
THE NORTH-WEST of England is a space of
shifting values, topographies, and identities,
an area where politics, modernization, and
economic ownership have always affected
the material landscape. The major urban
conurbations sit closely alongside some of
the most breathtaking scenery in Britain. To
the inhabitants of the conjoined yet fervently
distinct cityscape of Manchester–Salford, the
differentiation between the areas either side
of the River Irwell – Manchester and Salford
– is extremely important. 

Yet, apart from the natural divide of the
river, the two cities merge almost seamlessly
together. In many ways this conjoined urban
space has historic ally acted as a centre point.
As Andrew Davies and Steven Fielding have
it: ‘Whilst industrialization went through its
heroic phase, the two cities seemed to be
blazing a trail, not only for the rest of the

country, but for the world’.1 Beyond this hub,
Greater Manchester stretches from Stockport
in the south to Roch dale and Bury in the
North; and these smaller urban areas sprawl -
ing together form a larger conurbation. 

Further out from the city, the green fields
of Cheshire, the rugged hills of Derbyshire,
the mountains of north Wales, and even the
beaches of Blackpool and Southport, are
within easy reach. This diverse topography,
and particularly the relationship between
Manchester–Salford and the countryside that
surrounds it, was impor tant for mid-
twentieth-century writer Walter Greenwood.
He was born and raised in Salford, and his
play Love on the Dole (1934), adapted in
collaboration with Ronald Gow from his
1933 novel of the same title, is situated in
Manchester–Salford and the sur round ing
rural area. In this play, landscape becomes a
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composite space of different (at times, con tra -
dictory) values, experiences, and meanings.

In its presentation of landscape, Love on
the Dole both pre-empts and can be read
through recent theoretical approaches which
point to the complexity of the landscape–
theatre relationship. The ‘theatre’ as a static
building is clearly and inextricably asso -
ciated with the rise of the urban cityscape.
But the ‘theatre’ as a folk form has a myriad
of rural and agricultural associations. Aside
from theatrical buildings and traditions,
landscape can be (in its various guises) a
significant theatrical device. 

It can simply provide a visual background
or, more likely, intrinsically suggest particu -
lar narratives or themes. In order to bring
new insights into Greenwood’s play, in this
article I will tap into the broad, interdisci p -
linary field of cultural landscape studies,
understanding the Northern landscape as
the ‘multifarious interplay between the land
and human adaptations to and indeed of it’,2
with this description as relevant for the rural
environment as it is for the urban. 

In doing so, I work directly out of the
intentions and methods of Una Chaudhuri
and Elinor Fuchs in their seminal edited
collection Land/Scape/Theater (2002). Many
essays in this collection focus on the dramatic
text rather than the text in performance as
such. This is a deliberate decision, as a great
many practitioners, directors, and theoreti -
cians have explored the landscape in terms
of set design and staging. Usefully, they
suggest that ‘what is more difficult to dis -
cern, and therefore more important to
theorize, is the landscape in the text’.3

For Chaudhuri and Fuchs propose some -
thing more than simply accepting landscape
as a background for action; indeed, they
claim that ‘on the threshold of modernism,
theatre began to manifest a new spatial
dimension, both visually and dramaturgic -
ally, in which landscape for the first time
held itself apart from character and became a
figure on its own’.4 Here is landscape as an
almost anthropomorphized character rather
than a passive backdrop. 

This multi-faceted conception of landscape
is at the very centre of this article; and

architect Paul Groth’s understanding of the
‘cultural landscape’ perhaps best describes
the way that Manchester–Salford and the
surrounding countryside are presented in
Love on the Dole in his claim that ‘landscape
meanings can be interpreted as noble,
nostalgic, or uplifting expressions of choice
and group life, and they can also be seen as
those of economic exploitation, racism, capit -
alist accumulation, and lack of chance’.5

What is interesting about Groth’s descrip -
tion is that these almost oxymoronic ways of
imagining and reading landscape reside sym -
biotically. In accordance, the landscape of a
play like Love on the Dole can be read through
Groth’s conclusions not as empty space but,
rather, imbued with political ideologies.
Manchester–Salford is at once a site of socio-
economic suppression, an image of hege monic
systems of governance, and simul  taneously
the fertile ground of poten  tial working-class
solidarity and eventual revolution. 

