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The Writer and Revolution: WSWS arts
editor David Walsh in conversation with
Trevor Griffiths—Part 2
12 December 2008
On November 12 at the University of Manchester WSWS arts editor
David Walsh and screenwriter-playwright Trevor Griffiths held a
discussion on the subject of “The Writer and Revolution.”
Griffiths has been writing for the theatre, television and film for four
decades. His work for the theatre, including plays such as Comedians,
The Party and Occupations, has been performed all over the world. He
also wrote extensively for British television when new drama was a living
presence in that medium. His film work has included the award-winning
Reds, written with Warren Beatty, as well as his own Food for Ravens.
An article describing the event has already appeared on the WSWS (see
the report here). This is the second part of an edited and somewhat
abbreviated transcript of the event, which we are posting along with video
excerpts. Part one was published December 11, 2008.
Questions from the audience
Question: We are a couple of miles from a graveyard in Ancoats where
one of the leaders of the Chartist movement, Ernest Jones [1819-1869],
lies. Have the Chartists been presented in an artistic endeavour?
Trevor Griffiths: I have a deal with a friend, Jack Shepherd, a very fine
actor, who I have worked with many times. He is also a very fine writer. I
was talking to him a few years ago and he asked what I was doing, and I
told him, and I asked what he was doing and he said he didn’t know. This
is a guy who wrote about Tom Paine for the stage in the 1980s, in a play
called In Lambeth. It’s a brilliant play. It deals with Blake, Blake’s wife
and Tom Paine and a lot of it takes place sitting in a tree. It’s a
remarkable play, which asks: Is it a revolutionary moment now in 1792,
or isn’t it?
Jack has been in a lot of my television and stage work. I asked, “Have
you thought of looking at the Chartists?” And he said, “No,” he had never
read anything about them. So I said, “Read The Making of the English
Working Class, the E.P. Thompson piece, there’s something there.” And
he wrote this play which was put on at The Globe called Holding Fire.
Very good title for the Chartists.
So, no, I have not considered Ernest Jones or any Chartist. But you
mention Ancoats.
I was born in Ancoats in the Salvation Army hospital. Ancoats was a
part of Angel Field, which was the classic slum. And I remember being
told about Engels’ dad having a factory up New Cross and going looking
for it when I was in my early 20s. So that area is alive inside me to this
day. I lived there, I was born there. I knew what it was like to be in a
slum, really actively in a slum, surrounded by people from all over
Europe, in Cheetham Hill for example in 1938, 1939. This has always
been my roots. I’m always thinking about it.
So, Ernest Jones, I’m handing that one on—someone will do it.
Question: You said that when you are writing, you’re always thinking
about the people that are close to you—your mother, your father, your

grandparents. I can understand that, but it seems to me that Thomas Paine
and your other works are very universal. They don’t speak in any local
sense, but in a universal sense, and appeal to people who are looking to
the truth and have artistic sensibilities. What is the connection between
keeping this background close to you and at the same time having this
universal context?
TG: I don’t know, is the answer. I have never understood how a play
like Comedians plays all over the world. This country, Canada, Australia,
America—parts of the English-speaking world, so-called, are the only
places that have a tradition of stand-up comedians. It’s an insuperable
hurdle for people who don’t know anything about stand-up to do a play
about stand-up.
How to translate that? Because you’re not just translating words and
structures, you are translating behaviours, and customs, and it’s very
difficult. So in Italy they did a cabaret in which everyone was on stage for
the whole of the second act. All of them. And also, instead of coming on
one by one, they were all there together. And they played music for each
other, they made an Italian theme out of it. And for nine weeks that
played to full houses. People kept coming back, wanting it, wanting it.
And it put a new word in the language for a year—comedian—because they
don’t have a word, so they used the English word in a slightly Italian
way.
David Walsh: I think the other side to that question is that a very rich
and concrete grasp of a particular situation is the road to the universal.
That’s in what Hegel says about Dutch painting—he speaks of the fleeting
moment, the peasants, the people playing cards and so forth; it is precisely
through that grasp of the fleeting that the universal is grasped.
And I think that the historical approach is critical in that. Because
you’re talking about putting yourself in the shoes of people in a different
era, that’s a very difficult thing to do. As a writer it is a very difficult
thing to do.
