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LAUGHTER IN THE FORUM DARIO FO AND FRANCA 
RAME AT RIVERSIDE STUDIOS, HAMMERSMITH 1983 

‘The important thing is to train yourself in a given    
direction, and to create a discipline for yourself. But in 
order to create a discipline, you have to have an    
ideology. In my opinion it is extremely dangerous to 
practice in the theatrical arts without knowing what end 
this practice is supposed to serve.’ Dario Fo 
 
Dario Fo, who with his partner Franca Rame, was 
probably the greatest Italian satirist of post-war Europe, 
died in 2016. The author of plays like ‘Mistero Buffo’, 
‘Can’t Pay? Won’t Pay!’ and ‘Accidental Death of an 
Anarchist’, Fo poked fun at politicians, institutions, the 

Pictures left to right Dario Fo, Franca Rame and 
volunteers on stage improvising in a workshop at 
the Riverside Studios. The invisible photographer. 
Thanks to Red Notes. 
 
ruling class and the authorities. But as someone who 
said that you don’t need authors, Fo was always deadly 
serious in what he was aiming to do on the stage, in the 
street or on radio and television. He and Rame were 
always engaged with political and social movements 
during decades when Italian politics went from the   
sublime (the Hot Autumn) to the gorblimey (Berlusconi). 



 

 

Laughter in the Forum  
  Fo was born in Lombardy in 1926, the son of a railway 

worker. He became interested in how to depict real-life 
using mime and music as well as studying Antonio 
Gramsci, Bertolt Brecht and Vladimir Mayakovsky. He 
married Franca Rame in 1954 and they founded their 
first theatrical company, which toured Italy and had a 
TV series which they quit due to censorship and      
government harassment. In the context of the huge 
political upheavals in the late 60s, they broke away from      
commercial theatre and formed Associazione Nuova 
Scena, performing to working class audiences. After 
falling out with the PCI (Italian Communist party) they 
formed Il Collecttivo Teatrale La Commune linked with 
the extra-parliamentary left. It was based in Milan. 
 
‘Can’t Pay? Won’t Pay!’(1974), a play about autoriduzi-
one by working-class housewives in a supermarket to 
bring down prices, and ‘Accidental Death of an         
Anarchist’(1970), inspired by the death of Giuseppe 
Pinelli in police custody, were performed by the Belt & 
Braces Roadshow company in Britain. Fo and Rame 
ran a series of theatre workshops at the Riverside   
Studios in London in 1983.They performed together all 
over Europe until Rame’s death in 2013 with plays that 
attacked Italian political scandals, including L’Anomal 
Bicefalo (2003), a satire on Silvio Berlusconi who is   
featured recovering his identity after an attempted   
assassination against him and Vladimir Putin. 
 
The Italian Context In 1976, the Italian revolutionary 
organisation Lotta Continua (LC) dissolved itself      
although its daily newspaper, ‘Lotta Continua’, carried 
on. The original extra-parliamentary organisation was 
born in Turin in 1968, therefore having a history going 
back to the mid-60s when working class militancy had 
resulted in the Hot Autumn of 1969 in which far left 
groups and parties could seriously contemplate a revo-
lutionary situation in Italy and when such hopes were 
opened up by the May ’68 Paris ‘evenements’. The 
Italian state, Italy’s employers, the Catholic Church, the 
mainstream media and even the PCI reacted with fear 
and loathing to this dangerous cocktail of radicalism, 
class struggle and ferment of new ideas reaching into 
all parts of Italian society but particularly galvanising the 
working class. The state reacted with repression and 
violence against the left (known as the ‘strategy of    
tension’). When the Red Brigades emerged in Italy 
(involving the kidnapping and execution of Moro in 
1978), Lotta Continua tried to argue for ‘neither the 
state nor the Red Brigades’, but open revolutionary  
activity became closed off as the state initiated a     
massive crackdown in which some 3,000 activists were 
jailed, newspapers and journals banned and universities 
and factories subjected to repression and terror. Those      
arrested included Toni Negri who argued that the re-
pression was designed to smash the ‘autonomia’ move-
ment, a militant class struggle network later captured in 
the novel ‘The Unseen (1989) by Nanni Balestrini. The 
10-year period of militancy ended with the strike wave 
at the Fiat car plant in Turin against mass sackings. 

