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Look Bock in Anger is considered one of the most important plays in the modemn
British theatre. !t was the first well-known example of "Kitchen Sink drama," a style
of theatre that explored the emotion and drama beneath the surface of ordinary
domestic life. Jimmy Porter, the play's main character, became the model for the
"Angry Young Man," a nickname given to an entire generation of artists and working
class young men in post-World War II British society.
Osborne wrote the play in May of 1955 and it was performed on May 8th , 1956.
This performance was considered a sort of watershed between the old and the new
in the British theatre, and it turned Osborne into one of the spokesmen of the socalled Angry Young Men.
The tvvo ìconic motifs of the play are the concepts of the Angry Young Man and the
Kitchen Sink drama. The Angry Young Man motif carne to be associated with a group
of young writers and artists that the cultural public believed to personify an anger,
boredom, and frustration with British cultural life that many working class families
felt during this time.
The idea of the Kitchen Sink drama was also a revelation for British theatre.
before Look Bock in Anger the Victorian plays dealt mostly with polite themes from
the late 19th and early 20th century upper ruling ciass. In contrast, Osborners play
depicted the raw emotions and living conditions of the working class. This style of
theater was given the name "Kitchen Sink" because of its focus on the interior
domestic and emotional lives of ordinary people. In the case of Look Bac* in Anger,
the kitchen is literally a part of the set.
The cultural background to the play is the rise and fall of the British empire. The
beginning of the twentieth century saw the peak of power and influence of British
colonialism. By -the 1950s, two World Wars, which devastated the British economy,
and the rise of the United States as the new worid military and political power meant
that the British empire had entered a steep decline. Jimmy Porter is representative of
an entire culture that remained nostalgic for this past glory.
Look Baci( in Anger is a play that appeared in a time of cruda! transition from Britain's
Victorian past into the modem n twentieth century. Jimmy's rage and anger is his
expression of his need for life in a world that has become uninteresting. His anger is
destructive to those around him and the psychological violence of the play received a
great dea! of criticism. Critics today agree, however, that the play is centra! to an
understanding of British life in the twentieth century.

Characters
Jimmy Porter
Jimmy Porter is the main character. He is the "Angry Young Man" vvho expresses his
frustration for the lack of feelings in his domestic life. Jimmy isa an anti-hero, since he

only speaks but never acts. His attitude shows the consequences of a childhood
trauma, a sense of personal failure and persecution complex; he is impatient and
vulgar. The relationship with his wife is a love-hate relationship since he wants to
possess her, but at the same time, he is afraid of her and tries to destroy their
relationship.
Cliff Lewis
Cliff is a friend to both Jimmy and Alison. Cliff lives with them in their attic apartment.
He is a working class Welsh man and Jimmy makes sure to often point out that he is
'common' and uneducated. Cliff believes this is the reason that Jimmy keeps him as
a friend. He is quite fond of Alison and they have a strange affectionate relationship
throughout the play.
Alison Porter
Alison Porter is jimmy's wife. She comes from Britain's upper class. The audience
learns in the first act that she is pregnant with Jimmy's child. Jimmy's destructive
anger causes her great strain and she eventually leaves him. Her child miscarries and
she comes back to Jimmy to show him that she has undergone great suffering.
Helena Charles
Helena Charles is Alison's best friend. She lives with them in their apartment while
visiting for work. Helena is from an upper class family. She is responsible for getting
Alison to leave Jimmy. She and Jimmy then begin an affair. Her sense of morality leads
her to leave. She can be considered the play's mora! compass.
Colone Redfern
Colonel Redfern is Alison's father. He represents Britain's great past. He was a military
leader in india for many years before retuming with his family to England.

Themes
The Angry Young Man
Osborne l s play was the first to explore the theme of the "Angry Young Man." This
term describes a generation of post-Word War li artists and vvorking class men with
leftist, sometimes anarchist soda! views. These young men were not a part of any
organized movement but were, instead, individuals angry at a post-Victorian Britain
that refused to acknowledge their soda! and class alienation. Jimmy Porter is an
example of the angry young man: he is angry at the social and political structures that
he believes has kept him from achieving his dreams and aspirations. He directs this
anger towards his friends and, most notably, his wife Alison.

The Kitchen Sink Drama
Kitchen Sink drama is a term used to denote plays that rely on realism to explore
domestic social relations. Osborne's play tried to capture the anger and immediacy of
post-war youth culture and the aiienation that resulted in the British working
classes. Look Back in Anger was able to comment on a range of domestic social
dilemmas in this time period. Most importantly, it was able to capture, through the
character of Jimmy Porter, the anger of this generation that festered just below the
surface of elite British culture.
Loss of Childhood
A theme that impacts the characters of Jimmy and Alison Porter is the idea of a lost
childhood. Osborne uses specific examples --the death of Jimmy's father when Jimmy
was only ten, and how he was forced to watch the physical and mentai demise of the
man -- to demonstrate the way in which Jimmy is forced to deal with suffering from
an early age. Alison's loss of childhood is best seen in the way that she was forced to
grow up too fast by marrying Jimmy. Her youth is wasted by the anger and abuse of
her husbancl.
Osborne suggests that a generation of British youth has experienced this same loss of
childhood Innocence. Osborne uses the examples of World War, the development of
the atomic bomb, and the decline of the British Empire to show how an entire culture
has lost the innocence that other generations were able to maintain.
Rea! Life
In the play, Jimmy Porter is consumed with the desire to live a more real and full life.
He compares this burning desire to the empty actions and attitudes of others. At first,
he generalizes this emptiness by criticizing the opinions of those in the newspapers.
He then turns his anger to those around him and dose to him, Alison, Helena, and
Cliff. Osborne's argument in the play for a real life is one in which men are allowed to
feel a full range of emotions. The most real of these emotions is anger and Jimmy
believes that this anger is his way of truly living. This idea was unique in British
theatre. Jimmy's desire for a real life is an attempt to restore raw emotion to the
theatre.