What do we see at present? In 95 percent of so-called historical dramas
today we see 1990s’ or 2000s’ people in costumes. They have the
hang-ups, neuroses, whatever, of the 2000s. To be able to recreate the
historical moment is very rare. It takes a great deal of effort, and I do
appreciate that. It’s precisely in that grasp of the concrete that you open
the door to the universal. People respond to these things because of that
sense, that class sense, the historical sense, the emotional sense, the
artistic sense, the writing sense. That’s all brought together in some
concrete, sensuous fashion, then I think you have the universal.
TG: That’s interesting. There is a quote here from Chekhov that is a
model in some respects. A hugely interesting life, not just as a writer of
plays. Tolstoy explained the greatness of Chekhov, before he had written
a single play, on the basis of 200 short stories that are probably as good as
James Joyce’s short stories.
I love the quietness of Chekhov. I love the beadiness, the eyes all over
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the place. Being not just himself, but everybody on the train, or down the
pub. This empathy, this ability to be the other in a room, not the self, but
the other.
Charles Simic, a really interesting American poet, is doing a review
here of the latest Philip Roth novel in the New York Review of Books, and
I thought it would be interesting to jot it down here as a thought. It’s a
quotation from a short story by Chekhov called “Gooseberries.”
“There ought to be behind the door of every happy, contented man
some one standing with a hammer continually reminding him with a tap
that there are unhappy people; that however happy he may be, life will
show him her laws sooner or later, trouble will come for him—disease,
poverty, losses, and no one will see or hear, just as now he neither sees
nor hears others.”
Now that fits with what I believe about writing. What is writing? Kafka
says writing has to be a scalpel, no, not a scalpel, an ice-pick, to smash the
frozen tundra of the heart. Literature and art are about fleeting moments
of recognition. And writing that disturbs you in that way and lifts you in
that way is full of life, and writing that leaves you inert is dead and
therefore to be avoided, a bit like statins.
Question: What is your analysis of the reception for your play The Party
[1973] at the time and also, decades later, Food for Ravens [1997], the
television drama about the founding of the NHS [National Health
Service]? I’m interested to know your analysis about that because it
relates to the shift you were talking about in the 1970s. I wonder if we can
understand these two things as points on that journey?
TG: Yes, you’re right, and it’s such a journey as well. I was a
television writer and I knew how to do it. And somewhere around 1982,
’84, it became increasingly difficult to get work. Any idea I put up
through my agent was never taken up. It was left on the table. I’m a
worker, I love working. It’s what I do. So I went looking for work
wherever I could do it. If not in television, then in theatre. And theatre has
been my mainstay since the Kulturkampf [culture struggle] that Thatcher
quite consciously waged from 1979 onward. And there has been a
Kulturkampf going on, not only through the Major years, but especially
through the Blair years and where we are now.
They don’t want their airwaves filled with thought, with ideas, with
dangerous notions. So they decided that the people found my work
boring, or too difficult. Too difficult was the phrase that almost sank Food
for Ravens. I was asked by BBC Wales, by a guy that I knew there who is
a good man, to write a television play, a television brief, for the 50th
anniversary of the founding of the National Health Service, 1998.
I said, I’m going to do a piece about [left-wing Labour MP and Minister
of Health Aneurin] Bevan, I don’t know what it will be, but I’m going to
do it. And because I was working with this guy, he said, I don’t want
anything on paper, just do it. And I did it, and we read it together, and he
said, we can do this—we have to find the money. But London said that
you’d have to have a PhD in politics to understand it. ‘We’re not
interested in putting out work that requires only graduates or
post-graduates for its audience.’
This is not tested, it’s just a thesis they have, or that the person who is
spending £11 million a year for BBC 2—BBC 2, not 1—has. ‘We have to
be much more populist than anything Griffiths could ever possibly
imagine writing.’
So this guy, who is very resourceful, a good socialist, went to his budget
and found he had a million pounds unspent which he had been given to
bid for Welsh rugby. He was new to the job, he thought, I haven’t got
rugby, but I can make this film. So he put £750,000 into the making of
this film. It went out at 20 to 12 at night with no advertising, with nothing
in the Radio Times. I got an audience of a million, half a million,
whatever it would be. Which proved nothing—to me anyway. If it had
gone out at 9 p.m. that same night it would have got maybe 5 million.