The Battle of Bexley Square

In treating the landscape in Love on the Dole
as a dramatic character, as active and tan -
gible as any human character, we find that
the Northern cityscape becomes a commen -
tator, reflecting the socio-political reality of
both the actors on the stage and the audience
watching. While Manchester–Salford was a
centre of commercial production, this parti -
cular cityscape has also always been at the
heart of left-wing political agitation. Ray -
mond Williams’s significant 1973 study, The
Country and the City, compares Manchester
and London, pointing to the particular im -
por tance of the former for the history of class
relations and the growth of capitalism: ‘Man -
chester is at the centre of explicit industrial
conflicts in ways that London was not.’6

In addition, Friedrich Engels’s influential
The Condition of the Working Class in England
(1844) focused on this specific Northern
urban space as a political and economic hub.
Engels referred to the area as ‘the classic soil
on which English manufacture has achieved
its masterwork and from which all labour
movements emanate, namely, south Lanca -
shire with its central city Manchester’.7
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Dependent on the division between the
owners of industry and the workers, Man -
chester–Salford became a commercial centre
and, consequentially, a site of potential poli -
tical unrest. As Marx and Engels sug gested
in The Communist Manifesto, ‘The first step in
the revolution by the working class is to raise
the proletariat to the position of ruling class,
to win the battle of democracy.’8 The indus -
trialized city is central to the creation of this
working class and thereby the efficacy of any
potential political revo lution. This poten tial
largely remained latent, but from the Peterloo
Massacre of 1819 onwards Manchester–
Salford retained a prominent position in the
poli tic ally engaged British consciousness. 

But it would be far too easy to place the
rural space in contrast to this, to make the
assumption that, while the city is at the heart
of any possible political revolution, the
country is a place of peaceful escape and un -
sullied tradition. Groth immediately ques tions
this assumption by challenging traditional
understandings of landscape in all its myriad
forms, saying ‘city, suburb, countryside, and
even wildernesses are all human constructs,
all touched by human management. All are
cultural landscapes.’9 No landscape stands
apart from human interaction, even the most

desolate moor or isolated tundra. In the
broadest sense, all landscapes are political.

Two separate incidents of the 1930s pro -
vide case studies and both can be read as
political performances in their own rights;
both had music at their centre and the
Northern ‘sets’ were vital to the efficacy of
the protests. The first, the Battle of Bexley
Square, took place in Manchester on 1 Octo -
ber 1931. Well-known protesters Eddie and
Ruth Frow provide some background for
this event:

In 1930, unemployment in Salford had shot up to
one in four being registered out of work. By 1931,
it was almost one-third of the adult population
and conditions were grim.10

The Battle of Bexley Square was a response to
a number of political issues, both national
(the means test – an assessment to identify
whether an individual could receive unem -
ploy ment benefits) and local (housing con -
ditions in the Manchester area). Protesters
came up against a strong police force and
there were a number of severe injuries. The
Frows continue, 

The demonstrators, having gone to protest against
what they considered to be a gross injustice and to

37

Contemporary newspaper photo of the ‘Battle of Bexley Square’, 1931.
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present a petition to their elected representatives,
had found themselves forced to fight against a
well-fed and trained army.11

This specifically city-based event was theat -
ricalized in Love on the Dole and, indeed, the
final scene focuses on the protest which Mrs
Bull describes as ‘a bloody war!’12 Ewan
MacColl, co-founder of local agit-prop theatre
group the Red Mega phones, took part in this
demon stration. Of the subsequent feelings
after the mounted police attacked, MacColl
recalled, ‘until now the marchers have been
concerned only to defend themselves, but
now the mood changes: a note of fierce
hatred, deep and vengeful, is heard as the
marchers break en masse through the barri -
cades. The square has become a battle field.’13

Greenwood’s biographical account corrobo -
rates MacColl’s narrative:

Helmets began to roll, truncheons were drawn
and used; wrestlings, punchings, women reach -
ing out to scratch and claw; placards being
snatched and smashed, men going down, then,
above the uproar.14

The language of conflict is used in all three
distinctly theatrical descriptions of the scene.
In a period defined by international tension,
here is an example of local, intra-city hostility.
It points to the inevitable enmity of a city
rooted in such pronounced class differ ences
and such determined commercial interests.

