. 

The young actor, Charles Laughton, made a triumphant 

beginning of his career in the title role of Bennett's 

Mr. Prohack, 

Bennett rounded his theatrical experiences by vrriting 

one film scenario which was produced and published and two 

which were not published, and two libretti. 

Not only did Bennett take part in the theatre, he wote 

about the many different aspects of the stage. Nearly all 

of these vnritings were in the form of essays or journal entries. 
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CHAPTER II 

V/RITINGS ON THE THEATRE 

Arnold Bennett worked closely with the theatre—as 

playvrright and as producer. He observed the many aspects of 

the theatre and recorded his observations in articles in 

periodicals and in his journals. In nearly all of these 

essays and articles, Bennett spoke of a serious crisis in 

the English theatre of his time. He referred to the condition 

as the plight of the Er.glish stage. Though never giving a 

definition of v^at exactly he meant by plight, Bennett did 

find several "serious" causes for what he considered to be 

the bad condition of the English stage. 

Econoraic conditions were not araong these causes. Bennett 

adraitted that theatre raanagers had econoraic difficulties, 

but these difficulties were no raore serious than those of 

directors of other sorts of enterprises. Bennett remarked 

that theatre managers coraplained raore than all other business-

men. Also, he admitted that theatre rents were very heavy; 

but since the demand for theatres exceeded the supply, and 

since the public was still willing to pay the heavy rents 

asked, the rents were undoubtedly not uneconomic. 

Arnold Bennett, "Introduction," Contemporary Theatre, 
1926, by Jaraes Agate (New York; Benjamin Blom, 1927^, pp. 
v-v i. 

24 
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Nor could Bennett attribute the plight of the English 

theatre to the salaries of a few stars, since the demand for 

2 
stars exceeded the supply. 

Bennett believed that the raost ridiculous reraedy advo-

cated for the salvation of the English stage v/as the lowering 

of prices for seats. The prices of seats were not too high; 

they v/ere too low. He wrote: 

The price of every other commodity has risen 
more than the price of theatre seats. The price 
of seats indeed has not risen; it stands where it 
did. . . . Give thera fbhe audiencej a show they 
honestly enjoy, and they vd.ll pay the price wiil-
ingly, they will pay it in tens and hundreds of 
thousands, they vd.li pay it for years together. 
It is not inability or unvdllingness to pay that 
keeps auditoriums empty.-̂  

Araong the phenoraena (other than the competition of the 

cineraa and the vdreless) vdiich kept the auditoriura erapty and, 

therefore, helped to account for the plight of the English 

stage, Bennett naraed the follovdng: an indifferent theatre 

public, a deficient supply of plays and playwrights, in-

audibility on stage, bad acting, deterioration of a perform-

ance during a run, weak draraatic criticisra, and bad producing 

and raanageraent. 

2 
bid., p. vi. 

3 
-^lbid., p. vi-vii 

http://vd.ll
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The Theatre Public 

The British stage is now supposed to be in 
the bad graces of the British public, the theory 
being that the public has gro\m tired of it, or 
at best indifferent to it. For rayself, I should 
say that the British public has been soraewhat 
indifferent to the stage for close upon three 
centuries. The stage has never recovered from 
the blow given to it by that masterful ruffian 
Oliver Crorawell. Even today an organisation 
such as the Church and Stage Guild is regarded 
as a daring business not altogether creditable 
to the Church, and raillions of people will not 
go to the theatre unless they can persuade them-
selves that the piece they are to see is "good"— 
that is, preaches an uplifting lesson.4 

The British public v/as and had been more interested in 

games, politics, criraes, motoring, and cooperative associa-

tions for the improvement of society than in the theatre. 

Bennett wrote that the British theatre attendance was usu-

ally less than that of foreign countries, such as Germany, 

France, Austria, Russia, and the United States. (In New 

York, for example, sixty regular theatres could be found, 
5 

nearly full each night. ) 

Bennett described the theatre public as soraetiraes re-

acting sincerely to the play and soraetiraes not. For example, 

on a first night the audience seldom reacted sincerely be-

cause it was interested by professional or other ties in 

^Arnold Bennett, Things That Haye Interested Me, Third 
Series (New York: G. H. Doran, 1926), p. 35. 

^lbid., pp. 35-36. 
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the perforraance, or attended to be "in the swim." Bennett 

liked the first-night audiences least of all. 

