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Tribute 

Fifty years of the angry young man 
V. GANGADHAR 

Remembering John Osborne, whose play "Look Back in Anger" was refreshingly different when first staged in the 1950s. 



The life and times of Jimmy Porter forced the English people to look inwards and understand the rot which had set in society. 



AT 26, when a young man is married to a beautiful woman, has a home full of teddy bears and woolly squirrels, endearingly calls himself a bear and the wife a squirrel and tells her, "you'll keep those big eyes on my fur and help me keep my claws in order because I'm a bit of a soppy, scruffy sort of a bear," we visualise a happy home echoing such romantic nonsense. But he warns her, "There are cruel steel traps lying everywhere, just waiting for rather mad, slightly satanic and very timid little animals." 

One of the best 

What does one do when some of the traps are inside the house? That is the dilemma of young Jimmy Porter, hero of John Osborne's celebrated play, "Look Back in Anger", whose first staging was in May 1956. In the intervening 50 years, the play has been acclaimed as one of the greatest of the 20th century, the role of Porter played by stalwarts like Richard Burton and led to the coining of the term, "angry young man", first applied to the author and then transferred to his hero. 

In the complacent, smug Britain of the 1950s, "Look Back in Anger" exploded like a bomb. The hero of the play is tousle-haired, wears dirty clothes, has a violent temper and keeps his wife in a hovel. Porter and his wife Alison live in a Midland town and despite a university degree, he is dissatisfied, disgruntled and often disgusting. Forced to run a sweet shop to make a living, Porter is sick of life's monotony. The Sunday papers are boring because they carry the same kind of book reviews and he has just finished reading three whole columns on the English novel, half of them in French! "Let's pretend we are human beings, and that we're actually alive. At least for a short while," Porter wails. 

He does so throughout the play, railing against the class system, the empty promises of the British welfare State and the Cold War. Alison is often the victim of his rage. She is beaten, loses her child and almost loses hope before a ray of sunlight peeps through. Jimmy Porter was a child of his times but had the courage to speak out, thereby shocking the world. The Daily Express concluded that "Look Back in Anger" was "intense, angry, feverish, undisciplined, crazy but young... young... young". According to well-known theatre personality Kenneth Tynan, Porter was the "completest young pup in English literature since Hamlet". High praise indeed! 

In many ways, Osborne (1929-1994) was like his hero, Porter. Son of an advertising copywriter and a cockney barmaid, he had a turbulent academic life and quit college after a tiff with the Principal. He dabbled in theatre, coaching young actors and managing unsuccessful troupes before trying his hand at writing plays. He wrote nearly 25 plays for the theatre and television and won the 1963 Best Screenplay Oscar for "Tom Jones". The famous British actor, Laurence Olivier, was so impressed with "Look Back in Anger" that he asked Osborne to write a play for him. The result was "The Entertainer", dealing with the lives of three generations of show-biz families. Olivier enacted the difficult role of Archie Rice, a struggling comedian and won fresh laurels. 

Britain's decline was a recurring theme in many of Osborne's plays. "Look Back in Anger" was a significant turning point in British theatre. It was so different from the usual melodrama and drawing room comedy which was the staple fare offered in those days. The life and times of Jimmy Porter forced the English people to look inwards and understand the rot which had set in society. "Look Back in Anger" had a shock effect and woke up the sleepy popular culture of the 1950s. Osborne, only 26, was able to talk directly to the British youth. After all, they were all Jimmy Porters. The play opened the floodgates for other writers to pick up more challenging themes. 

Reflecting anguish 

Some of the critics who were disturbed at such a display of raw emotion and earthy dialogue argued that Porter was coarse and not a true representative of his time. But the phenomenal success of the play repudiated such an argument and established Osborne as one of the most important playwright of our times. John Kenneth Galbraith wrote about the "Affluent Society". Osborne had his roots in the discontented society whose anguish was reflected in "Look Back in Anger". No wonder it was staged all over the world and taught in schools and colleges as one of the best English plays. 
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