The Mass Trespass on Kinder Scout

In light of the theoretical basis of socialism as
engendered by an industrialized proleta riat,
such an urban-based event is unsur pris ing.
However, only a year later, a strikingly
similar event occurred just a few miles away
on Kinder Scout in the Derbyshire country -
side: the Mass Trespass of 1932, when
demonstrators from local villages and the
larger cities flooded out on to the hills advo -
cating freedom in the countryside, the open -
ing up of so-called private paths. It was a
war over land ownership. Again Ewan
MacColl participated in this event, after -
wards writing a now famous local song, ‘The
Manchester Rambler’:

I’m a rambler, I’m a rambler from Manchester way
I get all my pleasure the hard moorland way
I may be a wage slave on Monday
But I am a free man on Sunday.15

The chorus of this song points to a number of
key themes for the current article. The city is
a place of capitalist oppression while the
countryside denotes freedom and liberation
from the urban everyday. Yet the freedom of
the countryside is an overtly political con -
cept. It does not suggest an uncritical escape,
but rather a propagation of individuality;
one is no longer a ‘slave’ but a ‘free man’, and
such a transformation is an active challenge
to the hegemony. Ben Harker describes the
conclusion of the Trespass as follows:

Triumphant, the marchers gathered on the peak
before returning to Hayfield singing ‘The Red
Flag’ and ‘The Internationale’ and shouting ‘Down
with the landlords and ruling class and up with
the workers!’16

Harker’s description is reminiscent of the
1930s urban protests. The songs are explicitly
Communist in association; the challenge is
for and by the workers. Despite a few arrests,
in this instance, the country becomes a more
successful revolutionary space than the city,
with this (again, overtly theatrical) event
contributing to real changes in law.

Reimagining the Battle of Bexley Square
and the Mass Trespass, it immediately
becomes clear that both the city and the
country were implicated in the 1930s distur -
b ances. These are landscapes that can be read
in diverse ways, interrupted by politics, class
relations, economic tensions; they corres -
pond to Fuchs and Chaudhuri’s suggestion
that ‘the assumed singularity of landscape,
as implied, for instance, by the common
notion of landscape as space that can be
taken in at a single glance, has been strongly
contested’.17

The whole diverse, multi-spatial Northern
landscape was implicated in the socio-
economic tensions of the 1930s. In fact the
city and country become increasingly diffi -
cult to separate with the very descriptions of
the city underscored with images of the
country. Most famous, of course, is Friedrich
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Engels’s notion of the ‘classic soil’, a fas -
cinating description of the Northern city that
intrinsically points towards the interdepen -
dent relationship between city and country.
For beneath the sprawling city is soil, the
very essence of the natural landscape. 

Interdependence of City and Country

As Lewis Mumford expressed in his celeb -
rated study, The Culture of Cities (1938), ‘the
story of every city can be read through a
succession of deposits; the sedimentary
strata of history’.18 Landscape is multi-
layered, imbued with economics, societal
changes, and power relations. Further, this
layering effect is not necessarily evolu -
tionary. For J. B. Priestley, just three years
earlier, Manchester–Salford was not an en -
lightened, urban city, but visibly returning
to a pre-civilized terrain; using Mumford’s
terms, the deposits seemed to be overwhelm -
ing any sense of ordered strata. Priestley

insisted that Manchester exists on an adage:
‘More money, more muck; more muck, more
money.’19 The ‘money’ and ‘muck’ collect on
top of one another, continuously vying for
pre-eminence while actually remaining inex -
tricably (economically) connected. 

This notion of a layered landscape, geo -
logical strata that create a mixed terrain, was
taken up by Greenwood in his autobiog -
raphy, in which he remarks: ‘The hideous
face of the town under which the field lies
buried is of brick, the clay for which was dug
out of the vanished meadows where once the
skylark sang.’20 It is not just that the city was
built on the countryside, but the substance of
the country is transformed into the key
materials of the city. And as the natural sub -
stances are burned and refined, the ‘muck’
again covers the city, producing a composite
ecosystem. This new ‘soil’ enables growth,
the rooting of the ugly ‘weeds’ of the pol -
luted cityscape, but also the germination of
political engagement. 
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The mass trespass on KInder Scout, 1932.
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While Love on the Dole does not directly
state alternatives or remedies for the scarred
landscape, it consistently presents the issues
to educate the audience, potentially enabling
them to imagine new possibilities and solu -
tions. Greenwood’s play, an important, under-
researched example of 1930s land scape
theatre, attempts to navigate the socio-
political realities of the inter-war Northern
space.