The attendance at the theatrical first 
night usually comprises three groups; 1. The 
professional first-nighters—critics, agents, 
playwrights, and theatrical advisers. Most of 
thera are bored by the stage, blase, weary, in-
different. They seldom or never applaud. 
2. A small intermediate group, partially over-
lapping No. 1 and consisting of professionals 
who have sorae reason to be sympathetic tcwards 
the author, the management, or* the players. 
This group shows its friendliness by giving ap-
plause which in other circumstances it would not 
give. 3. Friends of the author, the manageraent, 
or the players, who are not regular first-
nighters. This group is present in order to 
applaud, it is determined to applaud, and if 
there is no reason to applaud it makes occa-
sions. Thus on a first night the applause is 
both less and more than it is on an ordinary 
night. On the whole, the friendliness easily 
beats the indifference—but not always.^ 

Bennett found that the public generally was too cora-

placent. He felt that the raajority of the audience members 

went to the theatre and were pleased or displeased, and 

left the theatre without giving a sign of their state of 

.mind. 

Arnold Bennett, Thin^s Tnat Have Interested Me (New 
York: G. H. Doran, 1921), p. 183. 
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No! You are not demonstrative. That is one 
reason v/hy you are so puzzling. But it is not a 
fault. I suppose you have faults. They are the 
faults of humanity. The instinct of self-pro-
tection causes you to be hostile towards anything 
that is really new; it might upset your ideas, 
make you think, weaken the structure of society. 
You naturally don»t want that. And you are too 
easily satisfied with the mediocre and your appre-
ciation of beauty is not very sensitive. 

Finally, you have a terrible defect—it is not a 
fault. You lack artistic keenness. You don't care 
very much either way. No play, no opera, no pic-
ture, and seldom a book, is an "event" in Britain.' 

Bennett felt that the public*s complacency, insensitivity, 

and its indifference contributed to the poor condition of the 

stage. 

Plays and Playv/rights 

Bennett believed that the most iraportant element of the 

theatre was the play. The number of really good plays hope-

lessly awaiting performance on the English stage he called 

"infin itesimal•" 

'̂ Arnold Bennett, Thinĵ s That Have Interested Me, Second 
Series (New York; G. H. Doran, 1923;, pp. í?U-!?2. 

Arnold Bennett, Things, p. 125. 
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Really good plays or even fairly good plays, or 
even plays with a particle of proraise in them, 
are very seldora vrritten by unknown aspirants in 
this country. Plenty of promising novels are 
written; ̂scarcely any promising plays. I know, 
because '1 am connected with the manageraent of 
the Lyric Opera House, Hamraersmith, which ad-
vertised its urgent desire to obtain promising 
plays, which has received and read hundreds of 
plays and which has not found three possible 
ones in a year. The piles of pure trash that 
postmen ihave delivered at Hamraersmith during 
the last eight raonths appal the imagination. 
To ray raind the chief answer to the question, 
"What is vrrong with the theatre?" is plain 
enough. , . . It is in the extreme and notorious 
paucity (of interesting plays.*^ 

Bennett wrote that the attitude of the dorainant play-

v/rights was ome reason for the deficient play supply. 

Is ithe theatre their sole love? Do they 
live in and for draraa alone? They do not. With 
nearly all of thera the theatre is or was an 
af terthomght, or at best one of several thoughts. 
Their attitude raay be roughly illustrated in the 
phrase, '**Hello! Here is the stage! I ought to 
be able to do soraething with it. I*ve succeeded 
in other lines of action and I'll try this." 

This is bad for the theatre. It raust be bad. 
V^at I ŵ ant to see is a serious dramatist for whora 
writing plays is a whole-time job, who has an 
undivided passion for the theatre. Only by 
such men will the theatre be restored to its proper 
p o s i t i o n . ^ ^ 

Bennett vnrote t h a t raany adherents of the s tage were con-

cerned by what was c a l l e d the "Araerican invas ion"—tha t i s , 

t h a t the London t h e a t r e s were occupied by Araerican p l a y s . 

^lbid. 

10 Arnold Bennett, Things, Second Series, pp. 37-38. 
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Bennett said that only a rainority of the theatres were occu-

pied by Araerican plays. Anyway, he was not in the least 

disturbed by this "invasion." 

