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ABSTRACT 

This study examines structural patterns in plays by Pinero, 

Shaw, O'Casey, Eliot, Arden and Pinter; and proposes that there 

are, in broad terms, two types of play structure - "enclosed" and "open" -

which may be usefully differentiated for this purpose. The first type 

is characterised by its precise articulation of the action within a 

regularly-shaped, often symmetrical framework, and the second by its 

juxtaposition of strands of action or thematically illustrative episodes 

within a comparatively loose framework. It is contended that a polarity 

between these types of structure is demonstrable in modern English drama 

and has been a significant factor in its development. 

Part One of the study examines Pinero's social dramas and Shaw's 

disquisitory plays, analysing the contrasting methods of theatrical 

patterning used by these writers and.discussing why they used these methods. 

Shaw's opposition to the deterministic effect of Pinero1s "well-made" 

structures is emphasised• and his development of a much more fluid technique 

whereby the play was allowed "to write and shape itself" is considered in 

some detail. Part Two of the study considers later modifications and 

developments of the structural approaches exemplified in the plays of 

Pinero and Shaw. In the first chapter of Part Two, plays by O'Casey and 

Arden are analysed to show how these writers have used "open" structure 

techniques, comparable to those of Shaw, to express broadly similar points 

of view. In the other chapter to Part Two, plays by Eliot and Pinter 

are analysed to show the contribution of these writers'to the development 

of a new type of "enclosed" play, as precisely articulated as Pinero's but 

without the explicit causality of the "well-made" play. It is suggested 

that this type of structure, while basically "enclosed" in character, 

represents a partial synthesis of "open" and "enclosed" form. 
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INTRODUCTION 



Chapter 1 
Scope and Method 

This study sets out to examine structural patterns in plays by some 

of the most significant modern English dramatists, and proposes that 

there are, in broad terms, two types of play structure which may be 

usefully differentiated for this purpose . The first type is characterised 

by the tightness of its patterning, b� its precise and detailed articulation 

of the action within a regularly-shaped, often symmetrical, structural 

framework. The second type is characterised by the diversity of its 

patterning, by its free juxtaposition of strands of action or thematically

illustrative episodes within a comparatively loose framew·ork. vle will 

call the first type of structure " enclosed" and the second "open". 

These terms will be used here mainly with reference to structure, 

but their connotations are also relevant to content. In an " enclosed" 

play the writer seeks to clarify the essential pattern of the action by the 

use of a narrow focus of attention and by eliminating peripheral details; 

in modern drama this type of structure has often been used for plays 

dealing with the private lives of individuals " enc losed", as it were , by 

living-room walls. In an "open" play, on the other hand, the dramatic 

focus is as broad as possible; this type of structure is clearly better 

suited to the presentation of public conflicts . The terms " enc losed" and 

"open" also suggest contrasting attitudes to the question of whether men's 

actions are free or determined, and I hope to provide some evidence for 

the contention that in modern English drama the use of "open" structural 

patterns usually reflects a positive view of man and society by the play

wright, while the use of " enclosed" structural patterns usually implies 

a negative view . 

The dissertation is in two main parts. Part One consists of 

two long chapters on structural patterning in major plays by Arthur 

Wing Pinero and Bernard Shaw. These chapters form the basis of the 
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dissert�tion because (1) serious modern Ehglish dram� effectively 

begins vTi th the later plays of Pinero �md the early ones of ::haw, (2) 
each of these playw-rights in his characteristic vlork exemplifies one of 

the broad types of dramatic structure 1ve are considering - Pinero 

"enclosed" and Slaw ;;open", and (3) there is a strong correlation 

between structure, content and authoricl viewpoint in the plays of 

each writer. Althoug� these chapters are full, considerations of 

length and relevauce hnvo made it necessary to analyse some plays in 

detail and to pasH over others with little or no comment. Thus 

Pinero's early plays are b�rely touched on in Q�apter 2 because they 

are lightweight in content and less technic£:.1ly impressive than his 

serious social dramas, Of tho latter particular emphasis is given to 

·ihe Second Mrs �nqueray, Iri_Q,, The Thu_l'J.derbol t and Mid-Channel on the 

grounds that these are the best and most influentill;l of his weightier 

plays. In C�apter 3 empha� is given to Sh�w's disquisitory drmu�, 

especially the "Don Juan in Hell" episode from Nnn and Supermar.� � 

Bull's Other Island, Major Barbl:'.ra Q£1j:;ing Harried, Misalliance Heart

break House and Too True to be Good. Thoso represent the quintessence 

of s��vian technique, his �astery of polyphony. In addition some 

detailed attention is given to Mrs Warren's Profession among the early 

plays in order that contrasts \·li th Pinero 's social dramn may be noted, 

and attention is drawn to two structural characteristics shared by most 

of Shaw's "Third Manner" plays. 

In Part Two the terms "enclosed" and "open" are applied to the 

analysis of structural patterns in plays by four lr.tcr English w·ri ters. 

The intention here is not to o.ttempt a full historical account of "open" 

and "e:r)Clos ed" structures after Pinero and Shmr, but to demonstrate thu. t 

the terms can be usefully applied to the anclysis of plays by more 

recent dramatists. One play by each of the four is singled out for 
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detailed mralllinntion and the structurnl technique of their other major 

plays is discussed more briefly. Chapter 4 thus conoiders the ''open" 

structural methods of Sean O'Ccsey nnd John Arden1 and nn�lys es in 

detail the patterning of O'Casey's Cock-a-Doodle Dlndy and John Arden's 

The ivorkhouse Donkey. Chapter 5 silllilarly examines the dominantly 

"enclosed" patterning of plays by T . s. Eliot and Harold Pinter, vTi th 

particular attention being paid to Eliot's The Cocktail Party and 

Pinter's The Homecomir�. 

Throughod the disserte.tion t:mphafJis is placed on the me[ms by 

�hich the playwrights impress the structurel patterns of their plnys 

on �udiences. The most important of these means are the net and 

scene divisions (signalled by curtains or blackouts and possibly by 

changes of setting) , and the entrances and exits of the characters. 

In 1Tench neo-cl�ssical drama entrances and exits were considered so 

significcnt that each new entrance or exit (except for incidental ones 

by servants or functionaries ) was regarded as marking the beginning 

of a new "scene". �is is n very useful concept as entrances and 

exits often signal a change of direction or the introduction of some 

new element in the action. Here, however, while the concept will be 

used extensively. such '1scenes" will be called seguences to avoid 

confusion with the standard E.1glish usage of nscene11 for a formal sub

division of an net, involving a change of setting or a time-lapse in 

the action. 

Analysis of the patterning of sequences in a play is one of the 

most effective methods of distinguishing between "enclosed11 and 

"open" structures. In the former the sequences are arranged in a 

precise order and altering this would seriously im�1ir the pattern 

of the action and possibly mako thu denouement :invalid. In an 

"open" plny, however, the order of sequences is often not crucial 
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because m�ny of them provide contrast or addi tion:-11 illustration 

.and are not irreplaceable elements in an interlocking design. 

To study thG total pattern of nets, scenes and sequences in :::. 

given play I h��ve found it useful to represent them in the form of 

a simple bnr grnph wbich will be referred to as a scenario graph. 

The appearr..nces of the characters are plotted on horizontal bars to 

a scale based on the pagination of a specified text of the play. Each 

entrance or exit is further indicated by a thin verticnl line drawn 

from the top of the graph to the horizontal bar representing the char-

acter �rho has just entered or left the stcge. Scene and act div-

isions are merkod by tlrickcr vertical lines drawn right through the 

graph. The scenario graph is, of course, only n rough guide to the 

comp.r .. rativo duration of the various sequences because their length in 

terms of pages of text �rill sometimes bear little relation to 

performance time. Neverthe+ess the graph does provide a convenient 

visual summary of the way in which the play-wright has "blocked" his 

play in torms of its mnjor subdivisions and of the appearances of the 

characters, and from time to time it clarifies particulfl.X' features of 

the playwright's structural technique. Scenario graphs f or the 

principal plays discussed in this study will be found distributed at 

the appropriate places in the text. 

Acts, scenes and sequences are the most obvious subdivisions for 

the purposes of analysing the structure of n play, but there are also 

several smaller-scale ones which need to be considered. Not 

infrequently a sequence will continue for some time during which the 

action may p2.ss through several phases of development. In Pinero's 

plays, as will be shown7 the point within � sequence where a new phase 

begins is usunlly m nrked by a pause7 together ( mor& often than not ) 
with a rearrangement of the physical grouping or positioning of the 
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characters on stage. Such clearly-marked phases of action \d thin 

sequences will be referred to as units. Units are a significant 

feature of the articulation of the action of " enclosed" plays, but 

they cannot always be defined as easily as sequences because, on the 

one hand a pause or move need not indicate a new phase of action, and, 

on the other hand, a new phase may be initiated by a purely verbal 

cue. Eliot, for example, articu�es his action within sequences 

mainly by the precise control of his verse structure . Nevertheless 

the concept of the unit is useful provided it is used t-Ti th caution. 

Analysis of the structure of acts and scenes also calls for 

a term which can be used to describe broad phases of action within 

them. Such phases may take the form of a series of short sequences, 

a single longer sequence, or a major subdivision of an especially 

long sequence comprising all or most of the act or scene . �ese 

broad phases will be termed movements. As in music a movement will 

normally contrast in tempo and tone with the movements which precede 

or follow it. The term is useful for the structural analysis of 

both "enclosed" and "open" plays, but it is of particular value for 

the latter which, as will be shown, tend to be less precisely 

punctuated by pausation and stage-business . 

The effect of these various subdivisions, large and small, is, 

of course; modified considerably by other aspects of the playwright's 

stagecraft and therefore must be studied in relation to the indications 

in his text relating to settings, costumes, props, lighting, sound

effects and grouping. For example, changes of setting or of lighting 

can give a particular emphasis to act and scene divisions and thus 

suggest something of the thematic progression of the action; costumes 

and props may emphasize significant developments in the action; soun� 

effects may stress particular entrances and exits; and certain 
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groupings of the charac ters on the stage may be repeated to emphasise 

a particular aspect of the thema tic patterning. Though these are 

matters in which individual direc tors mus t be allowed considerable 

discre tion, such indications are often as integral to the playwright's 

concept of the ac tion as the words he gives the ac tors to speak. 

To es tablish whe ther a partictuar play can be properly described 

as " enclosed" or " open" all of these matters must be studied closely 

in relation to the text as a whole. The key questions to be answered 

are 11Does the patterning encourage the audience to isolate and focus 

on the detailed elements of the ac tion?" and " Does thepatterning emphasis e 

the juxtaposition of diverse elements in the action?" Clearly these 

aims are not mutually exclusive, but a play may nevertheless be 

properly described as " enclosed" if the former aim predominates, or 

"open" if the latter aim predominates. Each kind of play has its own 

potential s trengths and weruanesses, and analysis of these as they occur 

will suggest judgements about the playwright's skill and vision. The 

main burden of this study is to demons trate the utility of the two 

postulated types of struc ture for identifying and contras ting significant 

technical approaches in modern English drama, but this has not excluded 

considerations of a critical nature. 

The concluding chapter attempts to draw together the principal 

threads of discussion. Its maL1 concerns are to assess the usefulness 

of the terms " enclosed" and " open" in the context of this s tudy, and 

to consider the effec tiveness of the analytical tools uhich have been 

used. In addition some general conclusions are essayed about the 

interrelation of attitude, content and technique, both in the work of 

the selec ted playwrights and in the development of modern English 

drama. 



PART ONE 

Pinero and Shaw 



Chapt� 

Arthur Wing Pinero: The "Enclosed" Art of the Well-Made Play. 

I 
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Tho position of Arthur Wing Pinero (1855-1934) as one of the main 

pioneers of modern English drnmo. is generally recognised but fe>'f 

critics now rate his plays very highly. Even his once-vaunted co nstruct-

ive skill is no\'1 suspect. Professor Allnrdyce Nicoll in .flr_i tj :"�h. 

Drame, for example: while acknm-rledging the "excellence of construction" 

of Pine:ro's serious plays� comments that "we now recognise that the 

excellence itself is often mechanically rigid."1 The verdict must be 

accepted, yet considering the extreme arti:iciality of the nine-

teenth-century well-made play from which he learnt his basic methods 

of plot construction, it is remarkable that his social dramas appear os 

realistic as they do. 
.. 