Love on the Dole and Urban Naturalism 

To provide a little necessary narrative back -
ground, Love on the Dole focuses on a 1930s
family, the Hardcastles. The family members
are inextricably linked (one might even say
trapped) within a specific urban landscape:
Hanky Park, Salford. While there are moments
of joy, laughter, and love, the play largely
chronicles the increase in unemployment
and pressures of growing poverty in this part
of the cityscape. Against this backdrop, the
audience witnesses the gradual dissolution
of the family as the hardship becomes almost
unbearable. 

Greenwood placed two relationships at
the heart of the play. The first, the romance
between Harry Hardcastle and Helen, begins
with hopeful expectation but ends with the
loss of Harry’s job, an unwanted pregnancy,
and an absence of available housing.21 The
second, the relationship between Harry’s
sister Sally and the politically engaged Larry
Meath, concludes with the death of Larry
and Sally’s sacrificial submission to local
bookmaker and entrepreneur Sam Grundy
in order to secure jobs for her increasingly
desperate family.

In the 1930s it was an extremely popular
play. First performed by the Rusholme Rep
Theatre in Manchester in 1934, by 1935 it was
enjoying a run in London. In 1936 there was
a version in New York, and by 1937 the play
had also been seen in Paris. Later there was a
successful film version (1941) and since then
the play has enjoyed a number of revivals,
most recently at Bolton’s Octagon Theatre
(2010), only a few miles from Hanky Park. Its
success is quite remarkable for what is a
noticeably local play.22

The limited scholarship on Green wood
has focused on the play/novel’s politi cal
ambiguities and rather gloomy presen tation
of an inarticulate, uneducated, and reaction -
ary working class. Stephen Constantine, for
example, centres his argument on the make-
up of Greenwood’s audience. The readership
for the original novel and, indeed, the audi -
ence for the play, were both predomin antly
middle class.23 This claim is substantiated by
Stephen Ross, who makes the more damning
declaration that Greenwood was ‘implic at -
ing himself in a bourgeois aesthetic ideology
that subverts the novel’s ostensibly progres -
sive aims’.24 Again his problem lies with
Greenwood’s audience: ‘Catering to middle-
class discursive epistemology and cultural
awareness, Greenwood affirms middle-class
values over working-class potential.’ 25

However, both articles do acknowledge
the novel/play’s potential as a radical work.
Ross claims that, although his caricatures
undermine the political intention, ‘Green -
wood creates the possibility of resistance’,26

while Constantine concludes that, while Love
on the Dole did not produce any profound
changes in governmental policy, ‘it is
probable that it contributed to a shift in
public opinion’.27 Certainly the 1941 film, he
claims, challenged middle-class assumptions
about working-class identity and intention.28

While there are problems such as Ross
and Constantine outline, to relegate Love on
the Dole to a category of reactionary melo -
drama or middle-class entertainment seems
reductive. There is, necessarily, a political
intention in this play, namely bringing a
class-ridden, economically driven landscape
to the stage, and engaging the audience with
hidden working-class experience. In Larry
Meath, the central advocate for political
change, we have an extremely sympathetic
hero, and his incarceration and death are less
a consequence of any shortcomings in his
theories and more a condemnation of the
justice system. 

While Love on the Dole has none of the
buoyant optimism of, say, an agit-prop street
sketch,29 in its presentation of landscape and
Northern spaces, the play is a challenge to a
comfortable bourgeois audience and a
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Stills from the 1941 film of Love on the Dole. Above: Sally (Deborah Kerr) with Larry (Clifford Evans). Below: street
gossip with the Salford neighbours.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X13000043 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X13000043


statement of solidarity with proletarian
spectators. 

Intimate Proletarian Spaces

Extricating Greenwood’s play from the
‘bourgeois melodrama’ put-down, it can be
loosely contextualized alongside a number
of engaged, working-class, naturalistic theat -
rical narratives that appeared in broadly the
same period, and which also situated their
action within industrial landscapes. John
Galsworthy’s Strife (1909), for example, is set
during a strike at a tinplate works, which is
described very specifically as being ‘on the
borders of England and Wales’.30 The set
clearly illustrates the differences between
classes, moving from the well-furnished din -
ing room of the Manager’s house in Act One
to the kitchen of the Roberts’s cottage in Act
Two, ‘very barely furnished, with a brick
floor and white-washed walls, much stained
with smoke’.31 The disparity between these
two spaces makes broader political and eco -
nomic comments. 