So what can I say? For me it happened much earlier, when I was trying
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what I had was, from 1945, six plays looking at key moments in the life of
British politics, but really looking at the Tory Party. And the only one I
managed to make was Country. And I rewrote it to try and include
everything I had wanted to cover in six hours in 85 minutes. They were
very concerned about putting it out, but it won so many prizes that they
shut their mouths, but they also shut their wallets. And they never opened
them up again for me.
As for the reception of The Party … I described it somewhere as putting
a play on the first night before a firing squad, but you didn’t know it was
a firing squad, you thought it was an audience!
It was such a bizarre piece. What piece has speeches that last for 20
minutes uninterrupted? They knew it sounded rather odd. The audiences
loved it. The critics though were of a single voice, which is interesting
because they have never been of a single voice with me. I usually get very
good reviews and very bad reviews.
And it looked as if they were paying off someone else. They weren’t
paying me off. They were paying back some pain that they had had from
Kenneth Tynan, who was a hugely contentious figure. Tynan was making
very boastful claims about having this new great theatre, they didn’t like
it and they wanted to tell him in no uncertain terms. But three—Milton
Shulman, Jack Tinker and Michael Billington—gave it very good reviews.
You will notice I know the reviews even though I don’t “read them.”
Everyone reads their reviews. I read them more and more now. They are
loaded with the meaning of their time.
DW: One point, because everyone might not be familiar with the speech
and the play. There is a reason why the critics might have been hostile,
because to a certain extent they might have taken it personally. Because
that long speech is about what the working class can do and what the
intellectuals cannot do, and their own feelings of impotence and
frustration as a result of it.
TG: Does anyone know that speech?
DW: Read it—it’s worth listening to.
[Griffiths gets a copy of The Party [1] and reads. The character speaking
is John Tagg, a veteran Trotskyist leader, in response to comments by a
“New Left” intellectual, who has just dismissed the working class and the
social revolution in the advanced capitalist countries and proposed a “new
model” based on an orientation to Third World national liberation
struggles.]
Tagg: I’ll erm… take issue with our comrade’s er… analysis and model
presently. I’d like to start by explaining why I’m here. It’s very simple
really. I’m National Organizer and Executive Council Member of the
RSP, which is the British branch of the reconstitututed Fourth
International, and bases itself on the Transitional Programme drawn up
by Trotsky some years before his death. I spend most of my time with
workers—dockers, miners, engineers, car-workers, bricklayers, seamen.
And as I’ll try to explain later, a revolutionary party or faction that fails to
establish itself in the working class, to base itself upon it, can lay no claim
whatsoever to serious attention. (Pause.) But a revolutionary Marxist who
has lived in Europe, America, or almost anywhere else, for that matter,
during the last three or four years, would have to be blind and deaf not to
have notice a considerable … revolutionary potential, shall we call it?
growing among sections of the population whose relation to the working
class is either nonexistent, or extremely tenuous, or positively
antagonistic. I’m thinking of such categories as students, blacks,
intellectuals, social deviants of one sort or another, women, and so on.
And so we’ve decided to begin a general campaign of political
education—including self-education, I should add—that might result in a
broader and more experienced base for all our efforts. (Pause.) It’s not a
sudden accession of humility, I should point out. It’s not a drive for
membership. It’s not a fund-raising effort. It’s not a search for
ideological compromise and political blandness. If our analysis is correct,
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we’re entering a new phase in the revolutionary struggle against the
forces and the structures of capitalism. The disaffection is widespread: in
London, in Paris, in Berlin, in the American cities; wherever you care to
look, bourgeois institutions are under sustained and often violent attack.