The well-made play ns developed by the French playwright Eugene 

Scribe ( 1791-1861) was probably the most "enclosed" type of narrative 

structure ever devised for the theatre. Stephen S. Stnnton has out-

lined the main feRtures of the Scribenn well-made ploy as follows: 

(1) a delayed-action plot whose point of attack occurs at 
the climax of the story of which it is a pr1.rt nnd whose central 
characters struggle to overcome obstacles (usually to love 
and marriage); (2) n pattern of increasingly intense action 
and suspense, carefully prepared by exposition which 
establishes certain fncts for the spectator and causes him to 
anticipate each significant event (this pattern is supported 
throughout the ploy by contrived entrances and e xits, 
letters and othor devices for conveying these facts to certain 
characters while keeping them from others); (3) a teeter-totter 
�ee-sa� arrangement of incidents to create successive ups and 
downs in the fortunes of the hero caused by his conflict with 
one or more adversnries rmd leading to his eventual triumph or 
failure; (4) the counter-punch of peripetej_a or upset followed 
by scene� faire or obligatory scene • • •  ; (5) a centrnl mis
understanding • • •  made obvious to the spectator but withheld 
from the pnrticipc�ts; and (6) the reproduction in miniature 
of the overall delayed-action pnttern in the individual octs.2 

Not only was the complex structure of the play echoed in miniature in 
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the individual ac ts, but i t  was also repentGd vTi thin the acts in 

the principal sequences. each of 1thi ch , as Mauri co Valency has 

comnentod, "hn;::l i t s  initiE'.l situation, i ts progression, 

complication , climax, peripetein , and conclusion, so that i t  

famed an autonomous v1holo u i  thin the totnl e.rrt:mgenent . 11
3 

Governing the wholo s tructure was th e d i c tum that the action 

nust be developed stri c tl y  ac cording to the logic of cause ancl 

effec t .  / Ernost Legouve , ono of S cribe ' s  oain collaborators, 

s ta tcd the rule in the follo1ri.ng terns : 

EP.ch scene [i . e. sequencJ mus t not only be the logic al out
cone of the scene that prec eded it and be intogrnl with the 
one that follows it � but it nust transmit its own momentun 
to thc.:J next scene, so as to push the piece forw�1rd wi thout 
interruption and in thn.t way reach , st ngo by stage , the 
final goalf the d�ouenent.

4 

Such a progression c ould only be �:chieved by the careful drafting of 

a s c enario before the plnyvtright beg�� to write the play . This, 

according to Legouvc{, w1s Scribe ' s  great gift: 

In our thoatricc.l slang thero is £� ve ry s ignifi cant 1vord: 
nuoerote�. It neans planning the sequonce of scen�s. 
Thnt sequential ordering is not only a kind of classifi cation, 
i t  also compris es the dGVolopncnt, tho c.ccumulnting in terest 
of the play. That nw�bering is the itinerary of tha 
dranati:a personae • • •  Scribe no t only had .? .. talent for 
numlrotage, he had she er genius for it. No sooner had the 
plan of a piece been ske tched than the comple te materials 
for the work cane to hi�.l as if by B-�gic and bes towed then
selves in their logical position.

5 

Scribe ' s genius , for nuoerotage enabled hin to cons truc t a large 

number of plays which hRd considerabl e success l'Ti th the audi ences of 

his time but which are now of interest only to theatre historir.ms. 

Everything in hi s  plays is necessarily subordinated to the requ ire-

ments of the extremely conplex pl ot structure: the content, l'Ti th 

its relianc e on contrivance and coincidence, is lightweight , nncl the 

char�c ters are nere s tock types with obvious and predic table 
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responses. These plays nssuo� as Francis Fergusson has put it, 

a certain very reduced. vievT of hun�.n nction. of the kind of 
pleasure best calcula tcd to hold c. crowd and of the kind 
of meaning which anyone n.t any tiEle is willing to nttribute 
to a picture of huoan life.6 

The form, however, underwent sono nodification in the hands 

of Scribe's successors.  The plays of Victorion Sardou ( 1 831 -1 908) 

are soncwhat loss complex than Scribe's though often highly 

nelo drcmatic: while in those of Emilo Augier ( 1 820-1 889) and 

Alexnndro Dunns � ( 1 824-95 ) the number of plot complications is 

much reduced to nllovr scope for the presentntion of character and 

the exposition of social problems. �1us by the lnto 1 880 ' s  when 

Pinero turned froo the writing of farces and sentioental cowedies to 

serious drarm r soncwhat more flexible foro of the well-made play had 

been developed. In his social drnoas he was to carry ouch further 

the endeavour of giving life, weight and credibility to the foro 

while retaining the benefit of its theatrical effectiveness. 

The influence of the woll-mede play on Pincro can be traced fron 

early in his playwriting career. In 1 883 the cri tic 1tfillinm Archer 

criticised defects in th� structure of Pinero's early plays and advised 

that Pinero "would do wisely to try his hand nt one or two adaptations 

before giving us his next original play," adding that he "would learn 

much fron the analysis and reconstruction of a well-knit French draLm.117 

Pinero took the advice. In 1 884 he adapted Ohnot's Le Mfiitrc de 

Forges (as �e Ironnaster) and the following yenr Sardou's Maison 

Neuve ( as Mayiair) . Two decades later, at the hei�ht of his fame, 

he indicated that he continued to regard Archer's advice as sound by 

insisting on the necessity for apprentice playwrights with dranatic 

talent (which he defined as "the power to proj0ct characters, and to 

oause them to tell an interesting story through the medium of 
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dinlogue"8) to develop this into the�trico..l talent 

by hard study �nd long practice. For theatrico..l talent 
consists in thv power of nt�il� your characters not only 
tell a story by oenns of dialogue, but tell it in such 
skilfully devised foro and order as shrtll� within the 
li�its of an ordinary theatrical presentation, give rise 
to the greatest nnount of t�w.t peculiar kind of enotional 
effect, tho production of \'Thich is the one great function 
of thentre . 9 

Even norc revealing is n rare explD .. n.:!.tion froo Pinero of how he 

10 
set nbout writing one of his own plnys , �late pioco entitled Dr. 

Harner's Holiday (1930).  The play was based on an incident i n  which 

n young doctor wo.s clubbed to death in c.. disreptltnble London alleyway. 

Pinero recalls in his preface that he hrtd heard about the nurdor while 

he ;.ms a young clerk in a law office, and goes on to say, 

vfunt interested �e �t the mooent, �nd continued to interest 
me thirty years later� was the problen of a respectable young 
doctor -- the trusted assistant of an older practitioner in 
the city, if I renenber aright -- npparantly living n sober, 
honest and cleanly life, who met his end in such an ignoble 
fashion; and I set myself the task of forging a chain of 
circumstances, intensifying rather than dininishing the 
tragedy of his de!!th, which would, granting the pret:�ises, 
account naturally for that desperc..te, and final? fight for 
breath in those lone nnd noisooe surroundings.

11 

This, of course, amounts simply to an application in pro..ctice of the 

principle described by Legouv6. "Granting the premises" the rest is 

to follow in an unbroken chain. Throughout his career.. then, 

Pinero subscribed to the structural ains of the well-made play, and 

in the light of his attenpt in the socinl d ro.nns to impart n new 

seriousness to Ehglish dro..t:�o. it is relevn.nt to nsk why. 

Strange though it @ay appear �t first sight. Pinero1s outlook on 

life ns evidenced in his plcys was similar to the philosophy under

lying the vmrk of French Naturalists such as Erlile Zola ( 1 840-1 902 ) • 
W. �· Durucel, in his biogrnphy of Pinero, states: 

The prevalent notion thnt Pinero was Vi.ctorio.n in his 
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philsophy is utterly fnlso . He had nothing whatsoever 
to do with B rmming' s duclaro.tion of the Christian fni th; 
nor was he racked with doubt ns were Tennyson �nd Matthew 
Arnold. Though he posed not nt all as a philosophGr he 
hnd a fixed point of vierT on life. scientific in its 
eophnsis on cause nnd effect, strikingly ,-..dvnnced for his 
time� • • •  Even in his early fnrce cooedies his characters 
fail to achieve their objectives becnuso of so�e mistake 
earlier in the:Lr lives. Though they have hopes and 
sentiments, their judgenent, physical condition and lioit
ations of enviro11Llent eventunlly bring about frustration, 
since thoy ��e the kind of people they are. Stated in 
philosophical terns this is dete�inisn. The 
psychologicnlsnd physiological factors in their 
personalities nnke them thus and so ; not fate, not the 
conjunction of the stars, not the wrath of God. 

This, though Dunkel overst�tes his ens� is certainly what Pinero 

wished to convey. As such, it is strikingly close to the poi12t of 

vie\"1' expressed by Zola in his fc.nous 1:1anifesto Le Naturnlisne nu 

lo 
then tre ( 1881 ) : "I no waiting for environnen t to detem.ine the 

characters nM fQr the characters to act according to the logic of 

facts coobined with the logic of their own disposition 13 In his 

social dramas Pinero attempted to present precisely this, though the 

environment in which his characters nre depicted is very different 

fron that chosen by Zola and the French Naturalists. 

Most of PinGrO's social dramas ere set in the milieu described 

by Aubrey in The Second Mrs. Tnnguerny ns "Our little world of St 

Jaoes". The nenbers of this closed circle are a well-to-do middle-

class group -- the kind of people who had a��rtoents in London� owned 

a country house in Surrey and rented an Italien villn in the winter. 

Respectability was the cardinal virtue in this society and a con-

sistent theme arising from this throughout the plays is the "double-

standard" of norality for nen and wonen. Though he wcs critical of 

the'aouble standard", Pinero appears to hn.ve regarded it as a feet of 

life, unfortunP.te but inevi tablej with which his heroines hnd to con-

tend. 
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In plny after play we see Pinero's heroines driven inexorably 

to the wall through the interaction of their ovm we.:..kn.esses and the 

prejudices of this society. In �he Second Mrs Tnnguorny ( 1 893) , 

Pnula seeks to escape fron <m ir:morn.l po.st .::nd finds thc.t she is "cut" 

by her husbnnd's friends because of her reputation nnd her nanners, 

that she cannot novf stand the company of her forr.1er associates, and 

finally that an nffnir fro� her past intrudes so intolerably on her 

relations vTi th her husbn.nd :md his dc.ughter thr�t she cannot be::1r to 

continue her life. This play was followed by The Notorious l\1rs 

Ebbsoith ( 1 895) in which hgnes Ebbsnith endeavours to establish a 

close but platonic rolD.tionship with a married J:',an who has left his 

wife, but finds5 stngo by stagc1 because of his v1enk chnrncter and the 

pressure applied by his in-laws, that the only way sho can retain him. 

is as n kept ,.1hor0. In The Benefit of the Doubt ( also 1 895) , 
Theophila Fraser discovers that suspicion of r.:.dul tery is as danning 

aa fact in the eyes of her fa�ily and husb�1d, nnd is driven to seek 

cor�ort fron the man with whon she has been unjustly accused. � 

<l:hy Lord Quex ( 1 899) cr:tn be passed over .-.,_s n lir,-ht piece, being sinply 

an ingenious com�dy centred on a duel of wits behwen an apparently 

wicked lord and a oeddling onnicurist. However the next play, Iris 

( 1901 ) returns to the b.':'.sic them; with its detailed study of the d�cline 

and fall of a paopered young widow who finds herself without money and 

without the strength of character to submit to n life of genteel poverty. 

Letty (1903) more or less reverses this story by showing in somewhat 

sentinentell fashion hovT a young office girl with a taste for luxury 

just nannges to escape beconing the nistrcss of a well-to-do philanderer. 

In His House in Order ( 1 906) Pinero depicts the plight of a young 

governess who has w.rried her employer and is persecuted aloost beyond 

endurance by the snobbish relatives of her husbcnd's previous wife. 
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�e ThundQ!Q9lt (1908) is the least typicnl in thene nnd setting of 

all the social clraraa.s a.s it is not .':.bout n wonr.n under pressure fron 

society (though there is n character of this sort in the play ) but 

about the groecl of q provincial fanily and the depths to which its 

members are prepared to sink to gain an inheritnnce. Howevar in 

t-1id-Chnnnol ( 19CA), the last of the s ociel drru:ms which need be con-

sidered the th6ne is once again the 'ldouble-stnndard", exenplified by 

a wife 1 s discovery that though she is prepared to forgive her husbencl' s 

infidelity he is not prepared to condone hers. 

Tho consistent approach and soocthi'� of the deterninistic out-

look claircwd b;>r Dunkol for these plays co.n be detected even in b rief 

SUI:lDD.rios. But, as stated before, the structure of the plays is firmly 

based on "well-mncle11 methods and here Pinero differs radically from 

Zola. To Zola well-nede plotting was intolerably artificial Qnd 

barred the way to a scientific obsorva.tion of ch�racter. In his view 

the playwright was fo.ccd with an either-or choice: 

The two for.Qulcs are before us: the naturalistic foruula which 
nakes tho stage e study and picture of renl life; and the 
conventional fornule which makes th� stage an nnus&nent for the 
mind, an intel..loctual guessing gaoe; n.n art of :::djustnent and 
symmetry regulnted efter a certain code.14 

Pinero, ho}'�ever, believed th['.t the l'l'oll-r.�c.do play, if it was !J:.l:md).ed 

with skill a nd inforuod by a concern for chnro.cter and truth, was not 

only theatrically effective but could through its emphasis on 

causality convey tho pressures exerted by society on the individual. 

In o.ccorde..nce with the practice of other uri ters of well-nnde 

plays Pinero nade use of scenarios in the planning of his plnys. 