D. H. Lawrence’s A Collier’s Friday Night
(written in 1909, but un published until 1934

and unperformed until i939) is another play
that examines a speci fically working-class
environment. Like Strife the play is set in the
kitchen/living room of a working man’s
house.32 Against this backdrop the Lambert
family experience some of the same genera -
tional strains as the Hardcastles of Love on the
Dole, with tension between the pitman father
and his more educated children. 

Then there is Robert Tressell’s 1914 novel
The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists, adapted
for the stage in 1936 by Tom Thomas of the
Workers’ Theatre Movement.33 In a similar
manner to Strife, the narrative theatricalizes
the tension between the forces of capitalism
and the working class. Like Love on the Dole,
these plays rely heavily on landscape and
spatial context in order to advocate distinctly
left-wing positions. Cottage rooms, kitchens,
and Tressell’s factory provide microcosms for
larger issues of class exploitation, ill health,
and potential workers’ solidarity. Small and
personal spaces are implicated in far wider
political systems.

A number of these working-class natur -
alist pieces appeared from the burgeoning
Unity Theatre movement which had hubs
across the UK. As an example, in 1938, just
four years after Greenwood’s play was pre -
miered, Vance Marshall wrote A.R.P., a piece
that focused on a working-class London
community against the backdrop of a rising
fascist movement. Again the action takes
place in a small working-class urban house -
hold where a disenfranchised family attempt
to understand the complex ongoing political
situation in Spain and, by connection, across
Europe.34

In 1947, Ena Lamont Stewart wrote Men
Should Weep, based in the tenement blocks of
Glasgow.35 This play was, again, produced
by a Unity theatre, and gives a constant feel -
ing of claustrophobia. While characters do
leave the small rooms of the Morrison family,
the audience do not and the action is entirely
played out within the confines of the grubby
tenement. Sean O’Casey’s 1924 Juno and the
Paycock had focused on a similar two-room
tene ment in Dublin.36

Intimate proletarian spaces are constant
backdrops for the plays of Arnold Wesker.
Though written considerably later, Chicken
Soup with Barley (1958) begins in 1936; again,
it is initially set in a working-class home, this
time in the East End of London. Act Two
moves forward ten years, when the Kahn
family have moved into a council block in
Hackney, and the play’s twenty-year narra -
tive eventually moves to 1956, presenting
working-class Jewish experience through
eco  nomic pressures and war, partly narrat -
ing the changes in working-class experience
through the changes in set. As Wesker men -
tions in his stage directions, coinciding with
the Kahns’ move to the flat in Hackney, ‘The
working class is a little more respectable now,
they have not long since voted in a Labour
Government.’37

Given its distinct Northern backdrop,
focus on familial relationships, and constant
sense that the landscape is transforming the
characters’ personalities and appear ances,
Shelagh Delaney’s A Taste of Honey (1958) is
an extremely important example of this
geographically based politics. It is a play
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which, just like Love of the Dole some two
decades earlier, bases its action specifically in
the Salford cityscape and was produced by
Theatre Workshop, a company that had its
origins in Manchester–Salford, performing
their agit-prop theatre (under the name the
Red Megaphones) around the same time as
Greenwood was writing Love on the Dole.

Despite the time lapse, the Manchester–
Salford of Delaney’s play seems remarkably
similar to the cityscape of Love on the Dole
with its polluted river, poor housing, and the
equally poor health of its occupants. On
arriving at their new house, Jo and Helen
note the terrible smell, the proximity of
the slaughterhouse, the cold, and a lack of
privacy that was previously examined in
Men Should Weep.38 Again, here are the small
rooms, the encroaching cityscape, and, above
both, broader ideological issues of in equality,
poverty, and governmental responsibility.