Fiat worker on the picket line in Turin in September 
1980 photo by Tano d'Amico 
 
‘Dear Comrades, I’m a 30-year-old Turin worker and 
I’ve been an LC sympathiser from the beginning, since 
the spring of 1968. In these 10 years I’ve asked nothing 
from the party and I’ve always tried to contribute from 
the outside in a small way—the paper has been my only 
connection with LC. When I say contribute, I mean  
collecting money for the paper, collecting for the      
Chilean comrades in MIR, paper selling, helping with 
campaigns for persecuted comrades (yesterday Dario 
Fo) and drumming up support for elections. It was all 
worthwhile because on demonstrations you’d see more 
people, really committed people, behind the LC ban-
ners. Now I’m completely confused—in Turin LC practi-
cally doesn’t exist anymore. I interpreted the Rimini         
Conference… as a new example of something that’s 
always been typical of us: the courage to question every 
single assumption in order to go forward on a better 
basis. Why isn’t the situation of LC in Turin and through-
out the country being discussed in the paper?... It’s not 
enough if it’s going to turn into just another newspaper 
reporting the various struggles in the country while the 
organisation disappears. Ciao, a sympathiser of 10 
years’ standing.’ ‘Dear Comrades, Readers’ Letters to 
‘Lotta Continua’, edited by Margaret Kunzle, Pluto 
Press, London, 1980. 

 

 



The Mary Quaile Club 
  

The Mary Quaile Club was set up in December 2013 
with the aim  of  holding regular discussions on working 
class history and making  links with contemporary   
political issues facing working class people in Tory  
Britain. The founders of the Club feel that conferences 
and seminars on working class history are often too 
academic in nature, and are failing to engage with a 
wider non-academic audience. We believe there is a 
new generation of political activists campaigning on 
issues such as the bedroom tax, zero hours contacts, 
fracking, the slashing of welfare benefits, etc, who want 
to engage with discussions on history and politics, but 
who are not being reached at present. 
 
Over the last 3 years we have organised conferences, 
meetings, film shows and readings to promote Mary’s 
life and work, and also highlight some of the major  
issues of today, including the role of women in the trade 
union and labour movement, the privatisation of the 
NHS, anti-austerity, and the rise of new campaigns 
around environmental issues. The Club is made up of 
women and men from varying backgrounds with a   
history of involvement in trade unions, community   
campaigns, historical research and journalism/writing.  
All of our activities are funded by trade unions,         
individuals and by charging for entry to some events. 
  
Mary Quaile chose as her motto ‘Dare to be Free’ along
-side her signature in a book of autographs of labour 
movement activists in 1924, a motto that could sum up 
her life. She came from a poor Irish working class back-
ground in Manchester, but went onto become a local 
and national figure in her trade union and the Trades 
Union Congress. Her lifetime experiences show how the 
trade union movement has often been the principal way 
that working class people have been able to change 
society, and also change themselves. Mary organised 
women workers through the Manchester and Salford 
Women’s Trades Council, and later as a national officer 
in the Transport and General Workers Union. In 1925 
she led a TUC delegation of British women trade union-
ists to the Soviet Union to see this new society for them-
selves. For 50 years Mary never wavered from her   
belief that trade unions were the key to women     
achieving proper pay and decent working conditions.  
 
In 2016 we published a new history of Mary’s life     
researched by one of our members, the radical historian 
Michael Herbert, who brought together a mixture of 
sources to tell the life of a remarkable woman who rose 
from working as a waitress to national status as one of 
the most active trade unionists in Britain. The pamphlet 
also links Mary’s life to that of modern Marys: in the 
second part of the pamphlet Bernadette Hyland inter-
views 10 trade union women in contemporary Britain 
who explain the relevance of trade unions to their lives.  
https://maryquaileclub.wordpress.com/ 

 

Mary Quaile in Russia in 1925 
 
Britain at Work London Report on 2016 and a new 
plan for 2017 We did 12 interviews in 2016, bringing 
the total for the new London Project up to 30. The 
launch of ‘All in a Day’s Work’ took place in March 2016 
at Unite’s London & Eastern Region office in London. 
Over 60 people attended and heard speeches by Phil 
McManus, Sarah Boston and Sally Groves with Colin 
Prescod as the chair. In September we held a talk in 
Ladbroke Grove thanks to Kensington & Chelsea    
Library Services. 304 copies of the book have now been 
sold or distributed since publication in May 2015, includ-
ing copies sent to local borough archives and university 
libraries. We were invited to speak at a number of union 
branches including GMB 59, Camden Unison Retired, 
and Hammersmith & Fulham Unison Retired, and we 
ran stalls at several SERTUC conferences. 
 