He claimed.. hovivvor, thnt for hin the scenario wns no more than 

a general guide: 

Before beginning to write a play, I alw-nys nnke sure, by means 
of c. definite schene � th.:lt there is o. 1-my of doing it; but 
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whe ther I ultimately follow that way is a totally different 
matter. 1 5 

Unlike Scribe � however,. Pincro did not begin working on a play by 

drafting the scenario . The first s tage for him, he told l'lilliam 

Archer , was to go t to know his charac ters : 

The b eginning of a play to me is a little world of people . 
I live wi th them get familiar with them , and they tell me 
the s tory. 1 6  

Archer glosses this remark , no doub t corre ctly9 t.:' saying t:hat Pinero 

" simply meant that the story came to him as the characters took on 

life in his imagination, 11 but the point is significant. Though he 

subscribed to the principl e  of logical sequential construction, 

Pinero was uneasy about the flat characterisation and mechanical 

effect which follow from too slavish a reliance on logic . A 

biographer has recorded him as s tating : 

Two of the most substantial parts of the fabri c which go to 
make up a fine play are logic and intui tion. Wi thout the 
firs t you can ' t construct a play. Without the second you 
can ' t wri te it! 1 7  

I t  i s  important 9 too ,  to note that Pinero dis tinguished between 

theatrical and dramatic purpos es . On the same occas ion that he 

claimed " the one great func tion of theatre" v1as to " give rise to the 

greatest amount • • • of emotional effec t" , he also referred to " the 

dramatist ' s  one great end -- that of ' showing the age and body of the 

1 8 
time his form and pressure . ' " He admi tted that the theatri cal and 

dramatic aims were difficult to reconcil e ,  but insisted that the 

s erious dramatis t could and s hould do so : 

The art -- the great,  fas cinating and mos t  difficult art -
of the modern dramatist i_� no thing els e than to achieve the 
compression of life which the s tage undoub tedly demands , 
without fals ification. 1 9 

The general us e of outworn dramatic conventions by English play-

wrights in the 1 880 ' s  was one major source of "falsification" with 
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which Pinero ·h,-:.d to cou ton-cl uhon he s �t out to "l'trito s erious s Gici d 

drnnas in n real i s tic s tyle .  H e  i s  generally given credit for 

being the first Engl ish dr�nnti s t  to dispense with nsidos and sol-

iloc;_uies ,  but ho vront well beyond the rej ecti on of these particular 

conventions in an endeavour to ensure that eve� detail in hi s s oci cl 

drc.nas appe:J.rec1 ro.?.lis ticnlly I'l.Ot ivnted . In this connecti on his 

o pinion of the dram tic technique of the Victorinn nelodrO.ElO. tis ts is 

both interes ting and revenling : 

There a.re two l:k'"trts of technique "\'Thi ch I Bay perhaps c�ll its 
s trategy �d its tac ti c s .  In s trategy -- in thG general 
laying out of o. play -- these dr�o.ti sts wer0 of ten . • •  
oore thnn tol0ro.bly skilful ; but in tac tics , in the art of 
ge tting the charac ters on �nd off the s tage . of co nveying 
inf orw�tion to the �udience and so forth, they were o.loos t 
incredibly careless and conventional . 20 

His o.pproval of the r; s trategy11 of nr::my of these nelodro.oas gains 

· increused. signifi cance froo his own observation thnt nmany of then 

were un .. '1 cknO'irledged r.clc.ptntions from the French. n 2 1  For hin the key 

to realistic effect in draoa was no t a now drnnutic s tructure but 

better tc.ctics . Thuc to achieve "conpression" (o.nd the<:tri cal 

exciteraent ) in his social dramas he nade use of the main structural 

devices adopted by the French writers of vrell-oode plays: n ruthlessly 

s ingle o.cti on wi th the bnsic problen s tated cloc.rly in the firs t ncti 

a s�ow and detailed ex pos ition lending into a pattern of increasing 

acti on nnd suspense ; n cnus e-nnd-effoc t chain of events building to 

n waj or cliraax �t the end of thG panul tinnte net and resolved by the 

denouonent ; and the reproduc tion in mini� tu�o of this pattern in tho 

individual ne ts and gain sequences. But t o  ::�void " falsification" 

( or , to use n more precise s ta temen t by hin, to avoid dis turbing " the 

illusion whic h the modern audience expe c ts to enj oy in the modern 
22 ) theatre" he to ok ex trene pains "l'ri. th his tac tic s ,  e.lwo.ys seeking to 

ensure tha t no t o!D_y di d every detail follow in i ts mos t  effective 
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o rder � but t� t it wo..s r-,dequo.tely ::.wtivc.ted. in t erus of charo.c ter, 

s i tu�tion unu mis e-on-s cene . 
2 3  11 A plny i s  L'. ll de t:1i ls , "  h e  once co DDented . No E nglish 

plo.Y�·Tright (with t hG possible exc epti on of Pin ter) ho.s been more 

ne ticulous than he 1·li th such m t tors ns ground plnns , props, noves 1 

grouping, uial ogue orcho s tr�tion and ��uso.tion . He persoTit-:tlly 

directed all the London pr enieres of hi2 plr�ys and hod the re putation 

o f  being eff icient and. cx�ctir-€ in rvhearsnl . Ac c ording to Hesketh 

Pec.rs on : 

Ho w as ond on detr>j_ ls , tell ing ne tors exac tly ho1i to move ) 
w!ill. t ges tures t o uako ,  preci sely where o.nd when to s t:md. or 
si t ,  how to s tres s wo rds ; and ns he know his plays by 
heart , there was trouble if an a c tor chnnged n word or 
s lurred over n syl lcble or ignored the punc tun tion of the 
text by n�i ng  too long or too short c. paus e . 24 

�e Qharge is e choed by nnny o the rs including Mrs Patri ck Co.npbell 

who charc. c teris ti cnlly ne nt ions in her autobi ography an ins tnnce when 

Pinero allowed her t o  c hange an i tem of business in the orig inal 

produc tion of The Second ll�rs Tangueray os o. signal proof of the " go od 

inpress i on" she:: had nnde on hin. 2 5 But there i s  no need to go beyond 

Pinero hiwself fo r an �dni s s ion of Heskoth Peurs on ' s  cri tic isn -- and 

a s ignificant defenc e : 

All that >W cc.ll ' bus ine as ' is in the printed nat t er whi ch I 
carry into the theatre . �fuy should i t  be a l t8red when it 
has all been carefully end even laboriously though t out , 
every det�il of i t  duri ng the pro cess of cons tructi on? �e 
novemonts o f  n Ii!B.n and vrhnt he has t o  SA.y are ins eparable . 
Expres sion i s  nul tifo rn and s i:uul taneous ; to £�1 ter one phrase 
i s  to i'Teaken all . I try to think of the s e  thi ngs b efor ehand . 
Reho�rsnl is not -- or certninly should no t bo -- n t ine fo r 
experine n t .  I t  i s  to prepnro for the n o ting togethe r  of the 
plnyers , not for tho nak ing of the pl�y . 26 

Thi s c.tt i tude wn.s the keys tone of Pinero ' s  realisn, for it �ms r'.bove 

all his unremitt ing nttention to detail nnd to the careful prepara tion 

of effe c ts which usually enc.bled hin to crente an i l lusion of real i ty 

in his soeie.l drnnc.s while pa ttcrning the t>.cti on to r.chieve the 
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onxiLl.UB the2.trj.c nl inpn.c t . 

II 

Mos t  of Pinoro ' s  s oc ial drnnas nre divided into four ne ts 

c o rres ponding t o  c le2r s tnges in the developnent of tho plots -
" a  rhythu of rise progress , culninntion nncl s o lution" to quo t e  

Willio..n Arc In The Proflign te ( 1 889) ;  Pinoro 1 s firs t 

atteBpt c .. t writ ing a \tholly s eri on3 plny. the nets wero given ti tles 

to indi cnto tbe sub j e c t  nnttor of onch : (Ac t 1 )  ' Thi s llbn and this 

Won;m ' ,  (Act 2 )  The S1.;ord of Dnuocles , (Act 3 )  The End of the Honey-

moon, and (Ac t 4)  The B eginning of n New Life . He dis continued this 

pr�c tice in his lnter fully-fledged s oc ial drnnns but continued to 

design each .:tc t as c.n on ti ty ns well ns a s tage in the ac tion . The 

four nets of The Second Mrs Tanguer2.y, for exanple . could easi ly be 

given titles such [:s (Ac t 1 )  The Beginning o f  ·'1 New Life? , (Act 2 )  

Pnula ' s  Rebellion, (Act 3 )  A F a c e  fron the Pas t ,  and (Act 4 )  Tho End 

of an Experinent . Thi s c lari ty of func tion of the n e ts i s ,  of 

c ours e ,  a consi dernble nid to the aud ienc e ' s  C Olaprehension, but the 

divi.sion of the ac tion in to such tidy pcckages cnrrics n danger of 

artifi c iality which i s  liable t o  b e  further compounded by the 

nocessi ty of contriving E!c t cliun:xes which inpc.rt s trong forward 

thrus t to tho suc ce eding ac tion . I t  is here th� t the principnl 

s truc tural flmrs of Pinero ' s  o ..... rli o r  s o ci al dramns are to be f ound . 

In The Profliga te every dotni l  of the firs t  three nets is dir

e c ted to the ond of ge t ting the utmo st theatrical effe c t  out of the 

mooent when Duns tnn Renshnw 1 s  guil ty pas t  cntchos up wi th hiu. 

There are nll sorts of unlikely c oincidcmc es on the wny n:nd an almo s t  

inces tuous e conomy in tho nanner the sonll group of chnracters nre 

made to interac t wi th each o ther ,  but fron the opening sequenceD 
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there i s  never a.ny doub t whet the clinc�x will be. However after the 

clirPx where tho profligo.te i s  dia credi ted nnd his wife is di s-

illusionod the ac tion i s  effectively over nnd the las t net  is nerely 

superfluous molodrnno. . (The fac t tho.t Pinoro was asked to supply an 

alternative ending and di d s o  is o.n indi cat ion of the wenkn.ess of thi s 

las t ne t and its lnck of connection with the earlier action. ) � 
Profligate � in fo.c t ,  is ,r.,n excellent exnnple of vThD .. t is linblG to 

happen when a play is plo tted bnckwa.rds from i ts climax5 a oethod 

frequently adopted by wri ters of well-mo.de plnys nnd wittily ridiculed 

by Bernnrd Sho.w : 

First you 1 1hnvo a.n i deu11 for a dranntic si tuation • • •  (based on) 
the I!lanufac turc of a nisunders trmding . Having n::mufa.ctured it �  
you plnce its culninntion nt the end of the last ne t but one , 
which is the point c..t which the manufac ture of the plny begins . 
Then you ua.ke your firs t  act out of the ne cessary introduc ti on 
of the c h�ro.ctors to the uudience , nf tor elnbornte explanntions , 
mos tly condu c ted by servcmts , solici tors nnd o ther low life 
personnge s (the principals mus t  ell b0 dukes nnd colonels and 
millionnires ) , of how the nisundersto.nd ing is going to cor.1e 
about . Your las t act c ons is ts , of cours e ,  of clenring up the 
r.1isunderstc..nding, and genornlly 3e tting the nudience out of 
the theatre o.s best you c�. 27 

gowever The Second Mrs Tangueray. Pinero ' s  next nt tempt nt a serious 

drano. and the one by which he is chi efly rcmenbered , has a much nore 

sub tle s tructure , i ts ac ti on having clenrly been c onceived in terns of 

a to tal process nnd not sii'lply for the �a_lce of one big s cene . In 

terns of i ts technique and dr�llilntic eff e c t  this play, c ompared with 

!llhe Profligate , marks n decisive edvnnce in Pinero ' s  development . 

During the intGrin of sone four years be tween the firs t per-

formo.nces of these two plays s everal of Ibsen ' s  mos t  influential works 

(notably A Doll ' s  House ,  Ghos ts nnd Hedda Gabler) were s taged in 

28 London. Though he was not at trr .. c ted by Ibson 1 s cho..rc..c teris ti c  

technique of devuloping the a c tion by the progressive exposing o f  

pas t events , Pinero could not hel p  renlising thnt his o wn  plnys were 
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Albany Chambers. Evening. 