What unites these predominantly natural -
istic readings of industrialized landscapes is
a determination to provide a provocative
image of the twentieth-century city that is
working-class, centred on the home (whether
respectable and welcoming or meanly fur -
nished and poorly built) and the place of
work (the factory, the mill, or the pit). And all
the playwrights’ settings and narratives
were based partly or wholly on their own
experi ences, none more so than for Green -
wood, whose own setting for Love on the Dole
was based on his background in the Hanky
Park area. 

Again, like many of the other examples
above, the narrative for Love on the Dole was
influenced by Green wood’s specific political
experiences of this space. He recollected: ‘For
us who were young the air was filled with
tension. Pickets at the dock gates, pit heads
and factories.’39 It is this fraught excitement
coupled with markedly real depictions of
urban and rural space that really defines this
play. It negotiates that difficult, permeable
boundary between naturalism and melo -
drama, reacting to community experience in
an increasingly tense industrialized space. 

But – and here is the primary reason why
Love on the Dole is worthy of a reappraisal –
Greenwood’s play stands apart from all

these examples in its presentation of land -
scape. For Galsworthy, Marshall, Lawrence,
Tressell, Wesker, and Stewart, the action takes
place in a strikingly claustrophobic setting –
sometimes single streets or particular tene -
ments, sometimes simply one or two rooms.
Love on the Dole ambitiously places a multi-
spatial landscape on the stage, from the
small house of the Hardcastles to the Salford
streets to the local countryside – and, eventu -
ally (though only through suggestion) to the
Welsh hills. 

Furthermore, Love on the Dole ends with
the terminal disintegration of the Hardcastle
family. In its lack of a positive finale, Green -
wood’s play is distinct from the humor ous
Mancunian satire of, say, Harold Brig house’s
Hobson’s Choice (1915)40 or the upbeat revo -
lutionary fervour of one of the Red Mega -
phones’ short agit-prop sketches. 

In Love on the Dole, as in Men Should Weep,
it seems that the industrialized space has
finally over whelmed any sense of hope or
emancipation. It is, in many ways, a rather
bleak tale of inescapable circumstances.
So potential poli tical change, though not
entirely crushed, remains latent. Despite its
rather dishearten ing finale, the play none -
theless retains a socialistic feel. The char -
acters are over whelmed by the capitalist
landscape, but perhaps the audience need
not be. 

Grimy Beauty: the Capitalist Landscape

Despite the grimness of the landscape,
Green wood depicts beauty and hope in sur -
prising places and, through this unconven -
tional imagery, makes his strongest political
intervention. Conventionally, ‘beauty’ is not
a term that would be associated with the
1930s Northern city. Manchester–Salford is a
place of ‘poverty and pawnshops and dirt
and drink’,41 where ‘the town’s dark breath
stained everything’.42 Williams sug gests that
the modern industrialized metro polis has
‘an oppressive and utilitarian unifor  mity’,43

and Greenwood examined this over whelm -
ing sense of dull monotony.

The play opens with a street meeting
heard outside the Hardcastle house in which
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the Speaker refers to ‘grey, depressing streets,
mile after mile of them’.44 Greenwood set up
the urban backdrop from the off, presenting
it as a homogeneous collection of inadequate
houses, where the colour seems to have been
removed (or obscured) from the very brick -
work. This is particularly noticeable in a sur -
v iv ing photographs of the original pr o duc tion
– the interior of the Hardcastle house is dark
and clearly lacking any privacy, with two
neighbours peering through the win dow. It
seems almost drained of colour. 

Yet even here a flicker of beauty remains,
with Larry referring to Sally as ‘a flower in
Hanky Park. A rose growing on a rubbish-
heap.’45 In this ‘classic soil of Communism’ is
a single flower. It is a conventional even
hackneyed image, but it presents the city in
rural terms. With nostalgic yearning, Green -
wood looked at the urbanization of Trafford
Park and exclaimed, ‘farewell, woodland
ways and singing birds’.46 He bemoaned the
loss of the fruitful rural soil that has been
covered by the city, but in the play a new
flower is beginning to grow. Initially, then,
the imagery of this play may appear clichéd,
but in the face of overwhelming poverty,
Sally represents a striking moment of beauty.