New forces are rising up to throw themselves into the fray. The question
is: How may they be brought to help the revolution? Or are they simply
doomed forever to be merely ‘protests’ that the ‘repressive tolerance’ of
‘late capitalist’ societies will absorb and render impotent? (Pause.) We
shall need some theory, to answer questions like those. But I suspect the
theory will not be entirely in accord with that which we have heard
expounded by our comrade here tonight. (Pause.) There’s something
profoundly saddening about that analysis. And, if I might be permitted a
small digression, it seems to reflect a basic sadness and pessimism in you
yourselves. You’re intellectuals. You’re frustrated by the ineffectual
character of your opposition to the things you loathe. Your main weapon
is the word. Your protest is verbal—it has to be: it wears itself out by
repetition and leads you nowhere. Somehow you sense—and properly
so—that for a protest to be effective, it must be rooted in the realities of
social life, in the productive processes of a nation or a society. In 1919
London dockers went on strike and refused to load munitions for the
White armies fighting against the Russian revolution. In 1944 dockers in
Amsterdam refused to help the Nazis transport Jews to concentration
camps. What can you do? You can’t strike and refuse to handle American
cargoes until they get out of Vietnam. You’re outside the productive
process. You have only the word. And you cannot make it become the
deed. And because the people who have the power seem uneager to use it,
you develop this … cynicism ... this contempt. You say: The working class
has been assimilated, corrupted, demoralized. You point to his car and his
house and his pension scheme and his respectability, and you write him
off. You build a whole theory around it and you fill it with grandiloquent
phrases like ‘epicentres’ and ‘neocolonialism.’ But basically what you
do is you find some scapegoat for your own frustration and misery and
then you start backing the field: blacks, students, homosexuals, terrorist
groupings, Mao, Che Guevara, anybody, just so long as they represent
some repressed minority still capable of anger and the need for
self-assertion. (Pause.) Well. Which workers have you spoken with
recently? And for how long? How do you know they’re not as frustrated
as you are? Especially the young ones, who take the cars and the crumbs
from the table for granted? If they don’t satisfy you, why should they
satisfy the people who actually create the wealth in the first place? You
start from the presumption that only you are intelligent and sensitive
enough to see how bad capitalist society is. Do you really think the young
man who spends his whole life in monotonous and dehumanizing work
doesn’t see it too? And in a way more deeply, more woundingly? (Pause.)
Suddenly you lose contact—not with ideas, not with abstractions, concepts,
because they’re after all your stock-in-trade. You lose contact with the
moral tap-roots of socialism. In an objective sense, you actually stop
believing in a revolutionary perspective, in the possibility of a socialist
society and the creation of socialist man. You see the difficulties, you see
the complexities and contradictions, and you settle for those as a sort of
game you can play with each other. Finally, you learn to enjoy your pain;
to need it, so that you have nothing to offer your bourgeois peers but a
sort of moral exhaustion. You can’t build socialism on fatigue, comrades.
Shelley dreamed of man ‘sceptreless, free, uncircumscribed, equal,
classless, tribeless and nationless, exempt from all worship and awe.’
Trotsky foresaw the ordinary socialist man on a par with an Aristotle, a
Goethe, a Marx, with still new peaks rising above those heights. Have you
any image at all to offer? The question embarrasses you. You’ve
contracted the disease you’re trying to cure. (Pause.) I called this a
digression, but in a way it describes very accurately the difficulty I
experience when I try to deal with our comrade’s … analysis. Comrade
Sloman was right, under it all. Theory isn’t abstract; it isn’t words on a

page; it isn’t… aesthetically pleasing patterns of ideas and evidence.