ACT 2 
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Morning room . 
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I K E Y :  On stage - Servant's annou ncement �I 

ACT 3 ACT 4 

The same. 
Drawing-room. Evening. Later that night 



---------- -- ---------- - ----- --

• 

20 

shnll0'-1 and out of dnto b y  coupnris on . He therefore , as Clayton 

Hnoil ton has recordec., 29 undertoob: e thorough study of the uorks of 

a nunber of recent European clrnoatists , es pecially Alexnnclr0 Duons 

fils . As a rcsul t l1e C!'..r.'lo to the decision th:::. t 

a really eurnes t English play - conceived. in accorc�c;.nce wi th 
the soqial in�ention of l.b�en and exe ed in co,lforoi ty vT;i:\!h 
the developed technique of ilinas , .f.ili ""7 would s to.nc1 a chtuice 
of achieving at least an honourable succes d 1 estine in the 
current English theatre. 30 

The enthusiastic reception given to The Second Mrs t��ern� is 

now theatre history, ancl at this distance i t  is easy to see that ouch 

of the plny ' s  natter nnd technique is derivative . Fron Dunns fill 

Pinero learnt a sinplnicstion of th0 >'lell-no.de structure and a more 

natural use of &ialogue to depict a social oilieu .  The s.Y!Jpa the tic 

treatnent of a heroine ltTho transgresses social laws 1-ras probably also 

sug::;ostod by the saoe source. The story, as Stophen S .  Stanton has 

pointed out , 31 is based on Eoile Augier 1 s Le Mariage d ' Olynpe (1855) 

in which the thene of the e.tteopted rehabilitntion of a 11 fallen wonnn11 

is t reated with s corn and in�ignation. The narriecl nc.ne of Pinero 1 s 

heroine probably cones fron that of the central character of Algier ' s  

plny : Pauline,  foroerly Olynpe T8verny. Finally, the influence of 

Ibsen ' s  Hedda Gnbler can be detected in Paula Tenqueray ' s  bi tter 

resentrJent of the stifling monotony of her narriage .
32 

The originality of the play, however, lies not in its subject-

natter but in the oxpert handling of the narration. 'Jhe appearancre of 

the characters sequence by sequence (see Figure 1 )  are plottoc:. to 

give Pinero ' s  story and thene tho naximuo of theatrical i�pact, while 

within sequences stage-business is carefully designed to point and 

punctuate the action in a manner which . appears realistic .  

Isolntion is  an inportnnt notif in the pntterning of 1he 

Second Mrs Tangueray ancl this is essentially >'that the play i s  nbou-c . 
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']he action shows an a ttenpt t o  escape froo the post nncl incUc.J.tes that 

thi s is inpo ssible bacausc i t requi�c� · un · ea cape fron oneself . Bo th 

th o principal charc.cter s ,  Aubrcy Tnnquerny F<.nd P;;,ula, s tnrt fron n 

condi tion o f  eno tional i s ol<'.tion am:. nt thu outs e t  s ec ,  in different 

w:zys , their nEtrr inge as a. nea.ns of es cape . Tho l'lidOiw:� Tunquerc.y 

�fter en unhappy fi rs t nnrriage believes he has l ost hi s only chi lcl, 

Ellean, i.;hen it appears she hns c:.Gcidcc� to bocouo a nun ir1 the 

c onvent in vThich her no ther h.:->.cl hau her o\lucated . He therefore i s  

prept>.reC. to cut hi:J.self off fron soci ety to nake a nevr s tart wi th a 

wonan o f  warne r tonpcranent than his first wife . Unf ortunately for 

the experinent his bride- to-b e .  Pauln, is not only seeking t o  escape 

from nor pas t  of casual l ove affai rs , but through her nnrriage is 

expe cting to be accepte� into res pe ctabl e s ociety .  

The patte rning o f  sequences in Ac t 1 underlines Tanquerny ' s 

wi thdrnwal fron s o ciety nnd thereby fore shadows Paule. 1 s  is olation in 

the later developnent of t he play. The action begins with his taking 

l eave of two close fri ends , ?hs qui th and Jayne , whose "�<l"i ves ho kno"I'TS 

wi ll no t perni t then t o  associate with hin nf ter hi s f orthcooing 

narringe. Before they lenve , n third friencl1 Caylcy Drur.Jlllo, j oins 

the party ancl renains bohinc� n.ftor their departure to question 

Tnnquerny no re closely. Misqui th and Jayne ��o no t renppoar in the 

play, n point c ri ticisecl by Sh1:'.vr33 but rightly defended by vlil linn 

Archer
34 

nncl Clayton 1mcilton35 as a. deliberately cclculnte� effec t 

in the pattern of the play. Drumnle ,  being n bachelor , has oore 

freedon of ac tion than the others , but wh en Tnnquer�y is 

confidentially inforned b y  his nans ervant thnt Pauln has called to 

see hiD ( in defiance of the c onven tion that a wonan should not go 

vis iting � bachelor unchnper onecl , let al one lnte a t  nigh t )  i t  is 
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ne ces sary that DrUIJDle too bo go t rid o f  b<:1fore bride nnc". grooo cnn 

ueet t oge ther . Nor is this tho end of t he process , for ut the end 

of the following extended s equence with Pault>. (durine whi ch he 

irrevocnbly conni ts hins elf to the narri n..ge ) Tanquerny i s  l ef t  

bri efly �lone . and opening n l e t t er which hi s s ervant had earlier 

lef t for hin on the Lllmtelpiece , dis covers that hi s daughter has 

changed her oind c..nd. is going to re turn to hin . Thi s nonent in �-rhich 

Tanqueray s tands alone on s tage ho lding Elloan ' s  l o tt or euphas ises 

the point that though he cnn isolate hins elf s o cially he cannot i s olate 

hins.el f froD his pM t . 

Fron the beginning of Act 2 to tho encl of the _ p lr.:;:- tho action 

concentrates o n  Paula ' s  isola t ion and her abortive n t tenpts to brenk 

out of i t . Act 2 boeins with a long sil enc e indi ca tive of the 

failure of the Dtlrriage� foll o1.;ed by n quarrel betwuen Pauln anc"!. 
TtUlqueray at tho brenkf�s t table . Tanquer�y at l east haa his 

l e t t ers and Elle an, but Paula is being driven to di strac tion b y  the 

nono t ony of her new life as s ociety (representee by Mrs .  Cortelyon) 
has fai led t o  call o n  her ancl Ellenn i s  ho stile.  In the subsequent 

a c ti on the introduc t ion of each new chnrnc tor serves only to block off 

poss ible es c2.pe routes ancl Pa ula ' fJ i s olc. tion i s  c ontinually eDpb �s i s ed 

in s tnge terns . Not only do es Pinero indi cc� te by his s tnee 

dire c t ions that she i s  frequently scp�r�ted fron the o ther 

chnrnc ters pre sent , but on no fewer th� five occns i ons she is left 

conple tely al one . 

The reappearance o f  C nyley Dru.orJle e .'l.rly in Act 2 a.ppenrs at 

first to offer Pnuln a welcon� dis trac tion fro� her boredou. In 

fact his nnin obj ect is t o persuade Tn.nquerny to allow Elleo.n, whon 

Pauln still hopes to win over , t o  ncc onpnny 1-�rs . Cortelyon o n  a trip 
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to Pnris. vhen Mrs Cortelyon 3t lest nppenrs, Pnuln discovers her 

errand and rencts with such calculated rudeness tlli�t she ruins any 

chance of being accepted socially by her visitor in future. The 

point is narked by Pauln ' s  s tnnding alone with her back to the depart-

ing group . Her response when �nqueray reappears is to carry out n 

threat she hnd nnde nt the beginning of the net to send n letter 

inviting the Orreyeds , nnother socinlly-Ostrncised c oupl e ,  to stny with 

then. This letter business effocti vely 1frnues" · Act 2 ns a. s tructural 
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entity nnd provides a lead into the next net . 

Pauln ' s attempt to escnpe in!Q her pnst through th e conpnny of 

forner cronies is nlso n. failure. . \\ . " . In P�nero 1 s  blocking of the act�on 

the Orreyeds make only t..ro brief ap�)0nrnnces ( one r. t the beginning of 

l:ct 3 and the other nt the beginning of kt 4) nnd even in the first 

it is apparent thnt Pnule. cc.n no longer beo.r then. Ho1-1Elver, the fnil-

ure of the Orreyeds ' visit to relieve her loneliness appears to offer 

Paula a chnnce to pntch up her uarr:i:.ge which ho.s renched a point where 

neither partner is s p �ing to the other . Near the beginning of Act 3 

Tanquerny sees hor fnce reflec ted in a nirror and comnents to Druonle 

11how ill and wretched she looks . 11 ( p . 1 30 )  There after the 

oirror as P. rerlinder of th e inescapable self becones sonething of a 

leit oo tif in the play. When Drunnle inforns Paula th..n. t he is to 

l eave the following day and wishes aloud that she would nake things 

up with her husband, she confesses th�t she hns been intercepting 

Ellean 1 s  letters to Tanqueray (Ellean, of course ,  hns no t written to 

�) and cnn_�o t bring herself to adoit this to him. Drunnle 1 s  reply 

is to shm'l her her fP..ce in a handnirror , saying as he does so ,  " It 1 s 

quite tine. " (p . 1 38)  This net spurs Paula to confess to Tanqueray 

who then nttenpts to ce.rry the 11Birror cure" further by forcing her to 

recollect the chapter of her pnst "that relctes to the tine when you 
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wore - like Ell ea.n" ( P -1 4-3) and to conpnre thnt inrtgo with her 

present one . Paula then collapses in " a paroxy so o f  weeping" 

) 37 ('.p� 1 43 a res pons e l nter rid:iruled b:�r S 'haw as psychol ogical nonsens� • 
However , in terns of the logic of the ac tion sone such con-

frontation was the only possib le ,  though fain t ,  hope of relief for 

Paula -- reli e f ,  by c ooing to terns wi th , rather than trying t o  

es cA.pe fron hers elf . But "\'There , granting Paul['. ' s  s elf-rep1·oach, 

was the �c tion to go froo here? 

In the event Pinero resorted to Pn unlikely coincidence to bring 

Pnula ' s  reali sation of her i solat ion (and the third act ) to o. climnx . 

�i s is the naj o r  s truc tural flaw in the play. As Archer notes in 

Play-Maki�, " A  coinciclenc e • • • which coincides ui th n c ri sis i s  

thereby rni sec to the r1th 
power , ��d is wholly U!k�ccepto.ble i n  serious 

nr t .  • · 38 (By " seri ous nrt" Archer nGnn t ,  of cours e ;  real i s ti c  art , 

but the dic tun i s  c.onpletely valid here) The final blow cones as n 

result of the unfores een return fron Pnris of Ell enn, no"I'T engage d . 

Wi th p ersuasion fron Ta.nqueray and becaus e of her own happiness Ellean 

is at l�s t pre��rec to accept F�ula , and offers t o  introduce her 

fiance who has call ed secretly and is "I'Ini ting outside • ( 'lhis ,  

. incidentally, recalls the build-up to Pnuln ' s  entrance in A c t  1 .) 

While Ell ean goes to fetch hin, Pauln is again left briefly alone on 

s tage , but thi s tine her s ol i tude underl ines � nonent of ho pe before 

di s:.>.s ter. Then the fianc i enters and by the mo st unlikely chanc e 

turns out to b e  one of PRuln ' s  forner lovers . Her las t and mos t 

hopeful pros pec t o f  ncceptrmce is thus A-rbitrarily closed .  The act 

ends wi th her once noro alon• s taring hopelessly at her refle ction in 

the mirror. 

In the las t ac t the bl ocking pe. tt crn is b roadly one of a series 

of encounters between Paula and the charac ters who rennin, each 
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sequence s tressing the hopoles snoss of her position. 'lhc firs t 

two nre lvi th the Orreycds o.nd liri th Drurmle ,  and in nci thor cnsc 

can she sny o.nything of the disaster th.�t hc.s overtaken her . lif t er 

another brief sequence in which she lm.i ts :1lone ; Tanqueray enters but 

when Paul a conf es s es her previous nss ocin tion lvi th El.lenn 1 s fiance he 

i s  unable to do �nything beyond o rdering Ellenn wi thout oxplnnction 

to breo.k off her engn,genent . Ello�n gues s es the truth and in an 

ono tionnl enc ounter wi th Pnula tolls hor . " It ' s  in your fr'.CO • • •  I 

hnvo n l'l'rnys known who. t you >'lero J "  ( p, 1 85) < This s to. ten en t (which , 

inci dentally, brings tho us e of the nirror ootif to a clionx) 
finally inpresses on P aul� the iopossibi lity of e8cnping fron her

s elf and her pas t .  In her lns t s cene with Tnnquerc.y the ac tion 

virtually c ones full circle with his f eeble assertion that they cnn 

s till s tart afresh , and that by going o.broad they cnn escape 

reninders of the pas t b ecaus e 11 1he wo rld isn ' t  qui te ns snnll as all 

that . "  Paula 1 s  reply sues up t he nornl of the i sola tion thene : 

" I sn 1 t i t? The only great di s tances are t hose we carry wi thin our-

s elves - the dis tc.nces that separa te husbands ,o.nd wives f o r  ins tnnce . 

kl.d so it 1 11 be wi th us . " (pp.1 90-1 ) Her suicide , therefo ro , is 

integral to the l ogic of the pat tern , death being for her the only 

bearable i s olation . 