If Araerican plays are produced in London, there 
can be but one reason for it—the public likes 
these American plays. Why should not the 
public have what it likes? . . . If half a dozen 
American plays succeed simultaneously in London 
there must be sorae rational explanation of the 
phenoraenon.H 

Bennett found that Araerican plays were even raore senti-

raental than English plays, and the explanation of the success 

of American plays probably lay in this: 

That the sentiraentality is done in a raore v/ork- ' 
raanlike and thorough raanner than English play-
vnrights have yet achieved. . . . Further, American 
dramatists seem to me to take more troubie than 
British draraatists in the fabrication of an at-
tractive, outwardly novel, and easily graspable 
theme. You kncv/ where you are in an Araerican 
play. In sura, it is conceivable that English 
draraatists may have something to learn from Ameri-
can dramatists in the concoction of a sentiraental 
play.l^ 

In discussing the vrriting of a play Bennett vrrote: 

The artist has to tell a story—using the word 
story in a very wide sense. Just as a novel is 
divided into chapters, and for a similar reason, 
a play is divided into acts . . . The entire play 
cr novel must tell a complete story—that is, 
arouse a curiosity and reasonably satisfy it. 
And each act or other chief division must tell 
a definite portion of the story, satisfy part of 
the curiosity, settle part of the question. And 
each scene or other rainor division raust do the 
sarae according to its scale.l3 

^-^Arnold Bennett, Things, pp. 123-124. 

^^lbid. 

•^^Arnold Bennett, The Author*s Craft (London: Hodder 
and Stoughton, 1914), pp. 83-84. 
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Speaking of the dramatic effect of a play Bennett said: 

Very emphatically a play need not be dramatic in 
the stage sense. It need never induce interest 
to the degree of excitement. It need have nothing 
that resembles what would be recognizable in the 
theatre as a situation. It may amble on—and it 
will still be a play, and it may succeed in pleas-
ing either the fastidious hundreds or the un-
fastidious hundreds of thousands, according to 
the talent of the author.-^^ 

About playvrriting Bennett said that it was easy to 

vrrite a play—at least easier than writing a novel. He said 

that drama did not belong exclusively to literature; its 

effect depended on something more than the coraposition of 

words. He wrote: 

The dramatist is the sole author of a play, but 
he is not the sole creator of it. He begins the 
v/ork of creation, v/hich is finished either by 
creative interpreters on the stage, or by the 
creative imagination of the reader in the study. 
. . . Consider the affair as a pyramidal struc-
ture, and the dramatist is the base—but he is 
not the apex. A play is a collaboration of 
creative faculties. The egotisra of the drama-
tist resents this uncomfortable fact, but the 
fact exists. And further, the creative facul-
ties are not only those of the author, the stage-
director ("producer") and the actors—the audi-
ence itself is unconsciously part of the 
collaboration.-^^ 

^^lbid., p. 85. 

^^ bid., p. 90. 
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Inaudibility, or Imperfect Audibility, of Perforraers 

According to Bennett, the first requirement for the 

stage, "is to get oneself heard clearly by the audience with-
16 out putting a strain on the average ear." He vn:ote, how-

ever, that this rule was nearly always ignored on the West 

End stage; most of the actors and actresses were nearly al-

ways inaudible on stage. Bennett coraplained about this 

problera in public and in private for a decade or raore. He 

heard with his own ears ("which were in excellent order") 

hundreds of coraplaints about it from friends, acquaintances, 

and complete strangers. Moreover, he personally knew people 

who would not go to a play unless they were seated in the 

first three rows of seats. At nearly every play, Bennett 

was "well placed," but he missed words, "often whole phrases" 

which v/ere apt to be "important words," and, he said, "this 
_ „17 

kind of thing is an extremely severe handicap on any play." 

Bennett's explanation was that actors and actresses 

simply did not know their job, because "nearly all good actors 
18 

are perfectly audible; few bad actors are perfectly audible." 

At rehearsals a large proportion of actors began to 

shout and put a strain on their throats when told they were 

not audible. Bennett wrote of such an incident: 

^^Arnold Bennett, Things. Second Series, p. 144. 

'̂̂ Arnold Bennett, "Introduction," pp. vii-viii. 

^^Arnold Bennett, Things, Third Series, p. 30. 
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I remember a young actor thus addressing 
me; "You tell rae to speak up. But if I force 
rayself I lose my effects." I made no answer. 
I just walked away from this nincompoop. Players 
who are inaudible have simply never learnt how 
to produce their voices. There should be no 
question of "forcing" the voice in order to be 
clearly heard.l^ 

As to the elements of elocution, raost players had no 

knowledge of them. 