If directly applied to the Northern land -
scape, ugliness and beauty are less opposi -
tional than one might imagine, a fact made
clear in Larry and Sally’s conversation as
they walk in the hills. The two central char -
acters escape the claustrophobic streets and
journey into the Derbyshire countryside.
Certainly they are moved by the natural
beauty of their surroundings, but Sally is
particularly struck by the sunset and asks,
‘Why is it so red?’47 Larry’s response leads us
to question the very notion of beauty:

They say it’s the sunshine through the smoke.
Hanky Park’s over there – thirty miles away. It’s a
queer thing that all that foul smoke should make
beauty for us up here.48

The ‘dirt and the smoke and the foul ugliness
of it all’49 provide an artificial yet beautiful
sky. Most remarkable of all, surrounded by
the detached beauty of the country land -
scape, it is the city, a place they both hate and
wish to escape from, that really strikes them;

at this distance the city causes the country -
side to appear more beautiful. One might
expect the city to make the country more
attractive only by contrast; that by com paring
the polluted cityscape to the clean country
air, the latter necessarily becomes all the
more beautiful. Yet here the city directly
impacts the countryside, making the already
striking sunset more beguiling.

The Inescapable City

But the recurring image of the sinister city
invades this trip later in the scene after Larry
confides that he has lost his job. His fear of
poverty and the need to postpone their
impend ing wedding lead Sally to respond as
follows:

It’s different up here now the sun’s gone down.
I think this place has changed. It’s growing dark –
and, oh, Larry, I’m afraid – I’m afraid.50

Despite the earlier synthetic beauty of the
city, the urban landscape remains a terrifying
space of incarceration. Interestingly, just as
the sun was made more beautiful by the
pollution, it has now been masked entirely
by the encroaching cityscape. 

In the 1941 film version of the play, this
merging between the two spaces – the city
and the country – is accentuated. At the end
of Larry and Sally’s trip into the hills the
camera pans up to track the clouds. When it
pans down again, the scene has changed;
gone are the hills and trees, and in their place
is one shadowy chimney, the brickwork
indis tinct in the polluted air. Again, it is as if
the cityscape has infiltrated the very land -
scape of the country.

The city appears almost inescapable. The
only real ways out of this urban space seem
to be war (for the soldiers who will be con -
scripts) or death. There are, of course, other
obvious, short-term escape mechanisms:
drinking and gambling, while not able to
provide physical escape, do afford a tem -
porary diversion. These are themes taken up
in Richard Hoggart’s influential The Uses of
Literacy (1957), which examines both in
overtly escapist terms, in the belief that
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participation in the pools or raffles is, at
heart, a reflection of working-class supersti -
tion, a testing of ‘luck’.51

Options – and ‘Diversions’

Interestingly, this is exactly the term that
Harry Hardcastle uses to describe his weekly
bet with bookmaker, Sam Grundy: ‘And if
I’m lucky I’ll buy you those shorts and
anything else you want.’52 Drinking, too, is
mentioned in Hoggart’s text, and, while
limited drinking is accepted as an important
part of city life, ‘drink is still regarded as the
main pitfall for a working-class husband’.53

While both are modes of fantasy, simultane -
ously they also trap the drinkers/gamblers
in inescapable behaviours. 

Both drinking and gambling are men -
tioned as accessible distractions in Love on the
Dole. The first is most evident in the lives of
the local women who add gin to their tea, the

latter in the omnipresent Sam Grundy, a
representative figure of capitalism similar to
Wilder in Strife or, perhaps, Peter, Helen’s
lover in A Taste of Honey, who could even be
read as a caricature of the businessman, an
image seen in many agit-prop sketches of the
period. In this way Grundy is not so much a
naturalistic character as a symbolic represen -
tation of unscrupulous capitalism. And so,
just as the city itself interrupts Larry and
Sally’s idyllic countryside, Grundy makes an
appearance as they walk through the hills.
Sally sees his likeness in the clouds, a ‘big
black fellow with a bulge in him’.54 It pre-
figures Sally’s final capitulation to Grundy’s
own country ‘idyll’ in rural Wales. 