'l'he S ec ond Mrs T anc;uerny, then , i s  clenrly an 'bnclos ed11 play 

s truc turally nnd themat i cally . 'llle action show·s the centrc.l 

charn.� ter to be t rnpped in r. si tuation fron 'i'Thich she cm�o t es cape 

and the plot is tightly �qtt erned to reinf orce thi s  inpression nt 

every turn. The introducti on of onch nel'l' charnc ter after A et 1 

pos es a threat t o  the Tnnquorays ' �nrringe and c.ud s another link in 

the causnl chain lending to the plny ' s  catas trophe . Ellenn un-

wi t tingly begins the division b e tween Tanquerny nnd Pnul a� Mrs 
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Cortelyon 1 s  at tempt to help by taking Ellean to Paris deepens the 

breach and causes Paula to defy her husband by inviting the 

Orreyeds ; their arrival virtually eliminates �11 converGation 

between Tanqueray and Pnula thus pronpting >er t o  s pite hin by inter-

cepting Elle �� ' s  letters ; this action fo restalls any warning of 

E ll ean ' s  engageoont to Ardale and their return froo Paris; end thus 

a confrontation is brought about whi ch finally wrecks the w�rriage 

nnd Pauln ' s  hopes of c. new life . The c lioax , ns we have seen ,  is 

w�kened by the elenent of coincidenc e ,  but i t  is unfair to over-

eophasise thi s in o rder to c lniB, as die� Bernurd Sh.::tu, th:o t the ·play 

is l i ttle more than "n s:caff old for the s i tuation of a step-daughter 

and s tepoother findi1� theos elves in the positions res pec tively of 

affianced wife and discarded ois tress to the same oan" .
39 The plot 

was claar¥.y ' designed to show s tage by s tage the unhappy progress of 

the second Mrs Tanqueray , no t just t o  set up one s cene . 

In fac t  when the third ac t  clionx is exanined more clo sely i t  

is apparent that Pinero used all hi s tac tical skill t o  avoid drawing 

the audienc t. 'e attention to the nore s ensati onal gspe c t  which Shaw 

highlights in his criticism. In context i t  is no t the event but 

Paula 1 s  reac tion to i t  which is eophasised : 

EmJLE.AN:! ' Paula, this is Captnin Lrdn.le - Mrs Tanqueray. 

(PAULA rises and turns, and she and HUGH s tand 
s tarin bl 1 a t  each o ther for a mooent or two · 
then PAULA advances and gives him her hand. 

PAULA : 

HUGH : 

PAULA : 

HUGH : 

ELLEAN : 

PAULA : 

(In a s trange voi ce, but calmly. ) How do you do? 

How do you do? 

( T o  ELLE.t...N) Mr Ardale and I have me t in London, 
Ellec.n. Er - Olptain Ardale now? 

Yes . 

In London? 

They say the world ' s  very snal l ,  don ' t  they? 
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Yes . 

Ellean ,  dear . I want to have a li ttl e talk 
about you to Mr Axdale -- Captein Ardalo --
alone . (Putti rj' her arns nround. ELLEAN and 
l ending her to the door. Cone back in a 
little whi le.  (ELLEAN nods to PAULA with a 
snile whi le PAUIJl s tands watchi her a t  the 
�en door. In a l i t tl e  while --- in a li ttle 

-- ( Closin the door and then taking a 
s eat facing HUGH . Be quick ! �� . Tnnquerny 
he.s only gone dovm t o  T he Warren with Mrs 
Co:;.�telyon . Wwt is to be done? 

( rp. 1 58-9) 

By leaving the audience t o  nake the initial c onnec tion Pinero 

glosses over his failure to provide adequate forewarning of the 

previous relationship between Pnula and Ardale ,  and El ula 1 s  ques tion, 

11'1-lhat is to be done?" , which she rei t erntes throughout the res t  of 

the sequence ,  direc ts attention instead to the deci sion she i s  to 

make at the end of tho act . 

The above exch�ge i s  a good exanple of the way Pinero in his 

mature s ocial draoas shifts the eophasis froo oelodraoatic event to 

charac ter . The pl ots are oanipulate d ,  but the oanipulntion is 

rarely apparent becaus e of his tactical skill in the sub tle ' planting ' 

of details , in the careful releasing of jus t  the right aoount of 

inforBntion at the right time , ru1d in the u s e  of entrance s ,  exits and 

pausation to underline key points . 

The opening sequences of The Second Mrs Tnngueray illus trate all 

these points effec tively. The exposition has been a ttacked by Shaw as 

" naive" 40 and defended by .Archer as " lifelike" and jus tifiable becaus e 
41  the play 11requires an unusual araount of preliminary re trospe c t,"' . but 

b o th Biss the point . �ough the oachinery 1& plausible the 

ess ential fac ts to be inparted are very few :  Aubrey llinqueray, 

af ter an unhappy firs t narriage the only issue of vThich was a daughter 

who is now about to enter a c onvent , has decided to try to 
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rehabili t8. te e. " fallen wou.'1n" by narrying her. In the exposition, 

hm'lover, Pinero was no t aining to inpttrt this inforuation quickly 

but to nnke the l eading charac ters interesting to t he audi ence and to 

foreshadow the to tal pa t tern o f  the play . 

achi eves . 

And this is wha t  he 

'lhe open sequence (p� 5 1 -57) hc..s three " mli ts" (s e e  

Introduc tio n ,  pp . 4-5 ) .  In t he firs t ,  at tention i s  dra�m t o  the un-

explained absence of Cayley Irunnl e  fron the soall dinner party 

Tanqueray is giving for his three cl o s e�t friends . Drt1tmle having 

failed to turn up by the c offee s tage , �nqueray tel ls the o ther two , 

Mis qui th and Jayne , that the reason for the party is tha t this is the 

las t tine they will neo t  in his apartoent as he is ge tting oarried 

the following day. Misqui th e..nd Jayne n -;l'illrler out congratulations 

and the firs t unit ends with a nonent or two of enbarras sed s ilence . 

This pause ,  c ooing on a downbeat, emphasises tho uns poken fac ts that 

T.anqueray has nei ther told his friends the nane of hi s bride nor 

invi ted then to the wedding . Pronpted by this charged silenc e ,  

Tanqueray s tates that his narriage i s  n o t  " th e  c onventional s ort o f  

oa.rringe likely to satisfy s o ci e ty11 , that they should face the f c.ct 

they nay not be able to continue their fri endshi p because of t_lis , and 

thc.t they should " end a pleasant chapter h ere tonigh t ,  and af ter 

s tart afresh . "  Jayne accordingly pro poses a toast t o  " The Next 

Chapter. " This toas t ,  appropriately offered wi th the dregs in the 

c offee cups , clinaxes the sequence and underlines the sub j e c t  of the 

play. The third unit i s  a subdued recapi tulatio n  of the s i tuRti on 

by Misqui th and Jayne , T anquoray having tac tfully renove� hims e lf to 

a desk in the f ar corner o f  the rooo to " sc ribble a c ouple of notes : " 

T he sequence is brought to a full close by Misquith ' s  pronounoeoent ,  

"My dear Jayne , s peaking i n  absolute confidence ,  I have never been 
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r::to re profounJ.ly depres s ed i n  ny lif e .  " 

The s e cond sequence (pp . 58-63 ) begins bri skly "1-Ti th the nrri val 

of Cayley DruDBle . Thi s ,  of cours e, offers the pro s pec t o f  c s olu tion 

to the nino r oys tery of his failure to �rrive in tine for dinner .  

Drwx1l e plays on this and o n  the fac t thP.t h e  has dined o n  'h bit of 

fish , a cut l e t  and c.. pancake" t o  lead into a racy ac count of a suonons 

to old LP.dy Orreyed ' s .  This P..c couP.t culr:1in..1.tes in hi s nnnounce:r:10nt 

that the clmwger ' s  s on Ge orge is now " a  thing of the pas t" because of 

his narriage to a certain Mabel Harvey. The falling cadence of 

Mi s qui th ' s  " I ' o  very s orry" as he crosses to the fireplr-tce points the 

iopact of the scandal , but there is only a frac tional paus e before 

Jayne initiates the s econd uni t of th�s sequenc e with the audienc e ' s 

que s tion, " Pardon oy ignoranc e  - who is Mabel Harvey?" llrur:n:ll e 

replies wi th a sat iri cal portrai t of the ·enpty-headed young a c tress 

who is now Lady Orreyed ,  little realising that his entertaining 

description is ups etting his hos t .  Tanque ray offers the qui et 

rebuke that " none of us really know anything about this lady" , o.nd 

r::toves away froo the group , os tensibly to continue wri ting his 

le t ters . In the third and final uni t o f  t he s equenc e Drunnle 

continues unperturbed and SUBS up his c onvi c tion that George Orreyr d  

i s  f inished s ocially b y  s tating, nyou nay dive into onny WGters , but 

there is � so cial Dead Sea - ! "  Tanqueray i s  lis t ening as in the 

en�q.i.ng ,9onve�etion ·  • Druor�e d evelo ps his ne taphor by c onnenting 

that for years he hns been " s it ting ,  nnd wf!.tching, and wni ting • • • • On 

the shores of that s ane sea � • • •  For s one of ny best friends to cone 

These last words c lio8� Drunnle ' s  uncons cious t or turing of 

Tanquerny who gathers up his papers fron his desk end l'Ti th "a. half

s tifle d excleoation of iopa tienc e" hurriedly exits saying, n r r n  

finish ny le tters in the o ther rooo if you ' ll excuse ne for five 
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ninutes . Tell Cayley the news � �· Mis quith tells Druonle to close 

the door and preparations nre now c onplete for the next s tnge of 

the exposition in whi ch Druonl e ( the rais onneur) narr� tes the 

history of Tanqueray ' s  forner onrric.ge . 

The two sequenc es culoina ting in Tanqueray ' s  exit foro nerely 

the prelude to the expos i tion proper . They illus trate, however, the 

nain t e chniquGs Pinero us es in this and tho later s o cial dr��ns to 

arouse, naintain and heigh ten interes t :  the " chain-s titch" ne thod of 

linking, whereby a ques tion is pos ed or a d e tail is " planted'1 ( e i ther 

overtly or ioplici tly) in one s equence t o  provi�e a link into the 
I 

nex t ;  the patterning o f  the natorial of longer s equences into a 

nunber of uni ts (usually t hree in The Sec ond Mrs Tangueray) Dc�rked by 

pauses which s tress signifi cant lines and ensure that the audience 

follow eo..ch stage clearly ; nnd , f or further enphasi s ,  n pointing of 

the thene by s ignificant touches of st�ge-busi nes s such as the coffee 

cup toast or the physical s eparati on of Tanqueray fron hi s fri ends . 

Every detail is assigned its prope r  place in tho t o tal acheQe �nd 

no thing i s  i rrel evant , yet a t  the sane t ine the appearance of 

naturalness is oaintained. Th is nppnrently easy ec onooy cnn ro seen, 

fo r exnople , in the way in which Druonlo 1 s  la t ene ss lends to a 

description o f  two characters ( the Orryeds ) who will provi Qe a 

comple�entary illustration o f  the thooo , t he des cription lends to a 

ninor clioax whi ch foreshadows the social cons equences of Tanquorny ' s  

resolution , and that clioax (his exit ) leads to the next s t age o f  the 

expos i tion. The ac tual c onten t nay be slight , but when the skil l  of 

thi s passage i s  conpared with the cl�sines s of the exposition in 

The Profligate the diff erence i s  so narked ns to nake the plnys s een 

to belong to different pe ri ods . 
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In the first act of The Profligate there are 9 for ex�ple , no 

fewer than thirteen asides and three soliloquies . Tho first act 

of The Second Mrs Tanguerny has no conventional asides and the only 

approach to soliloquy is noor the end when T anquerny rends aloud 

Ellean 1 s short but disturbing letter. Confidences still roe -- :_ned 

essenti�l to Pinero 1 s  plots but in this and later plays when he 

wanted to have characters s peaking without being overheard by others 

he took cere to notivnte n convincing space between then. -e.g .  

Tanqueray ' s  deliberate nove near the end of  the first sequence to 

allow Misquith and Jayne to discuss privately what he has just told 

then. ( In s ooe of the later plays however,  not�bly The Benefit of 

the Doubt, there is gn over-reliance on nise-en-scene to acconplish 

the work of the old conventions . )  

Entrances , too , are prepared ouch oore carefully in The Second 

Mrs Tangucray than in  T he Profligate . In tho earlier play Pinero 

reli ed on the cluosy expedient of setting his first act in a lawyer ' s  

office to justify a highly coincidental series of entrances -- �. 

a young lawyer in love with c girl who that norning is to narry another 

nan, a divorce client who revct ls thnt tho groon is his best friend and 

as ouch a rake as he, the unrepentant grooo, the innocent bride , her 

brother who hns just net an unhappy young wonan at a railway station 

and fallen in l ove with her, and,  finally, the young wonnn herself 

who cones seeking legal aid to trace an anonyoous seducer who happens 

to be  the grooo! � contrast ,  the coincidence of Drunnle ' s  arrival 

at Tanqueray ' s supper pe.rty with ne\'fS th<?_t closely par,llels that 

announced several oinutes earlier by his host ��sses off ouch oore 

sooo thly because , ns Clayton Hnnilton h�s pointed ou�, 42Drunnle ' s  

entrGnce has been foreshadowed froo tho oooent the curtain rose 



F I G U R E  2:  Bar graphs showing the comparative lengths of P inero's ma i n  social dramas a n d  t h e  d istribut ion within them of entrances a n d  exits.  