They persistently drop iraportant syllables 
in words and iraportant words in sentences—es-
pecially the last word in sentences. They do not 
know when to emphasize, when to run the tone up 
and when to run it dovm; they cannot balance a 
sentence. All these they have to be taught, 
detail by detail, at rehearsals, and much time 
is spent on tuition which ought to be unneces-
sary and which the learners ought to be ashamed 
to have to accept.^ 

Also, there were grave errors of pronunciation in the 

V/est End. For example, the interpolated "r" between two 

vov/els was usually a problem for the performers. Instead 

21 

of "soda-and-milk," i t was nearly always "soda-rand-railk." 

Worse than t h i s , English was often spoken on the stage 

with a bad accent, usual ly a cockney accent. Woraen were 

worse than raen in t h i s respect . 

-^^Arnold Bennett, " Int roduct ion," p . v i i i . 
20 

Ibid., p. 31. 

Arnold Bennett, Things, Third Series, pp. 30-31. 

21-
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Two of the very foreraost ac t resses in the 
West End today habi tual ly speak with a cockney 
accent; they are incapable of giving the "oo" 
sound as i t ought to be given. Instead of say-
mg "boon" they say "beoon," with a t race of 
the Franch "u" sound, . . . they are admirable 
ac t r e s ses . . . but they cannot ta lk English. 
I t i s very odd. Nobody seems to mind.22 

When The Race with the Shadows was given a t the Court 

Theatre by the Stage Society, the play was produced by 

Theodore Komisarjevsky, formerly producer and a r t - d i r ec to r 

of the Moscow State and Iraperial Theatres (and special im-

portance was attached to t h i s f a c t ) . Bennett wrote of the 

production: 

Mr. Komisarjevsky had evidently aimed a t , 
araong other th ings , realism in speech. The 
charac te rs , for no draraatic reason, would stand 
for considerable periods with the i r backs to the 
audience; they would whisper; they would raurraur; 
they wouid drop sy l lab les and whole words; they 
v/ould put t he i r hands over t he i r raouths. All 
very t rue to l i f e ; but carrying realisra to excess, 
carrying i t fur ther than the author or the scene-
pa in te r or the stage-raanager carr ied i t . The 
slovmess of pace I could get accustoraed to , a f te r 
a few rainutes, but I could not get accustoraed to 
not hear ing . Ent i re speeches were l o s t in the 
a i r between me and the stage, and various psycho-
log i ca l d e t a i l s becarae incoraprehensible through 
the vanishing of a key vrord.'^^ 

Bennett Turther coraraented tha t The Race with the Shadows 

was f i f t y percent ruined by Koraisarjevsky* s anxiety to a t -

t a i n realisra of speech. Bennett believed tha t no stage 

^^lbid . 

-̂ Arnold Bennett, Things, Second Series, p. 143» 
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representation, and no part of it, could properly be realistic 

beyond a certain degree. He called the night of Koraisar-

jevsky's production one of the "raost outrageous illustrations 

of inaudibility" that he had ever endured, "even in the West 

End."^^ He wrote: 

I hurried to dressing rooras and reraonstrated 
with the adrairable chief players. They were rightly 
alarraed, and proraised vdth eagerness to reforra, 
but in the next act they went on as before. Vi/hat 
the people at neither end of the auditoriura raade 
of the piece I cannot iraagine.̂ 5 

Bennett was thoroughly convinced that perfect audibility 

could have been achieved in any theatre. This point was 

proven by the fact that in every perforraance one or tv/o 

players were perfectly heard, for the reason that they had 

learnt their job. Perforraers such as Gladys Cooper, Mary 

Rorke, Frederick Kerr, Dennis Eadie, and Allan Aynesworth 

were nearly always understood on stage. Bennett thought 

that generally the older players were better than the younger. 

If the British public were not so coraplacent, Bennett 

said, the inaudibility scandal could have been "done away 

in six raonths." Bennett believed that the public could 

have helped to correct the situation. Because inaudibility 

^^lbid., p. 144. 

^^lbid. 

'̂  Arnold Bennett, "Introduction," pp. viii-ix. 
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was such a firraly established fault of the perforraers, Bennett 

felt that audience coraplaints would have helped to eliminate 

the problem. 

Actors and Actresses 

Bennett thought of acting as a "unique" profession. 

Acting attracted individuals who loved self-exhibition. 

These performers worked while the rest of mankind slept, and 

slept while others vrorked. That was why the acting profession 

'•stands by itself." He vn̂ ote also that no profession works 

27 
harder while it works, nor more enthusiastically. 