Theory is concrete. It’s distilled practice. Above all, theory is felt, in the
veins, in the muscles, in the sweat on your forehead. In that sense, it’s
moral… and binding. It’s the essential connective imperative between past
and future. (Pause.) Now when I look for any of this in our comrade’s
account, I can’t find it; it isn’t there. It’s simply part of an elaborate
game he enjoys playing and plays well. …
I don’t propose a catalogue of counter-assertions to refute the major
points made, because I think we can use our time more profitably doing
something else. And my text for tonight is really the role of the party in
the formulation of revolutionary theory and the building of the socialist
revolution. But I’ll need to offer a vastly different political conspectus
before I can do that. (Pause.) Comrade Ford describes the history of the
twentieth century as a history of vacuums. That’s to say, no proletarian
revolutions in the heartland of world capitalism; initially Europe,
increasingly, thereafter, America. Well, I felt he ran just a little fast
through the actual events, you know. I mean Germany 1919-20; Italy in
the same period; Hungary; Bulgaria? Spain in ’36. France in the same
year, the year of the great General Strike, five million workers raising the
question of state power. Greece in ’44. The absence of revolution is not
final evidence of the elimination of revolutionary potential. But how does
he account for this loss of revolutionary direction in Europe? Via
Marcuse, we learn that the proletariats of advanced societies have been
‘absorbed’ into the value systems of the capitalist states, that they are
now junior partners in capitalism with a stake in its future and the deepest
resistance to anything that would upset the status quo of collective
bargaining in a property-owning democracy. And this, in itself, is the final
refutation of Marx’s contention that capitalist societies were class
societies whose inherent tensions and contradictions necessarily result in
their supercession by social ownership of the already socialized
productive forces of those same societies. All right, let’s grant,
descriptively, at least, an extraordinary low level of revolutionary
militancy in metropolitan proletariats. What we have to decide, on the
evidence, within the theory, is how this has come about and how it can be
changed. Unless, of course, we slip the question altogether, by arguing
that the revolutionary moment has gone floating off somewhere else and
now rests with the peasant of Asia or Africa or South America, who
presumably now must face not only the combined weight of imperialist
expansion, massing behind the most sophisticated technology of
destruction yet devised by man, but also the active opposition of
bourgeoisified proletariats eager to defend their share of the cake against
all comers, however oppressed and miserable they may be. (Pause.)
What’s missing is any genuine grasp of the dialectic, of the relationship
between the class inside the capitalist state and the extruded version of it
being waged outwith. The fact is: the two are inextricably linked. There
will be no victory in one without victory in both. But it must be the
victory of the metropolitan proletariats that will herald the end of
imperialist oppression. It is genuinely inconceivable that it could happen
the other way round—think of it, think of it. Of course, the colonial
struggle will go on, but does anyone really believe that America and
Britain and France and Germany—mature capitalist states, at their level of
technological development, with their economic resources and degree of
destructive potential—will allow significant reversals to occur in their
economic expansion without doing something about it? It’s unthinkable. (
Pause.) So we must answer the questions: How is it that metropolitan
proletariats lack revolutionary potential; and how might this be changed?
Because if we don’t answer them, we might as well take up chess or
billiards, because there will be no way in which we can effect the
transition we’ve been talking about and trying to work towards. (Pause.)
The European and American proletariats appear to have settled for the
status quo, in my opinion, because they have been consistently and
systematically betrayed by their leaders; and particularly by the
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Communist parties of the various European countries. A simply historical
fact that finds no place in Comrade Ford’s analysis: Stalinism. Socialism
in one country meant the damping down of revolutionary ardour
everywhere, even where the flame of revolution was breaking through
every crevice of capitalist society. By 1933 the German Communist party,
the strongest in Europe outside Russia, had delivered the German working
classes to Hitler on a plate. The French General Strike of 1936, which was
undoubtedly based on a spontaneous proletarian desire to contest state
power, i.e. a genuine revolutionary situation, was cynically reined back by
the Stalinist hacks who led the PCF and turned quite deliberately into a
struggle for wage increases. Wage increases! At Stalin’s behest. The
working class throughout Western Europe is even now, in most places,
the prisoner of those miserable, anti-revolutionary leaderships, where they
are not the dupes of the forces of social democracy. (Pause.) If we are to
change all this, if we are to put proletarian revolution back on the agenda
of European history, we are going to have to replace those defunct and
corrupt leaderships with vital and revolutionary ones. (Pause.) But those
leaderships will emerge not as loose coalitions or spontaneous
coalescings, but as a result of patient organization and disciplined effort.
That’s to say, those leaderships will develop from new revolutionary
parties which in turn will base themselves in and on the class they seek to
lead. There is only one slogan worth mouthing at this particular historical
conjunction. It is: ‘Build the Revolutionary Party.’ There is no other
slogan that can possibly take precedence.
(He stops, mops his wet face and neck. Nobody speaks. Buttocks are
shifted, feet wriggle, a match flares and sputters.)
Ford: (finally) Finished?
Tagg: Almost. (Pause.) The party means discipline. It means
self-scrutiny, criticism, responsibility, it means a great many things that
run counter to the traditions and values of Western bourgeois intellectuals.