THE PRO F L I GATE ( 1 889) 

IIJ]IUI llij JIWTITII!ffi illll WW�III I Ulij IIIW IJ 
TH E SECON D  M R S  TAN Q U E R AY ( 1 893) 

81 sequences 

1 r 1 1111 m1 Ill m IT 11r m11111 111 11 11 1 11111 m 1111111 n 11 11 1111  
TH E NOTOR IOUS M R S  E BBSM I TH ( 1 895) 

7 1  sequences 

Ill Hllllijll m llllij l Wlll ][r 1111111 111 11111 1  11 I 11 11111 11 111111 m111 11 85 seque.,Les 

I R I S  ( 190 1 )  

E 11 - Ill 111111:1 11111 1: Ill I 1111 1111 11 1  111111 1111 1 1 1: :Ill 1111 ml ij Ill! 11 Ill 
L ETTY ( 1903) 

79 sequences 

llll 1 . Ul lu I 11111 11mnn I I m I 11 11 11  I 111111 m Ill 11 I �111 111 I � �11 11 11 1111 U 11 IIIIIDIII ml l04 sequences 

H I S  HOUSE IN O R D E R  ( 1 906) 

[ Ill 1] W -m - u- I ij I I I 11 11 1111 11 I 1 11  I ll  11111 111�1 111�11 1 11  I 1!11 
TH E TH U N D E R BOLT ( 1 908) 

66 sequence'i 

55 sequences 

1 1  I Ill I 11 m Ill Ill ij 11 I I 1 1  11 111 1 1111 I ll  11 I -u ---- - -TC-1 111111111111 
M I D-CHAN N E L  ( 1 909) 

m 1 m m mn 11 m 1 r -- 11 11 11 1111 m1 1111 1m 11 1111 11111111 1 11 111111111 111 11111 
SCA L E ·  1 cm = 1 0  pages tex t (Social P lays) (Note :  The Profl igate, which is not i nc luded in Social Plays, has been scaled on a 

word count basis to conform to the scale of the other plays) . 

23 sequences 



32 

nnd revealed an onpty chair 2t the dinner tQbl e .  

Pinero ' s  reali sn , then, was in l�rgc no �suro tho result of hi s 

carrying to a new extreme the fanous di c tUD of Alexa 'J.dre Dunas fils 

"t;� 
that " The ar t o f  the theatre is the o.r t o f  proparett ions. 

Prepara tions , howeve r, nro lia ble to tc.ke tino , Md i t  i s  s ignific['.nt 

that to achieve an adequately natur�li s t i c  eff e c t  and t o  nllow s c o pe  for 

no re convincing chnr[:',c ter p ortrnynl in The Second I•1rs Tnnguerny Pinero 

not only used P.. s inpler plot s truc ture ( in torus of co': ,pl i cntions ) 

than i n  Tho Profligate but wro te n play which is h�lf ns long again . 

Thi s need to c.ll0\'1" hinself oore s pace for his now clrau!'..t i c  ends i s  

refl e c te d  in the considerable increetse in l ength of hi s later plays . 

Froo The No to rious Mrs Ebb snith to Mid-Chcnnel , none of the later 

so c ial drc..nns are ouch less thEm tvri c o  the length of The Prof ligate . 

Wit h the usual intervals bo tvreen nets (nnd the s e ts to be chn.nged 

aro substantial ) , this would oako their running tine in excess of 

three hours , and i t  'I'To ulcl be diff i cult to stc.go in the i r  enti rety 

ei ther of the two l onges t ( The Benefi t of the Doub t nnd Tho Thunder

bol t ) in under four hours . 

With thi s dovelopnont wen t ano ther --- a general reduc tion in 

the nuober of s equences i n  the plays w i th ,  of cours e , a conse quent 

increase in the length of indivi dual sequenc e s  ( See Figure 2 ) . This 

too is significant . In an old-fashioned well-nndo pl ay , ns in 

farce , entrances and exi t s  usually follow in rapid succes s i o n .  � s  

i s  neces sary a s  the chnrnc ters arc genernlly t o o  shnllow to coonnnd 

attention for long in the i r  own right . Onc e again The Profliga te 

provides a us eful illus tratio n .  Despi te its c o�·:pllrn. t i  v e  brevi ty, 

Pinero re qui red no re than e ighty s e quences t o  tell its s tory, the 

average l ength of eequenoee .here beir� only a p�ge nnd a half in the 

original Heinenann edi tion or, put ano ther wny , sone ten or so short 
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speeches . Thes e  cooings and go ings help to crente the illusion 

that sooe thing i3 happening ( or9  ncru nccurntely, is abo� to happen ) , 

but as only three s equences reach n length of five pages (and �10 of 

these are expository) there is no roan f o r  the presentation in depth 

of e ither character or relationshi ps . I t  i s  no t surprisin� therefo re , 

thnt the ouch inproved chnrc.c t orisntion in Pinero 1 s l r,ter plays was 

acc onpnnie d  by the use of fewer but nuch l onger s0quences . 

I I I  

T he oiddl e group of Pinero 1 s social drn"1as - fron 'Tih£ 

No tori ous Mrs . Ebbsni th to Le tty --- c ontnin a varie ty of expe rinen ts 

to re c onci le foro nnd c ontent . None o f  the P. ttePpts can be c onsidered 

conple tely successful 9 but they <la show Pinero ' s  continuing develop-

nent as a plnywrich t .  fuch play provi dE:s eviclence of hi s endeavours 

to renedy the won.k:nesses of tho pre cedine ono nnd, though this resulted 

in hi s rever ting tenpornrily to the rudioentnry struc tural te chnique of 

The Prof ligate in two plays , there are s ignifi cant inprovenents . 

The key s truc turnl probleo c ontinued to be that of coil:f:;r<iying 

satisfac tory clinuxes which clearly develop out of the antecedent 

ac tion f�d then led on c onvincingly to the denoueoents . In thi s 

respe c t  The No t orious !>1rs Ebbsni th wns a disas trous failure . Until 
nenr the end of i ts t hird n e t  the action progresses in o. logi cal and 

effec tive nanner, but the c linnx in whi ch the heroine throvTS o. bible 

int o  the fire and then wi th sudden reoo rs o thrus ts her nrn into the 

flnnes to res cue i t ,  is not only crudely sensational but t otnlly out 

of character wi th what has previously been revealed of her ba ckground 

o.nd beli efs . Bernard Shm'l' was s o  incens ed t'. t thi s incident that in 
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his review of the play he des cribed i t  as 11 a piece of claptrap s:o 

gross that i t  abs olves me from all obligat ion to treat Mr Pinero ' s  

art a s  anything higher than the basest art o f  theatrical s ensation" 44 
and even supporters such as 'Vli lliao Archer and Mrs Pa trick Campbell 

(who again played the ti tle role ) could find little to say in defence .  

I t  is not diffi cul tf however , t o  see the techni cal dilemma whi ch 

prompted Pinero to adopt this bus iness , obvi ously cribbed from 

Ibsen ' s  famous s c ene in uhich Hcdda Gabler burns Lovborg ' s  

manuscript . The shape of Pinero ' s  a c tion c l early requi red a strong 

ges ture of despair from the hero ine at this point , but a t  the same 

time a firm l ead into the f inal act \'/aS also needed . I t  i s  also 

poss i bl e  to see how the scone f i ts in wi th the basic blocking pa ttern 

of the play ( see Figure 3) in whi ch the appearances of Mrs Thorpe and 

her brother , the Reverend Amos Winterf i c ld 1 alternate with those of 

Lucus Cleeve and t�e degenerate Duke of St Olpherts in a morality 

play s truggle f or Agnos 1 s  s oul . But while the decline of the 

relationshi p  betueon Agncs and Cl eeve is drllllllltised eff e c tively 

( especial ly so in Act 2 and the firs t half of Act 3 where the use of 

a ball gown as a symbo l of s educ tion and surrender gives a sharp 

focus to the action) , the at tribution of a la tent religi osity to the 

heroine at the c limax topples tho play over into melodrama . Pinero 

had not fully understo o d  hi s heroine and the dramatic pat tern he 

invent ed for her s tory thus c ollapses at the point of greatest s tress . 

Af ter the generally unanimous cri tic i sm of tho s purious climax 

in The Notorious Mrs Ebbsnith Pinero r0verted temporari ly to the 

method of plotting backwards froo the climax . Though The Benefit 

of the Doubt and The Gay Lord Quex are much superior in charac ter

isation nnd natural is tic effect to Th& Profligate , these plays like 

the earli er one are essentially geared to gaining the maximum effect 
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out of a. single clitmc tic encounter . In both tho lnter plays 

Pinero requires a. lnrgo nuobor of entrances to s e t  up the cliDnxes 

but the greatly in crcneod l8neth of the plays disgui s e s  this . The 

nain wonknes s in each c,:'.se i s  the SG�.ne ns in Tho Prof liRnte : Pinero 

concentr a tes s o  ouch on the build-up to th<: <  clinax that the lns t n e t  

by co npnri s on s o ons to drift until � s ol ution i s  inprovi s ed . 

In The Benefit o f  t he D oubt Pinero ' s  decis i on to use n three-

a c t  s tructure ins te,'ld of hi s cus toilf:ry four ew.phns ises the weakness 

of the final ne t .  The play has � very l ong, though ingonious , 

expo s i tion with the charac ters fil terine in by ones and �wos to 

intro duce thens elves and provi de inforrw.tion on the background and 

c ontinuing progress of the divorce cn s e :  " Al linghan v .  Allinghnn, 

Fraser int ervening ; "  In the second nnd longe s t  n e t  a. c onsi derable 

anount of tine is devo ted to setting the s cene for the big eaves-

dropping s equence ,  wi th,  for exnnplc ,  two chnrnc ters being intro duced 

s olely f o r  the purpo se o f  deoons trnting the conveni ent rtcous .tic 

properties of nn o ff-s tnee ro on . However, the l ength of the play 

does all ow s c o pe for qui te a. nuo.ber of ex tended sequenc e s ,  the 

charac teri s ation of the lending figures is detai l ed and convincing, 

and the big scene (when n t  l ong lnst i t  does arrive ) i s  no t only 

exci ting but in its final twi s t  illucinates the unc ons c i ous no tivati o n  

of t h e  central charac ter b o th to hers elf nncl the audi enc e . It i s  a 

thril l ing clinax , but thereafter , ns Wil l i nn Archer c otmented in his 

firs t-night review tho plny l oses di re c tion : 

The third net i s  te chni cal ly nuch less excellent • • • •  T hrough 
s c ene after s c ene we appenr to be uc..king no proeress , but going 
round and round in n depre ss ine circle . There were nonents , 
�d even uinutes when the pati enc e o f  the audi ence wes vis ibly 
atrainecl alnost to snapping --- p�rtly, no doub t ,  because o f  
defec ts in tho ac ting, but nninly o n  account of the author ' s  
oni ssion t o  provide us wi th any point of i s sue on whi c h  to 
fix our expe c tations . 
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l.nother factor in The Bbnefi t of the Doubt which ste:t-S up 

both the length of the play and thu nunber of entrances end exi ts 

is an elenent of alnost  fc.rcical couedy centred round, the buDbling 

intrusions of the ponpous Sir Fletcher Portwood. Thes e ,  along wi th 

the banj o-s truoning �ctivities of Shc£to and Elphick ( the two auper

fluous chr::•racters ) offer sone light reli ef but clash with the overall 

tone of the play Rnd contribute little to the nain action. 'llle Gay 

Lord Quex on the other h.'lnd is sinply a light well-ne.de conedy through

out . It  is  a kind of holiday piece which s Clayton li�ilton has 

connented "nay be jus tly described as a piece of ' play-noking for the 

sake of play-n�king 1 :�5 Its first two acts cont�in over sixty 

entrance s  and exits , partly (in Act 1 )  to exploit the novelty of dis

playing on s tage a nanicurist ' s  es tnblishnent in full swine , but 

nainly to prepare the virtuoso battle of wits between the gny Lord 

Quex and Sophy �arney the nanicurist in the celebrated bedroon 

sequence which occupies the second half of Act 3 .  This is  a superb 

" see-saw" scene which, as P. P. Howe ar:.uaingl;v deoo:ril!ttrates in Draootic 

Portraits , progresses t;.J.rough no fewer than five " ups" and "downs " 

for the heroine before tho outcone is resolved. As an exanple of 

thea trecraft it is coBpnrnble to the ' ;Screen Scene11 in The S chool for 

Scandal , but its effectiveness is purely the result of technique and 

there is no fresh illuoinntion of  cheracter such as can be found in 

the clinactic scenes of Sheridan 1 s  play or The Benefit of the Ibubt .  

Horeover, Howe 1 s cri ticisn thnt " I t  takes us hw acts to  get into the 

bedroon, and i t  tnkes us nnother act to get out c.gain"47 is close to 

the nark as a judgenent on the s tructure of  the play. 