Our website www.britainatworklondon.com has proved 
to be a winner: an important platform for promoting the 
project. We published 6 issues of our bi-monthly news-
letter in 2016 with a wide variety of contributors, con-
taining oral history, book reviews, news of events and 
articles on subjects ranging from the Covenanters to the 
French Popular Front. With the 100th anniversary of 
the Russian Revolution in 2017, we would like to 
invite our readers to write a short article on: ‘How 
did the Russian Revolution influence me?’ We will 
publish these in the newsletter throughout the year 
(250 words maximum). Please get writing and email 
dave@britainatworklondon.com or write to:            
15 Wellington Road, Norwich, NR2 3HT 
 
And into 2017 with a new plan… In recognition of the 
fact that people wanting to be interviewed have often 
worked all over London, we have decided to open up 
the interview programme to cover both public and   
private sectors across the whole of the capital. Our      
research will focus on the places and boroughs where 
people worked. We hope to publish an all-London 
‘handbook’ in 2018. 

 

http://www.britainatworklondon.com
mailto:dave@britainatworklondon.com
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And the Sun Shines Now 

 
As Tempany notes, terracing was not inherently      
dangerous. It was the emphasis on containment over 
safety, with all fans being regarded as a potential     
hooligan problem, combined with the disgraceful     
negligence of the clubs and the football authorities, 
which ultimately led to the Hillsborough catastrophe.   
So far no charges have been brought against those 
whose culpability has been proven. Tempany’s acutely 
perceptive book, which simmers with a controlled anger 
throughout in contextualising football’s role in a 
changed society, deserves to be regarded as the most 
essential and important contribution to its genre in the 
modern era. John O’Mahony  
 
Britain at Work London Group secretary Dave Welsh 
chairman John O’Mahony treasurer Jan Pollock       
outreach/IT Rima Joebear newsletter editor Tom Vague 
contact dave@britainatworklondon.com  
Please visit www.britainatworklondon.com featuring an 
interview with John McDonnell, information about our 
book 'All in a Day's Work', all of our newsletters,      
information about the London project, special features 
and short extracts from our interviews. Contact:  
rima@britainatworklondon.com if you would like to be 
interviewed. The ‘All in a Day's Work’ book with fore-
word by John McDonnell is available for £12.85 with 
post & packing. Contact rima@britainatworklondon.com 
or phone 0207 2727649 

Writing from the perspective of a survivor of the 1989 
Hillsborough stadium disaster, Adrian Tempany       
provides a comprehensive and incisive analysis of the 
transformation of English football that followed in its 
wake. The book was originally due for publication in 
March 2014 but had to be delayed—with certain      
passages subsequently rewritten—until the             
Hillsborough Inquiry published its findings in the spring 
of 2016. A harrowing personal account of Tempany’s 
near-death experience in one of the fated pens, and an 
excoriating commentary on the cover up and lies     
definitively exposed by the Inquiry, frame this exhaus-
tively-researched survey of the modern, post-
Hillsborough era of English football. The smear       
campaign against the Liverpool fans began even as the 
disaster was unfolding, with the commander of the  
police operation, David Duckenfield, falsely accusing 
Liverpool supporters of storming the gate that led to the 
fatally overcrowded pens when, in fact, he had ordered 
it to be opened. The extent to which the South York-
shire Police had colluded with the Thatcher government 
and the Murdoch press in spreading these pernicious 
falsehoods is laid bare here. 
 
5 years before Hillsborough, Margaret Thatcher had 
effectively used the police as her own personal army to 
defeat “the enemy within”, the miners, as exemplified at 
the notorious battle of Orgreave. Malicious charges 
were brought against the miners, who, almost without 
exception, had their cases dismissed by the courts. A 
year after Orgreave, the Heysel stadium disaster in 
Belgium led the Thatcher government to formulate 
plans for introducing football ID cards. Football        
supporters were another working class “enemy within” 
who Thatcher sought to rout. Lord Justice Taylor’s   
original 1989 Inquiry into the Hillsborough disaster  
exposed the futility of Thatcher’s proposed ID card 
scheme but, perhaps inadvertently, signalled the     
rapacious commercialism that characterises modern 
football, by insisting upon the introduction of all-seater 
stadiums for the top two divisions and indicating      
possible money-making opportunities that could be 
exploited. No price cap was recommended by Taylor, 
thus the social cleansing of the ‘yobs’ from the grounds 
has been effectively achieved by pricing the tickets 
beyond the means of its working class roots. 
 
Football supporters became politicised from the mid-80s 
onwards, with the advent of the Football Supporters’ 
Association, and national and club fanzines, to provide 
an independent voice for beleaguered fans. However, 
with the FA cravenly acquiescing in its duty to the game 
as soon as unprecedented riches came into it, the loyal 
supporters became an increasing irrelevance. Tempany 
makes the telling point that the majority of the big clubs’ 
income comes from the sale of overseas TV rights. 