Hov/ever, with reference to the West End stage he said: 

The present is not an age of suprerae acting. 
Supreme acting involves supreme individualities— 
individualities powerful enough to impose them-
selves universaliy on the public. None such is 
apparent. We have sorae actors, distinguished 
actors, clever actors; but not one with native 
force treraendous enough to becorae a public 
legend.^° 

Bennett observed that raany actors did not know their 

craft. 

^'^Arnold Bennett, Things, Second Series, p. 34. 

^^ bid., p. 35. 
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I am not an expert, but by dint of assisting at 
hundreds of rehearsals I do know just a little 
about it Cactin^. I assert that a considerable 
percentage of actors know almost nothing about 
it. They have to be taught afresh with every 
new play for which they are cast, how to use 
their legs, how to raake a clean raoveraent, how to 
convey a raood, how to change their expression, 
how to regulate their gestures, how to "put 
over" the siraplest point (thought). 

The order of achieveraent seeras to be; *Mâkê*â 
narae first and learn to act afterwards. The 
public is uncritical, A superficial attractive 
personality, a pretty face, a handsorae byronic 
profile, is worth iramensely raore in the raarket 
than any amount of genuine technical accomplish-
raent. I do not grurable; I state.^" 

Bennett noted that too often celebrated actors only ex-

ploited their individualities at the expense of the part 

which they were playing. They wanted to be recognized in-

stantly as theraselves. This was true especially among 

actresses. A few actresses imposed theraselves considerably 

by "beauty, charm, grace, industry, and sincerity; but none 

of thera stood suprerae by sheer acting." It was a coraraon 

saying in raanagerial offices, after the raale roles had been 

30 assigned: "Yes, but where shall we find the leading actress?"^ 

Bennett eaplained that one of the reasons why Shakespeare 

had been handicapped in Britain (and in America) was because 

of "stars," He said: 

^^Arnold Bennett, Things, Third Series, pp. 31-32. 

^ Arnold Bennett, Things, Second Series, pp. 35-3^. 
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By the time a s t a r has finished producing 
Shakspere, Shakspere raight as well have been 
thrown m t o the raiddle of the Strand and run over 
by th i r t een K raotor-buses. Stars cut a l l the 
p a r t s but t h e i r ovm; they a l t e r and rainiraize a l l 
the "busmess" but t he i r own; and they raost 
d i sas t rous ly affect the cast ing. Stars are, to 
say the l e a s t , raature beings. As surely as a 
s t a r p lays , for exaraple Viola, so surely you wi l l 
see a perfect hag put into the par t of Olivia— 
to save Vio la ' s face. And so on.-^^ 

Bennett wrote tha t the legend that crowds of ta lented 

and t ra ined players were eagerly waiting for a chance on 

stage was f a n t a s t i c . The nuraber of players who could act 

r e a l l y well in minor pa r t s was "sraall" and the nuraber of 

p layers who could sustain a leading par t was "p i t i ab ly 

sraall."-^^ 

Deter iorat ion of Perforraances during a Run 

Bennett wrote tha t , generally speaking, perforraances 

were not cons is tent ly watched by producers. He noted tha t 

the f i r s t f i f t een or twenty perforraances of a play iraproved 

in qua l i ty , but tha t then the perforraances began to d e t e r i -

o r a t e . He sa id that perforraances grew worse night by night 

u n t i l in sorae cases they reached the point of being insul t ing 

to the audience. 

•^•^Arnold Bennett, Things, Third Ser ies , p . 19. 

^ Arnold Bennett, " In t roduct ion," p . i x . 
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The producer ' s work ought not to end u n t i l the 
run ends. Rehearsals ought to be called for the 
s l i g h t e s t l apse . Nothing l i ke a rehearsal ca l l 
to bring the s lackers up with a j e rk . J3 

Draraatic Cri t icisra 

All draraatic cr i t ic isra in raorning papers was thoroughly 

unsa t i s fac to ry to Bennett. He thought tha t no c r i t i c could 

do j u s t i c e to e i ther hiraself or to a play when he had to 

rush to raeet ear ly raorning deadlines. Bennett proposed 

sending the c r i t i c s to dress-rehearsals to overcorae the dif-

f i c u l t y of t ime. The s i tua t ion of the c r i t i c s of evening 

papers he found bad, but not so bad as tha t of those of the 

morning papers . The a r t i c l e s of evening c r i t i c s were be t t e r ; 
32L those of c r i t i c s of weekly papers he found be t te r s t i l l . ^ 

However, Bennett v/rote tha t a c r i t i c needed more than 

time to vn:ite good reviews. 