After this "holiday" fron serious work, Pinero returned in � 

to the concept of naking the whole action express n process undergone by 

the centrcl character. In writing this play Pinero decided to dis-
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pense with the four-net structure he nornally used and to tell 

the story over five t'.cts , tvw of which r..re further subdivided. into 

three scenes by a quick raising and lowering of the curtain. Un-

doubtedly his nain reason nust hnve been to allo\-r hinself suffi cient 

scope to show the gradual process of Iris ' s  decline ( the r..c tion of 

the play is spread over several years ) ,  but the criticisn of a necent 

connentntor that this is "·the one play in v1hich he [Pinero} allows 

chD.rncter to donino.te the plny .:-·.t the expense of construction11 48 is 

not conpletoly nccuro.to . Wlnt Finoro in fnct nttenpted wns to  base 

the construction 2ll the c��rncter nnd her developnent. The 

division of the first  and third r..cts into three scenvs , for exnnplo, 

is designed to shm-r Iris 1 s innbili ty to nnke n decision and keep to 

it , and ,the shorter length nnd quicker tenpo of the finnl two acts 

expressos the acceleration of her fall once she hns onde the 

cruci�l error of drawing on Nnldonado ' s uonoy nt the end of Act 3.  

�ore is nlso n strong sense of direction in the sequential pattern-

ing which shows that Pinero , far fron neglecting construction, had n 

very clear idea of the overall thentric�l shape ns he wrote the ploy. 

The central character is Iris Bellnny, at the start of the play 

a wealthy and good-natured young widow whon Clayton Hanilton hns 

aptly described as " a social pnrasi te - a sort of orchid of a wonnn 

who requires ,  without thinkine, that sonebody or o ther will provide 

her with a coufortable hothouse."4� She is the product of a society 

which encoura�ed wonen of her class to be little nore than decorative 

objects , yet condenned and rejected then when they behaved accordingly. 

As in The Second Mrs Tangueray the sequential pattern of the plny 

enphasises the isoleting of the heroine , but here the process is  much 

nore strongly narked by a pro�ressive reduction throuGhout the play 

of Iris ' s  friends and n�le adnirers until at the end she is  cnst out 
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by the las t of then. 

Again ns in The Second Mrs Tangue ray the "blocking" of Act 

prefigures t he pattern of the play as a whole ( See Figure 4 ) .  The 

entire ces t of charac ters ( except for a fmv servants )  i s  presented 

in the firs t of its three episodes . The occasion is n dinner pnrty 

whi ch Iris is giving before s he l enves for a holiday in I taly .  

Ap'-"..rt frou I ris 1 s s ocial s ecretary Miss Pinsent ,  Fnnny Syl vn.in and. 

her niece Auren. V,y'se ,  and Mrs \lynninC', the gues ts are all :Jale 

a&oirers of the hostess . hrchibald Kane is n clos e friend ns well 

ns the sole survivillC' executor of her l �te husband ' s es t�te , Co lonel 

vlynning after nnny unavailing proposnls to her has narried , Croker 

Hnrrineton is an ill-favoured niddl e-aged ndnirer with dog-like 

devo tion, Lo..urence Trenwi th i s  the good-looking but poor young onn 

with whoiil she is in love , nnd Frederick Maldonndo is a wealthy 

J ewish financier passionately et trac ted to her but whon she finds 

repellent .  Iris ' s  probleo i s  to choose between Trenwi th and 

Mnldonado -- between love without luxury, or luxury without ( on her 

pnrt) love . 'Jhe catch is that her late husband , k:no1'line her feck

lessness , has s ti pulated in hi s will that she nust forfeit all of his 

noney if she renarrie s .  In A c t  1 her vacillatine nature lends her 

firs t  to t ry to res olve her dil e� by s ecretly accepting Maldonado 

( c lioa.x of first scene) , then later to quali fy her acceptance by 

s ti pulating that she be his wife in lli�ne only ( clincx of second scene ) , 

and finally to take Tremvi th wi th her to I taly and 'I'Tri te to 

Maldonado breaking their engagenent ( clinax of third scene ) .  In 

terns of the patterning of entrances and exi ts in this n e t ,  Pinero 

begins by asseobl ing all the charac ters in the firs t s cen e, and in 

the second has then take their leave one by one until Iri s  is left 

alone with Maldonado . Th e  pattern of these two episodes thus fore-
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shndows th·'. t of the renninder of th& play, thoueh at this stage i t  is 

Iris who dic tates t erns . The third s c ene , con?rising the fateful 

duoloeue b e tween Iris and younr; Trenwi th1 provides the inciting incident 

for the ua.in ac tion, end is balanced in the overall pa tt ern 

by duologues benfeen these two in the niddle scene of Ac t 3 and in 

the final ac t .  

ilc t  2 is s e t  i n  Iris 1 s hol iday villa overlooking lDke C ono on 

a fine S ept cnbcr oorning . On e balc ony outside aro several cages 

of birds , a significant touch as during the n e t  I ris ' s  f riends ore 

equn ted wi th then ( ,P.P . 2 94 and 308) • Alre ady , however .. she hc.s los t 

one of her " caged birds" when Col onel Wynning narrie d ,  and ouch o f  

Ac t 2 i s  devo t ed t o  foreshadowing the dcpnrtur0 o f  o thers . Fanny 

Sylvain i s  troubled at tho poss ibil i ty of Iri s c onpronising hers elf 

wi th �cenwi th and tells Harrington tha t in such circtms tanc e s  she and 

her niece will " drop qui e tly away . "( .  p� 293) 'Tiremd th too is 

fre tting in his cage and s tates his d eternination to s eek his fortune 

in G:mada rather than be ke pt by I ris . The cl inax of the ne t ,  how-

eve r ,  is the revelation of an acc onplished defection, that of Kane w·ho 

has abs conded after s peculating away nearly all of Iris ' s  noney, no t 

to nent ion the s avines of her fri ends . The roo t  cause of these 

defections , actual or threatene d ,  is Iris ' s  indolence nnd inabil i ty 

to do o ther than dri f t .  She should , for oxanplo ,  l ong ago have 

·nppcinted n second executor f or her e s tate . '.lhe net ends with the 

reappearance of Maldonndo who , in contras t to Iris , i s  ftlily 

capable of naking up his nind and getting what ho wants . 

'Ihe setting of Act 3 is the snne ! lS for th..:: previ ous ac t ,  but in 

the firs t  of i ts threo s cenes i t  i s  now night several weeks later, 

and the state of tho apartnent indi ca tes that ano ther departure is 
inninent . There is now only one birdcage . ll..s in Ac t 1 , t he 
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firs t scene presents a l eave taking pcrty , but the group is 

no tably sm�ller and the Dt':!.in departure is thnt of Tremfi th f o r  

Canada . Nolr aho hc . .e o: ly n suall annui ty> I r i s  hns becor.1e engaged 

to hin . However , she s ti l l  s hrinks froo a life in the Cr�adian 

outback so Trem·ri th is t o  leave alone , e s tablish hinself overs eas , 

and return for her in a year or two . At tho end of the first 

s cene he l eaves , gleeful ly escorted by :f-1nldon.:'.do , to go on board his 

ship · In the Llidcllc scene , hovwver, he h::..s re turned n t  Iris ' s  

reques t to b e  al one wi th her throur,h tho night b efore the shi p sails 

in the norning .  The dawn i s  ( inevitnbly) n lec.den ono and nos t  of 

Iris ' s  b ravado about s chooling herself t o  endure p ovorty has 

evapore1 ted by the tine Trem'lith firJ.al ly l et'.ves . 

\'/ith hi s departure she has los t " the nost pri zed" of her cnged 

birds ( P .  308) and is no�'l ab out to be cage cl herse. lf by Ho.ldom.do . A 

snall touch of business at the beginning of the third scene fore

shadows this . After telling her nanservnnt that she will l eave when 

she has s eon f1aldonado (who i s  to give her a re:vort of Trenwi th ' s  

s ni ling) , she o rders the on.ns ervant to put the rer:ainine birdcage in 

her cnrriage and tips hin vri th a handful of gold s overeigns 1-rhich he 

carries out in the cage . The irJ.i".f';e of the gold c oins in the bird-

cage exa c tly SUC3 U? Iris ' s  future s i tuntion . Thi s touch is then 

followed up by the nos t  ce lebrated pi ece of �agecrnft in the play . 

I t  i s  prepnrcd vlhen f.fnldon..'1do enters D.lld ,  des pi te Iris ' s  pro tes tations 

that she is deterJined to live s olely on her nengre incone , forces a 

chequebook on her to use if she should want any littl e luxury . No 

s ooner has he l ef t  tho.n Auren Vys e  enters end innocently nen tions that 

she has been invi ted to j oin Miss �ins ent (whon Iris has been forced t o  

disni ss because of her s trai tened ncans ) in s e t ting up n snall bus iness 
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if they cnn find several hundred pounds capit�l . Iris , >vi thou t 

e nonent ' s  thought , writes her out a cheque for the whol e  sun frou 

Maldonndo ' s  book , and as she lonves at tho end of the ac t guil tily 

slips the chequebook into her handbag. The crisis of the play and 

its resolution are thus expressed throuGh a c ouple of actions and a 

single prop . 

Ac t 4 shovTS Iris two years later set up in a Park Street flat as 

Maldonndo ' s Dis tress . Apart fron her kee per . sho now hn.s only one 

friend left -- dog-like Croker Harrington who has also gone dovm in 

the world. The net is fraoed by another synbolic use o f  props . A t  

the b eginning when Maldonado lets hinself into the depnrtnent un

announced Iris asks hin for his key whi ch she puts in n vase .  

Shortly after, Harrington c nlls nnd tells Iris (Mnldonndo having &one 

into the nex t roou) that Tremri th ha c.�  returned to London and is try-

ing t o  find her. &o nsks a�rrington to get Trenwith to call on her 

that night and though the errand is to Harrington a final huniliation 

he at las t agrees t o  d o  so . \'l hen, however , Maldonado coues back 

into the roon he di scovers in the w�stepaper basket tho b i ts of a not e  

whi ch Iris had written for TremTi t h  but torn up. Uns een by her, 

Maldonado f i ts the �i eces toge ther , roads the nessngo , nnd then 

s teal thily rec overs hi s key. 'lhe n e t  curtain fells as he lenves the 

apartoent. This business wi th the key func tions on two leve ls-- on 

the narrative one it is a clever ne thod of prepe.ring for tho final 

confrontation without the use of n s ingle word of dialogue , and on the 

syobolic level it enphasises , without being too obvi ous ebout i t ,  

Iris ' s  real position e.s 11 0nly a bird in n gilded cage " . 

Tho fifth and final ne t is brief. Firs t c ones the obl igatory 

s cene wi th Trenwi th who can only repent over end over 11 I ' n very 
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s orry" ( p� .. 4 1 4ff . ) as , horrified nt Iri s ' s  confes sion, ho leo.ves 

her fo r go od . Then Maldonndo ,  who hns of course been eavesdropping, 

c onfronts Iris wi th hur doublc-decling nnd orders her to pack her 

bngs and go . As sho do es so nnd the curtnin fnlls , Ma.ldonn.do 

furiously " sweeps the china. and bric-a-brac fron the nan telpiece11 , 

�verturns the table wi th a sevage kick ; then, ra.ising a cha.ir high 

in the air, • • •  dnshos it t o  tho floor Pcncl breaks i t  into splinters" 

( p .423 ) . .b.cc ording to ililli�.n Archer; 50 Pinero when wri ting the 

play had H t  firs t  intended to end it by having �1nldonado thr ottle 

Iris ,  but when he cnne to the point he realised that thi s was un-

noces sf.'.ry . The s truc ture c:tnd sequentir..l patternine had cl early shown 

the progressive heriDing in of Iri s  unti l she had no thing left but her 

Her expulsion fron it �nd i ts destruc tion provi�o exactly the 

right conclusion. 

Al though the net s truc ture of the play is unuaml for Pinero , the 

patterning is consistent , nnd obltiously (despi to the nodified ending ) 
nus t  have b e en cnrefully thought out in advance of the nc tunl wri ting 

of the dialogue . 'lho play i s ,  in na.ny ways , Pinero ' s  nos t  successful 

attenpt at a synthesis of charac ter portraya l ,  renlistic narrative 

and thenntic pnt terning . The c entral chara.ctor, however , is rather 

weak to sustain an a.ction of this length nnd tho rol e  proved diffi cult 

to cast in the origino.l produc tion of the play. Iris , therefore , did 

no t achi eve � very successful run. T his i s  pro b 1�bly the reo.son thn. t 

Pinero ' s  later s ocial dran:::.s show a gradua.l nave a-...my fron c oncentrat

ing on n single charac ter towa.rds the involving of a large group in 

the narrative . 