As a young man Greenwood caught a
glimpse of his fate: ‘In this safe job which
was mine for life I saw myself imprisoned for
the rest of my days, like one of the skylarks
the local miners kept in tiny string-topped
cages.’55 But for his central female character,
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Sally, new employment brings a highly am -
bi valent possibility of escape. After Larry’s
death she takes up Grundy’s offer of work.
Though she is termed a ‘housekeeper’ there is
a strong suggestion of prostitution. Grundy’s
house is in rural Wales and a neighbour, Mrs
Bull, envies Sally’s good fortune:

Three or four months at that there place of his in
Wales, with only nice weather in front of her –
why, woman, she’ll be new-made over again.56

Mrs Bull presents the country as an escape, a
place of good health and freedom; her des -
crip tion reminds the audience of Larry and
Sally’s earlier walks through the Derbyshire
countryside. There is, once again, an implicit
suggestion of sunshine (‘nice weather’), a
potent and recurring image. But, with the
overwhelming desire to retain a semblance
of respectability, Sally is rejected by her
father and mocked by most neighbours. She
will be receiving money for her ‘duties’, so
the countryside becomes implicated in the
economic system of the city; just like
Manchester–Salford, Wales is constructed by
profit-oriented capitalism. 

The conditions and lack of prospects in
the city mean that Sally turns to the country,
not (as might be expected and as Mrs Bull
seems to suggest) as a landscape of peace
and tranquillity, a place gently to recover
from the death of Larry, but, rather, as a
commercial possibility. Clearly Sally’s ‘escape’
is inextricably connected to her position as
not only a member of a disenfranchised
work ing class but also as a working-class
woman. 

While soldiering and death are the
options for men, prostitution and death seem
the only way for women to leave Hanky
Park. Women who stay in the industrialized
cityscape seem to be particularly influenced
by their environment. This is as true for
Maggie Morrison in Men Should Weep and
Mrs Boyle in Juno and the Paycock as it is for
Mrs Hardcastle and the Hanky Park women.
Sally’s journey from Salford to rural Wales
is, in many ways, a reversal of the long-
standing country–urban migration; Sally is
going to the country for work whereas in the

previous decades an inordinate number of
people had made the opposite journey, arriv -
ing in the desperate slums of the indus -
trialized city. 

Whether Sally’s journey is, in any real
sense, an escape remains questionable.
Indeed, if read through Larry’s political
teachings, she seems to have broken away
geographically only to be newly implicated
in the capitalist system; using Greenwood’s
own description, the ‘skylark’ has only
swapped her cage. Given the feudalistic his -
tory of the countryside, this is unsurprising.
Though Larry encourages Sally to leave
Hanky Park, she is unable to escape to their
rural utopia and, instead, is firmly implanted
in what Larry refers to in his initial speech as
‘the legacy of the Industrial Revolution’,57 a
legacy that provides even fewer prospects
for its women then for its men.

Altering and Creating Landscapes

Towards the end of The Country and the City
Raymond Williams sums up as follows:

I have been arguing that capitalism, as a mode of
production, is the basic process of most of what
we know as the history of country and city. Its
abstracted economic drives, its fundamental prio -
ri ties in social relations, its criteria of growth and
of profit and loss, have over several centuries alt -
ered our country and created our kinds of city.58

Williams creates a dynamic sense of ‘city’
and ‘country’ in flux, historically determined
and both implicated in the class struggle.
Love on the Dole pre-emptively embodies
Williams’s conclusion. This is a play that can -
not simply be consigned to a category of
urban melodrama, bourgeois entertainment,
or even as part of the early twentieth-century
genre of working-class naturalist narratives.
In its focus on landscape and the characters
that move within it, Love on the Dole has a
significant political agenda, to present the
profound and inescapable connections bet -
ween place and people, and to overcome the
difficult aesthetic challenges of moving char -
acters from space to space. 

Anticipating later theories of landscape
theatre, Love on the Dole illustrates ‘the pro -
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gres sive exchange of position enacted in
these plays between figure and ground – in
other words, between character and land -
scape’.59 Both the city and the country are
highly subjectivized, imagined almost exclu -
s ively through the changing perceptions of
the characters. This leads to intrinsically
complex impressions of landscape; the pol -
luted city is interrupted with moments of
beauty; the country becomes a revolutionary
space; and the relationship between the two
becomes an elaborate dialogism. 

Throughout, the Northern city is an obses -
sion, at times a terrifying, haunting spectre
and the site of working-class subjugation,
but also the centre of potential revolutionary
change. The country is not only a landscape
of escape and uncritical relaxation; neither is
the city purely a horrific polluted space;
indeed all spaces in the multifarious land -
scape of the North-West of England seem in -
es capably bound up with the socio-political
tensions of society in the 1930s.
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