He needs t a s t e , knowledge, and experience. Very 
few c r i t i c s , and especial iy very few daily c r i t i c s , 
possess these th ree , Many possess the th i rd , some 
possess the second (usualiy combining i t vdth an 
i n f a l l i b l e p a r t i a l i t y for the t e n t h - r a t e ) , and 
scarcely any possess the first,-^-^ 

"Mealy-raouthed" was the terra Bennett applied to raost 

draraatic criticisra."^ He said tha t there seeraed to be a 

33 
^^ lb id . , p . X. 
-̂ Ârnold Bennett, Things, Second Series, pp. 40-41. 

^^lbid., p. 41. 

^ Arnold Bennett, "Introduction," p. x. 
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journalistic tradition that critics had to handle the stage 

with great delicacy. Bennett felt that the truth was almost 

never told about players—popular or unpopular.'̂ '̂  

The worst thing said of a player is that he was 
miscast. It is remarkable how the Press will 
apparently conspire to build up the reputation of 
a player who through some accident totally un-
connected with talent has come to the front, or 
who has been forced to the front by the power of 
money. There are players in the West End, mainly 
woraen, who never could act and never will act, 
who raake a raess of every part they undertake, whom 
the entire theatrical and journalistic world knows 
to be perfect duds—and yet year after year critics 
will either laud their efforts to heaven or will 
keep a falsifying silence about them.38 

Bennett f elt that it was this silence and unwillingness 

of critics to be frank and candid that accounted for poor 

acting and poor productions in general. 

If anyone would like to learn what candid 
theatrical criticisra can be, let him read the 
wonderful volurae of Maurice Boissard's collected 
articles recently published by the Librarie 
Gallimard. This book ought to open British eyes, 
and be an exemplar to British critics. Maurice 
Boissard is capable of being very rude. He is as 
rude as Alan Dale, of New York, and far more 
deadly. I do not desire British critics to imi-
tate the rudeness, but only the frankness, of 
the afore-m.entioned foreign critics. At present 
their good natured or their sentiraental tolerance 
must count among the influences which haraper the 
progress of the London stage.-̂ -̂  

37 
^'lbid., pp. x-xi. 
rbid., pp. 
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Producers and Producihg 

Of London producing, Bennett wrote t h a t corapared with 

t h a t of o t h e r c o u n t r i e s , i t was genera l ly bad—and when i t 

was good, i t was o ld- fash ioned . 

Con t inen t a l raanagers and Araerican raanagers laugh 
a t our n a t i v e producing, so ingenious and so 
s l ack . Most r e h e a r s a l s are s lack . A thousand 
d e t a i l s which cry out for a t t e n t i o n are passed 
over . The producer goes in fear of s t a r s , and 
of ten of the second r anke r s . Rehearsals begin 
l a t e . They end when someone has to run off to 
an engagement for afternoon t e a . When Araerican 
p l ays succeed in London they succeed as much by 
t h e i r American producing as anything e l s e . And 
when t hey f a i l , English producing i s ch ie f ly to 
b l a m e . ^ 

Though he terraed Araerican r e h e a r s a l raethods b r u t a l , 

Bennett f avored b r u t a l i t y which r e s u l t e d in good perforraances 

to "drawing-roora manners" which r e s u l t e d in poor performances. 

He noted t h a t American producing was favored in London for 

i t s sraartness and energy, and vrrote t h a t rauch raore " b r u t a l i t y 

and rauch raore autocracy, and rauch raore v i t a l i t y and raore 

f i n i s h " were r equ i r ed in EnglisH producing.^ 

According to Bennet t , the person ch ief ly respons ib le 

fo r a p l a y — a f t e r t he author—was the producer . He noted 

t h a t producing did no t , as raany seeraed to suppose, cons i s t 

only of the ar ranging of scenery, l i g h t i n g , " e f f e c t s , " and 

i b i d . , pp. i x - x . 

I b i d . , p . X. 
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inc iden ta l rausic of a play. The producer had, araong h i s 

other r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , the respons ib i l i ty of the ac t ing . 