It means being bound in and by a common purpose. But above all, it
means deliberately severing yourself from the prior claims on your time
and moral commitment of personal relationships, career, advancement,
reputation and prestige. And from my limited acquaintance with the
intellectual stratum in Britain, I’d say that was the greatest hurdle of all to
cross. Imagine a life without the approval of your peers. Imagine a life
without success. The intellectual’s problem is not vision, it’s
commitment. You enjoy biting the hand that feeds you, but you’ll never
bite it off. So those brave and foolish youths in Paris now will hold their
heads out for the baton and shout their crazy slogans for the night. But it
won’t stop them from graduating and taking up their positions in the
centres of ruling class power and privilege later on.
[Applause]
DW: You can see why the critics might have had a problem!
TG: Looking back, I see my whole working life as a hopeless
adventure! An adventure sustained only by the wind in my own sails,
nothing else!
DW: I was going to ask you about your general approach towards form
and how that has changed over the last years.
TG: Yeah, I just want to show you ten minutes of the film Food for
Ravens, which I wrote ten years ago and directed myself. It is the only
film I have ever directed. Because I am here and because I know it, I will
tell you that it won two BAFTAs [British Academy of Film and
Television Arts awards] and a Royal Television Award. This is the play
they would not show before midnight, it was so dangerous to the mental
matter of British society.
This is a play about the last six months in the life of Aneurin Bevan. He
is living in Hertfordshire in a beautiful farmhouse and he is looking after
the pigs. He has had cancer of the stomach and has had half his stomach
removed. He is now in a very difficult and delicate state. Part of his life is
coming back to him and he is not really clear how it’s happening and he
is constantly moving between past and present.

And the vector of this returned life is a young boy who is about 13, who
is Welsh like him and looks a bit like him, and, in fact, turns out to be him
in his own head, but is materialized in the film that I made. There is a
complicated reason why I have done it this way, but what it does is play
with the future and the past through the present. And I do that in about
four or five plays throughout the ’80s and ’90s—Thatcher’s Children is
one of those plays.
Playing with time and therefore playing with form. From that type of
writing which I simply could not do, it’s beyond me to write like that [The
Party], but there are other kinds of writing for me, this is another. And at
the heart of it is a kind of social realism that says these are representatives
of real people, real human behaviour within a real human project.
This is the penultimate meeting between the old man and the boy.
[Plays a clip from Food for Ravens].
TG: So this is a section of a virtually suppressed play. It’s unlikely I
will get anything else done in television, which is a great shame for me
and the viewers as well. I guess one of my passions is the thing that Kurt
Vonnegut talks about, creating something. We can all do it. It doesn’t
matter if it is not the best, why does it need to be the best? It just needs to
be the best you can do.
We live in an absolutely great age, surrounded by possibility. If we
could sort some basic truths out, such as who makes the wealth and who
spends it, we could get somewhere. For me, it’s as simple as that. It’s
also very complicated, but it’s very simple. There is a morality
underlying what you do that has to be addressed and writing is one way of
getting at it. I rest my case really.
I remember the Daily Telegraph said that Trevor Griffiths would find
class politics in anything. He said, if someone gave Griffiths a 13-part
series called Thomas the Tank Engine, he would give us a history of
revolutionary struggles.
Yes, I am incapable of writing a piece that is pre-political. I am for my
sins a political sensibility. It’s not only who I am, it is what I am.
And part of that is the payback, that which is owed, to those who raised
you. It’s almost mystical that feeling. I have been through all sorts of
things with my parents and my grandparents, but I know it is central to
much of what I am and much of what I do, unavoidable. Use it as part of
that which you explore, and when you are exploring the bigger world.
…
DW: The difficulties are real, the oppression is real, but the objective
conditions for transforming it are also equally real; but there needs to be
consciousness, there needs to be understanding, there needs to be an
understanding of history. There needs to be a revival of a very rich,
socialist culture that was damaged by Stalinism.
It’s referenced here [in Food for Ravens] that culture belongs to
everyone. It is certainly my view that the cultural level of the population
has to be raised, there has to be a moral awakening, a cultural awakening,
as part of the revolutionary socialist project. That, from our point of view,
is why we hold this meeting, why we speak of these issues.