Sloth in British Culture
Jimmy Porter compares his quest for a more vibrant and emotional life to the laziness
of the world around him. Jimmy does not see the world around him as dead, but
merely asleep. His anger is an attempt to awaken those around him from this cultura!
sleep. This laziness of emotion is best seen in the relationship between Alison and
Cliff. Alison describes her relationship with Cliff as "comfortable." They are physically
and emotionally affectionate with each other, but neither seems to want to take their

passion to another leve! of intimacy. In this way, their relationship is lazy. They cannot
awaken enough passion to consummate their affair. Jimmy seems to subconsciously
understand this, which is the reason he is not jealous of their affection towards one
another.

The Rise and Fall of the British Empire
The character of Colane! Redfern, Alison's father, represents the declíne of and
nostalgia for the British Empire. The Colonel had been stationed for many years in
India; this had been the happiest period of his life. His nostalgia is representative of
the denial that Osborne sees in the spirit and mind of the British people: the world
has moved on into an American age and the British people cannot understand why
they are no longer the world's greatest power.
Masculinity in Art
Osborne has been accused by critics of misogynistic views in his plays. These critics
accuse Osborne of glorifying young male anger and cruelty towards women. This is
seen in the play in specific examples in which Jimmy Porter emotionally distresses
Alison, his wife or in his monologue in which he wishes for Alison's mother's death.
Osborne, however, asserts that he is attempting to restore a vision of true masculinity
into a twentieth century culture that he sees as becoming increasingly feminized. This
feminization is seen in the way that British culture shows an "indifference to anything
but immediate, persona! suffering."
"People like me don't get fat. I've tried to teli you before. We just burn everything
up." (Look Back in Anger - lines 51-52)
This quote, spoken by Jimmy, is a glimpse into his character and his anger. Though his
quote, literally, is meant to convey the kind of physical energy that Jimmy has in his
everyday life, on another level the quote is meant to suggest the kind of destruction
that Jimmy brings to the lives of those around him. The word "burn" has a double
meaning in this way; on the one hand it is meant to represent a burning of physical,
bodily energy. On the other hand, it is meant to convey destruction -- how Jimmy's
frenetic quest for rea! life destroys the lives of those to whom he is closest.

Look Back in Anger The Kitchen Sink Drama: Perspectives and Criticism

The 1950's through the 1970's saw the rise of one of the most important movements
in modem n British theatre: the Kitchen Sink drama. These types of plays had severa!

characteristics that distinguished them as a break from the forms of theatre before
them.
Perhaps the first, and most notable, characteristic of these Kitchen Sink dramas was
the way in which they advanced a particular social message or ideology. This ideology
was most often leftìst. The settings were almost always working class. The previous
trend in Victorian theatre had been to depict the lives of the wealthy members of the
ruling classes. These classes of people were often conservative in their politics and
their ideologies. This was not the case for Kitchen Sink theatre. The Kitchen Sink
drama sought, instead, to bring the real lives and social inequality of ordinary working
class people to the stage.
Another chief characteristic of the Kitchen Sink drama was the way in which its
characters expressed their real, simple emotion and dissatisfaction with the ruling
class status quo. This can be seen in the play "Look Back in Anger" by Osborne: Jimmy
Porter plays the role of the Angry Young Man. He is angry and dissatisfied at a world
that offers him no social opportunities. He longs to live a "rea! life." He feels, however,
that the trappings of working class domesticity keep him from reaching this better
existence. His anger and rage are thus channeled towards those around him.
Some critics have noted the irony in the term "Kitchen Sink drama." The domestic
world during this time was believed to be the domain of the feminine. Almost all of
the major Kitchen Sink works are centered around a masculine point of view. These
plays rarely centered around the emotions and tribulations of its women characters.
Women are often assumed to serve the men of their household and, when conflicts
do anse, it is often the man who is portrayed as the suffering protagonist. Women's
suffering is always a result of the suffering of the male.
Though Kitchen Sink dramas gained notoriety in twentieth century British culture for
their anger and criticism directeci towards the soda!, political, and economic
establishment, the plays were also significant for the way they depicted the most
intimate aspects of domestic lite. This was in contrast to Victorian dramas and
comedies which largely centered around the public lives of socially established
characters. The Kitchen Sink drama moved the action and emotion of the theatre into
the most intimate of settings. The kitchen was considered to be the realm of the
domestic, of females and servants, and Victorian drama often excluded any mention
of it. Kitchen Sink dramas, however, turned this notion around and made the kitchen
the center of familial and social life. In the case of the Porter's attic apartment, the
kitchen and living spaces were ali one room on the stage. The boundaries of intimate
domestic life and public life were unclear, confused and created a realism not seen
before in British theatre.