Therefore, raany of the cr i t ic isras directed against 

individual p laye r s should raore properly have been directed 

agains t the producer. Although he hardly objected to c r i t i -

cisra of p l aye r s , Bennett thought that rauch of the reviewers* 

c r i t i c i s ras of an a c t o r ' s or a c t r e s s ' s slovmess, clurasiness 

of business , r e s t l e s s n e s s , or inaudib i l i ty should have been 

a t t r i b u t e d to the producer as well , because he (the producer) 

had f a i l ed to correct i t . Bennett v/rote: 

Dramatic c r i t i c s ought to take a new approach 
to a p l ay . They ought to reraember f i r s t , tha t 
the extremely iraportant business of casting i s 
the raain function of the producer; and second, 
t ha t a l l points of speed, s t y l e , mood, tone, 
and business are regulated by the producer. 
They ought to look upon the en t i re spectacle as 
p r imar i ly the a r t i s t i c creation of the producer. 
They ought to award both f ar more pra ise and f ar 
more blame to the producer than they in fact do.^2 

Manag!;ers and Manageraents 

Bennett wrote tha t raanageraents were individuals or 

sraall groups who directed the po l i c i e s of thea t res—that i s 

to say, who chose the plays for production. Most of these 

raanageraents were iraperraanent. This raeant tha t raanageraent 

passed frora hand to hand and was, therefore , not iden t i f i ab le 

with any consis tent p o l i c i e s . In forraer days the majority of 

t h e a t r e s had consis tent p o l i c i e s and regular pa t rons . 

42 Arnold Bennett, Things, Third Series, pp. 21-23. 
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However, Bennett said that not all manageraents were 

iraperraanent; there were still a few perraanent ones. These 

permanent managements produced either (a) musical coraedies, 

or (b) any plays by authors with fixed reputations of success, 

or (c) comedies. 

With respect to musical comedies, Bennett wrote that 

he could not remeraber a single one that gave him satisfac-

tion as a playgoer. They all seemed very much alike with 

scarcely any connection with the art of music or the art of 

drama. 

With respect to plays by steadily successful authors, 

he said that the plays were sometiraes good, soraetiraes bad, 

and sometimes neither. Taken as a vÆiole, plays by steadily 

successful authors did not clash with a consistent policy, 

nor did they assist or impede the artistic progress of the 

stage. 

V/ith respect to comedies, he believed that permanent 

managements v^ich produced a lårge percent of comedies 

rarely presented anything of artistic value. The sole pre-

occupation seemed to be coraraercial, without interest in 

original dramatic art. Few of the raanageraents took risks 

with original plays; their choices were always stock-pat-

tern plays.^-' 

^•^Arnold Bennett, "Introduction," pp. xiii-xiv. 
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Bennett found tha t raost raanagers had an enorraous and 

contented ignorance of draraatic l i t e r a t u r e and of the a r t s 

in genera l . Also, raost raanagers had a lack of cur ios i ty , 

had a na tu ra l tendency to refuse plays, and had a tendency 

to ask for a new piece while i n s i s t i ng tha t i t be precisely 

l i k e every successful piece tha t ever was.^^ 

But the managers are very naughty. Most of thera 
always want something tha t i s exactly l i ke some-
thing e l s e . How often have Edward Knoblock and 
I l i s t e n e d to the impassioned and s i l l y appeal, 
"Give u s another Milestones!" And how* of ten have 
I been begged, yea, with t ea r s of yearning, to 
s i t down and wri te another Great Adventure! 

Again, managers have such funny ru les govern-
ing acceptance or re jec t ion . . . , 

True, few in te res t ing plays are being vnrit-
ten , but a few are being vnritten, and i t i s 
p r e c i s e l y those few tha t , as a ru l e , managers 
unaniraously r e j e c t . A faraine ex i s t s ; raanagers 
are dying of hunger. Offer them a new loaf, 
and they turn away from i t in fear . "No," 
they say, "you mustn' t ask me to eat tha t : _ 
i t ' s not s t a l e . " and go on bravely dying.^5 

Bennett Mrote tha t most of the raanagers were very su-

p ine . Ins tead of going out to find good mater ial , they sat 

behind t h e i r desks and expected plays to "walk into t he i r 

o f f i ces . "^^ 

The commexcial manager's worst defect was h i s lack of 

iraagination. Although a raanager would read a play, he did 

^Hrnold Bennett, Thingjs, Second Ser ies , p . 29. 
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*Arnold Bennett, Thin^s, Second Ser ies , p . 30. 