As Lenin said, capitalism does the lion’s share of the work. There will
be no shortage of crises, I promise you, they are ripping it up. I come
from the centre of world imperialism. America was the great stability of
the post-world war world. What is the greatest centre of instability
today?—it’s the United States, the dollar, the Bush administration and
soon the Barack Obama administration. We now have a global economic
crisis.
What we do, what we make of it, how it is transformed in a
revolutionary direction is a complex issue, but we are convinced that the
question of culture, a deepening sensibility, sympathy for others … in my
opinion, if there were a mass revulsion, as is growing, in the US against
the death penalty, that would be a great step towards the social revolution.
Because the revolutionary programme comes relatively late in the game
for masses of people. But sympathy, solidarity, self-sacrifice, nobility,
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compassion—those are qualities we very much need to encourage, and it is
certainly one of the things that art can do. That’s why if you look at every
great revolution in history it is impossible to imagine it without great
artistic and cultural fermentation.
Yes, there are difficulties. As Lincoln said, the occasion is piled high
with difficulties, let us rise to the occasion. It’s not an easy process.
We’re not speaking about a transformation in society just at the top, but
the whole mass of society participating. That’s not an easy matter, but the
objective conditions for that are certainly ripening again and I think that
consciousness has already undergone extraordinary changes over the last
two months and we are only at the beginning of a historical period.
TG: I want to end my contribution with the final scene in the Tom Paine
screenplay [These Are The Times (2)]. It ends with his death June 8, 1809.
It’s on a small farm in New York state, which he had been awarded by
the American revolution for the work that he did. He took no money. All
the money he earned from his books went to the revolution. It went to the
American revolution, fed the army that fought the British, so that was
treason anyway, and it went to the French revolution. He wasn’t in it for
the dough.
By the end of the play he is now 74 or something, very sick, and he was
broke, because he had no money at all. He was living partly with a French
woman, a French comrade, who he had met, who had two children, and
they are present at the grave, and she is too. And also at the grave, and
there were seven people in all … John Adams said they should call this the
Age of Paine. He said it somewhat ironically because he would have liked
it to be called the Age of Adams. But since that wasn’t likely, he said, all
right, call it the Age of Paine.
That’s how important he was felt at the time to be. And yet there were
seven people at his grave. Two of them were strangers,
African-Americans, who had been slaves, father and son, who had read
about it in a newspaper in New York and walked 17 or 18 miles to this
little farm because they had read a notice and they wanted to be there
because they wanted to honour what they took to be a great American.
This is the moment when they and everyone else leaves and we have an
open grave.
[Griffiths reads from These Are The Times:]
Paine’s Voice:… The present state of civilisation is as odious as it is
unjust…
The down-shot heads on past the grave, slowly covers the fields and
hedges beyond.
Paine’s Voice:… It is absolutely the opposite of what it should be, and it
is necessary that a revolution should be made in it …
The down-shot heads on: odd sounds approaching traffic on a highway.
Paine’s Voice:… The contrast of affluence and wretchedness,
continually meeting and offending the eye, is like dead and living bodies
chained together …
The shot tilts suddenly, reveals a modern highway, heavy with traffic,
ripping past New Rochelle. Mixes, with the southbound flow, to today’s
New York City and its images of wretchedness and affluence…
Paine’s Voice:… The great mass of the poor are become an hereditary
race, and it is next to impossible for them to get out of that state of
themselves … The condition of millions in every country … is now far
worse than if they had been born before civilisation began …
The shot resolves slowly back to the deserted field, the open grave.
Paine’s Voice:… It is a revolution in the state of civilisation that is now
needed. Already the conviction that representation is the true system of
government is spreading itself fast in the world. But there must grow, and
soon, a system of civilisation out of that system of government, so
organised that not a man or woman born in the Republic but shall inherit
some means of beginning the world and see before them the certainty of
escaping the miseries that up to now have always accompanied old age …
An army of principle will penetrate where an army of soldiers can not: it

will march on the horizon of the world, and it will conquer.
A wind stirs the grass: the grave remains open.
1. Trevor Griffiths, Theatre Plays One, Nottingham: Spokesman Books,
2007, 319 pp.
2. These Are The Times: A Life of Thomas Paine, an original screenplay
by Trevor Griffiths, Nottingham: Spokesman Books, 2005, 195 pp.
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