Arnold Bennett, Things, Third Ser ies , pp. 26-27. 
46 



45 

not have su f f i c i en t iraagination to p ic ture what the sc r ip t 

would be l i k e on the s tage. Many raanagers were astounded 

when they saw the effects on the stage frora a play they had 

refused. Bennett vnrote: 

The defect i s alraost un iversa l . The secret 
of t h e a t r i c a l success i s the r igh t choice of 
p lays . Not one raanager in ten i s f i t t e d to choose 
a p lay. I f the stage i s not absolutelv perfect , 
here i s one of the chief explanations.^' ' ' 

In reference to imperraanent raanageraents, Bennett said 

t h a t the raajority of thera were destined to f a i l frora the 

s t a r t . Araong the several kinds of iraperraanent raanagers, 

there was the favor i t e of the public who suddenly undertook 

se t t i ng up a t h e a t r e with in tent ions tha t could not have 

been executed in a dozen years . After about s ix raonths, 

because of a lack of t ra in ing or the g i f t of raanagement, he 

r e t i r e d as manager. Such was a "f ine waste of good thea t re 

and good money."^ 

There was also the "high-brow gentleman" who took i t 
49 upon himself t o "regenerate" the thea t re .^^ He usually 

f a i l e d . 

In genera l : 

^'^lbid. 

^ Arnold Bennett, " In t roduct ion," p . xv. 

49 Ib id . 
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They come into being because somebody with l e s s 
sense than raoney, and s t i l l l e s s knowledge and 
experience than sense, has been b i t ten with 
the des i r e , for purely personal reasons, to pre -
sent a p a r t i c u l a r play or a pa r t i cu la r player 
to the publ ic ; or, in the a l t e rna t ive , because 
soraebody siraiiarly endowed and ungifted thinks 
i t would be ra ther j o l l y , for a l l sor t s of rea-
sons, to run a t hea t r e . There i s an endless 
queue of these i d i o t s . With t r i f l i n g exceptions, 
plays and players so presented are bad from-jevery 
point of view, in tha t they please nobody.-^ 

Bennett believed tha t raanagers were one of the chief 

causes of the poor f inancia l s i tua t ion in raost t hea t r e s . 

The f inancia l s i tua t ion of thea t res i s d i f f i -
cu l t , but not raore d i f f i cu l t than tha t of other 
i n d u s t r i e s . Theatre ren t s have enorraously r i sen , 
but so have business r e n t s . Theatr ical accoraoda-
t ion i s fa r too l i rai ted, but so i s business ac-
coraodation. . . . In other indus t r i e s , faced 
vdth a r i s e of 100 or 200 per cent. in manu-
fac tur ing cos ts , no manufacturer vrould dream 
of par t ing with h i s goods to the public a t old 
p r i c e s . At present the stage represents a bar-
gain sa le to which the public i s invited—not 
for one week in January, but a l l the year round. 
Theat r ica l managers are manufacturers. When i t 
occurs to them tha t , l i ke other manufacturers, 
they are subject to econoraic laws, and not l i v -
ing under a regime of heavenly miracles, then -^ 
the f inanc ia l s i tua t ion wi l l begin to look up.^ 

Frora Bennet t ' s observat ions, i t seeras tha t the r ea l 

problera in the English thea t re lay in a lack of t rue i n t e r e s t 

and forcefulness on the pa r t of a l l concerned—theatre publ ic , 

playwrights , ac tors and ac t res ses , c r i t i c s , producers, and 

50 Ib id . 

•̂̂ Arnold Bennett, Things, Second Series, pp. 31-32. 
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raanagers. Probleras such as c o n s i s t e n t i n a u d i b i l i t y , d e t e r i -

o r a t i o n of r u n s , " u n c r i t i c a l " c r i t i c i s r a a l l seera to have 

genera ted frora a lack of t r u e i n t e r e s t in the t h e a t r e by 

a l l p a r t i e s concerned. 



CONCLUSION 

In his autobiography Bennett wrote that the chief 

characteristic of all bad criticisra was the absen'ce of genu-

ine conviction, of a raessage, of a clear doctrine. If this 

philosophy is applied to Bennett's vrriting on the theatre, 

it may be fair to say he was a good critic; he did have some-

thing to say- Bennett was convinced that there was a serious 

and imraediate problera on the English stage. He believed 

that the English theatre was falling behind raost other na-

tional theatres. This crisis was a result of negligence on 

the part of all persons connected vdth the theatre. Bennett 

persistently exposed this negligence. 

One inference that can be raade is that Arnold Bennett 

knew the world of the stage well and knew its probleras. He 

understood the nature of theatre. This is soraewhat unusual 

of a raan thought of priraarily as a "literary" figure. Never-

theless, Arnold Bennett showed ãn understanding of the 

stage—its nature and its technique. 
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