Let ty, thenntically a c onpanion play to �. shows the beginning 

of this trend . I t  i s  .� s entinental piece in four nets and an 

epi logue apout the way n young offi ce girl nearly abandons herself 
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to the degencr-".ltc clutches of a.n indolent philanderer appropriately 

n<>ned Letchnere , but i t  was saved in perforne.nce by a rio tous 

reste.ur.<:>.nt scene in the third act i'lhich involves the entire cas t 

including Letty ' s  girl-friends , their young non, her well-to-do but 

unpleas0nt boss ( the party celebrates and to�·unates her engngenont 

to this conrs 8 individual ) P Letchnore r�nd c. nuuber of others . 'llie 

pley ' s  tone is n curious blend of sntire f sontinent nnd subduod 

nelodr::ma, Bil.d tlwro -:trc frequent conings and goir.gs wi th nt tines 

an nrtific iali ty of po. tterning uhich c ones clos e  to undern.inc the 

naturali s ti c  detail . In Ac t 2 ,  for exnnplo ,  there are successive 

entrances by the younG nen wi th vrhon Le tty nnd her chuns ass ociate -

a cion.r!ercial travellerp an insurance salesnc.n and n pho tographer -

ec.ch bringi ng the heroine a plnte of s.o.vouries and ench in turn being 

asked by her to  wait a lit tl e  loncer for nonoy she has borrowed,  and 

in Ac t 3 the sane non go throuGh sinilar routines in successive 

sequences to try to get the pc'1 trom�go of Letty 1 s boss . Elsewhere 

there arc sub tle touche s of dotnil and sooe clever fore shadowing of 

developoents , but the play as a whole is unsntisfnc to ry because of 

i ts uncertainty of tone and s tyle .  Its shape too is awkward 

because Pinero dec ided to put the clin".lx (L.otty ' s  rej ec ti on of 

Letchnere ) nt the end of the fourth act and to follow this wi th a 

cluosy epil ogue shovnng how a couple o f  years later the virtuous 

were qui etly pros pering nnd the decadent were s lowly languishing . 

Here the play does lapse into n victorian sentinentnlity whi ch 

Pinero usually avoided in hi s social dr<:mas . Neve rtheless the 

group sa�nes generally show skilful orches tration, and Pinero ' s  

work on these undoubtcuzy helped to prepare hiD for the wri ting of 

his next two s ocial drmlas in vThi ch groups of chnrncters nre expertly 

integrated into interesting and effec tive s ingle.-n-ction narratives . 
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Pinero 1 s las t three s oci.:J.l d raoos of consequence - � 

House in Order, The Thunderbolt and Mid- Channel - are hi s nost 

iopress ive . They nro nl l. cast in the rogulnr four-ne t pa ttern nnd 

nre tightly constructed with s trong clinnxes nnd continuing interes t 

through to thG finnl curtains . In addi tion, the firs t two plays 

pre s ent n high proportion of ensenble scones without in the lenst 

obscuring the progress of the plo ts . There is an econouy �nd ens e 

!}bout QJ.l three plays '<Thi ch ind icate Pinero ' s  conplete control of his 

naterinl . In this connection i t  is \vorthy of no te that in ench of 

thon tho inportnnt enc ounters nre developed nt s ono l en�th instead of 

being broken up by the ontrnncos of o ther chcrnc ters introducing new 

conplicntions. Syobolic touches both in ��tterning end business , 

however, are les s apparent than in the earlier plays . One reason 

for this nay be that Pinero f ound thnt orchestrating the group scenes 

while keeping a firn hand on the narrative was enough f or hin to 

hnndle ,  but it is probable thnt his cooni tnent to realis tic effect 

wns the onin caus e . Audi ences by this tine hcd becone very 

cons cious of the artificiality of the vell-nnde play, so touches 

whi ch night enphcsis o this h�d to be used, if nt all , very s paringly. 

The bas ic reason why Pinero in His Hous0 in Order nnd The 

�underbolt wns nble to conbine ensenble s cenes with tight narrative 

is that in each play he presents the group �s nn enti ty -- n kind of 

conpo si� chnrnc ter -- rather than as a c ollection of indivi duals . 

Bo th groups are , in fnc t,  fnni lies . In His House in Order the 

heroine is pi tted agains t the group antagoni sn of the Ridgeleys , and 

�- Thunderbolt carri es tho nethod to i ts l ogical conclusion by 

nnking the Mortiocre fnni ly the protagoni s t  in the nc tion .  The 
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nenbers of ench fanily hunt t ogether like a wolf peck. they 

generally all cone and go togethe r, and when they get their teeth 

int o  an outsider they do their utoo st to s trip hin or her to the bone . 

This tends to reduce tho nunber and extend the length of the 

sequences of the plays in which they appear. A brief extra c t  of 

dinl oeue fron Act 4 of His House in Order in which the Ridgeways 

turn for n nonent fron their c ontinual worrying of the heroine t o  

having 11 nibble a t  the nevr French governess .. gives n representative 

sanple of the wny in whi ch these fnnily groups opera.te : 

LADY RIDGELEY . The ono di scordant no te • • •  was Miss Tony . 

GERALDINE . I agree , nother. 
ha tted. 

She wns overgowned and over-

LADY RIDGELEY . For a person of her pos i tion, atroci ously . 

SIR DANIEL . Showy. Yes , showy. 
PRYCE. If you will enaage n foreigner --

(p. 41 5-6 ) 

This te chnique i s  qui t e  different fron Shaw ' s  handling of group 

s c.enes where each che.rl'lcter hf'..s a dis t in c_tiT c po int of view, but 

as nn ins trunont of sntire end as a nethod of kee ping a firn gri p on 

the Th�rr�tive while exhibiting a lnrge nunber of charac ters i t  works 

very suc cessful ly .  Its culnination in Pinero ' s so cicl drnna is in 

the long, but exci ting and luc i d ,  third ne t of �e ��underbol t .  

Thi s i s  perhaps the nos t  gripping a c t  h e  ever wrot e  and a s  such neri ts 

a det�iled anv.lysas� 

Wil liPn Archer ' s  outline of the pl o t  in his The Old Drllllt.! and the 

� provides a convenient suc�ary of the action up to the and of Act �: 

'!he Thunderbol t is a s tudy of provincial life . Edwnrd Mortinore 
has di ed ,  i t  is thought , intestate 9 and hi s three brothers and 
one sister eagerly l ook forward to taking their equnl shares in 
his very considerable fortune . They l eern9 to their grent sur
pri s e ,  that he left an illegiti�� te daughter , to who� he s eens t o  
have been nuch attache d ;  and it is s till nore suprising that he 
has nade no provision for her . Rather to their chagrin , the 
lawyers insist on taking all possible s teps to discover whether 
a will e•i s ts , but the re is no trace of nny such docunent .  To 
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the great .reli ef. of the feoily, tbe ir unknown relative turns 
out to be e. well-brought-up, high-spiri ted girl who , though she 
is deeply grieved to find that her fa ther has forgo tten her, 
declines to accept enything at their ·hands . Helen Thornhill -
that is her nane -- cannot endure the two elder bro thers , but 
she strikes up n friendshi p with tho youngest,  Thnddeus , a 
s truggling nusic-nas ter , and with his wife , Phylli s .  She 
s pends three weeks wi th theu while s earch i s  being U.''.de for the 
will ;  and every day Mrs . Thnddeus seens nore nervous nnd 
depre ssed . At las t it i s  decided that intes tacy nay b e  presuoed , 
and the fanily is to have n neetinB with tho lawyers to nrrnnee 
about np:plying for letters of Adninis tration. .tus t as Thnddeus 
is s tnrtine for thi s nec ting, Phylli8 breaks down and confesses 
to lun that there was a will ; that she cane ncross it on thG 
night of EdwE".rd Mortiuore 1 s death ,  s�w that it lef t everything to 
a wonan she had never heard of,  Helen Thornhill by nru:J.e , end 
des troyed i t  • • •  Hero then i s  the thunderbol t .  51 
lfhen the curtain rises on Ac t 3 only the ��rd core of the fortune-

hunting faoily is present in the dining-roon of the eldes t bro ther, 

Jnnes , They nro wai ting inpatiently for the neeting to b egin. T he 

group conpri s es J�oes , a bui lding contractor, Stephen, editor of one of 

the townb two news papers , Ann nnd Louisn ( their wives ) , and the 

deceas ed ' s  only sis ter, nos e ,  who now lives in London wi th her husbc.nd, 

Colonel Ponting, and c onsiders herself s ocinlly �· cut above the other 

wonen . There are tensions wi thin the group ( especially between the 

Mortinores and the Ponti��s ) , but they ere united in their greed and 

have all cornu tted thensel ves to expensive s checes on the s trength of 

their expec tations . So hc..s the better-nntured Thc..d<leus ,  but the 

pntterning of the plny thus fnr hc..s enphasised the fact that he and his 

wife nre regarded by the o thers as outsiders b ecause of their 

c onpnrntive poverty and, oore es pecially,  the ft!ct th.:'.t Phylli:§ ' a  

father hnd been n grocer. The action of Ac t 3 develops this 

hos tility to a new pi tch, but nt the beginning .. . : the hard core of the 

f�ily has no idea of the inpending disas ter . The ac tion of the net 

i s  developed in three broad s tages : the first is oa.de up of sone s ix 

s e quences as the group wni ts for the Thaddeus Mortinores end then 
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decides to s tc.rt wi thout thon ; th0 s e cond in which th o thunderbolt 

falls on the group ,  cons i s ts of ono extrencly lone sequence fron 

Thnddeus ' s  entr2.ncc to his exi t ;  2.ncl the thi rd (a ouch shorter one 

of two sequences ) s how·s the iffi1odio.to n.ftorno.tb of the c lino.x nnd 

leads into the fourth o.c t .  

Tho firs t s t<'.ge ( pp . 1 63-1 88)  of the " C t  b egins with Jnnos , 

S tephen c'l.ud thdr wives l:'.t the dinine tn.blo , ·"-ncrily co::noutine un an 

article in the newsp�por published by S tophon ' s rivo.l . 'lhe Pou tines 

iopr.ti ently point out that it is t i�w for the neo tinc; to begin P,nd 

thn. t thoy o.re anxious to c.::t tch n trnin b�.ck to London so thn t they can 

P.t tend a couple of p,.'1rti es tho.t night . The Mortinores pronptly 

accuse thcl.l of behnvine in l)OOr tas te wi th Edwnrcl " only n nonth in hi s 

grave .," This bi ckering, vThich refl e c ts the t ensions wi thin the group 

P..nd the ir edgine s s  as t hey W[�i t f o r  the r-,eo tine, is cut sho rt for the 

nonent by the A.rrivnl of the lawyers , Elkin and V:;:ll .:nce . In the 

second s equenc e ,  ns everyone s i ts do>ill at the tabl e ,  the absence of 

Tho..ddeus and hi s  wife i s  ::ngri ly no ted , .:md Je.ues rings for the oaid . 

She is told to go round iruJ.edin tely to the Th.- ddeus f1ortiuores r.ncl say 

that everyone is wai t ing for then. Her di spatch nt thi s  point 

indicates a neat bu t unusuel pi ece o f  " chnin-sti tching'1 by Pinero , as 

she h�s alre ady called wi th her oes seee nenr the end of the previous 

net just after Thaddous hn. s heerd his wife confess to the destruc ti on 

of the wil l .  There i s  thus n tine overlap b e tween the two nets -

a dnri�� s troke in a naturali stic play of t hi s  period -- whi ch further 

underlines tho ironi c eff 0 c t  o f  the tmi tine group ' s  inpntienc o .  The 

r..;aid ' s departure froo Jru1cs 1 s house i s  then followed by an ex tended 

s e quence - during whi c h  '.rhndrleus can be in<'-gined ns naking his way t o  

the ue eting wi th his di sas trous news . [lhis sc qunnce centres on th� _ 
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tho r�c t .  Rej ec ting Pontiil« 1 S r.ltteDpt t o  s tart thu nee ting wi thout 

Thaddeus .".13 nn e.ffront to hi s s eniori ty p J.:l:Jes c1ecides to ask the 

lawyers for their opinion of the crticle t'.nd, n.ssiste(l by interj e c tions 

fron the o ther Mortioores on the low chnrGc ter of i ts wri ter and his 

wife , rends i t  nloud . Tho articl e sugges ts th� t  ea Edwnrd Mor tiDore ' s 

noney c11r.e frv.1 his brm10ry, JnDes <:md St� phen ns le:::.clcrs of the l ocal 

Teopernnce League ought ei ther to refuse it or devo te it to the 

tonpernnce cause - n sugr,es t ion whi ch they regc.rd vri th indigna tion . 

'Dhe lnwy0rs n. ttenpt t o  c nlr:: the brothers d.mm , but Ros e  ndcls fuel to 

tho flanes by naliciously propo sing that Jaues and Stephen use 1mrt of 

t heir s hares to build the Le.:1.{5Ue " a  hr.ndsono new hr.ll " .  They 

furious ly r e j e c t  this nn:l decide ins te ad to res ien fron the Leneue , 

thereby deoons treting the s trength of their groocl ns op:)osed to their 

principles . 'fue nrrival of ano ther neid with te:'l. nnd. tocst onphns ises 

the pnasnge of tine nnd lF Oopts Jru1es to nsk tho lawyers t o  ge t the 

nooting under wny \'Ti thout the Thnddous Mortinores . ll.f tor confirning 

thnt despite diligen t ser.rch no wi ll �s been found , Elkin hnnds 

over t o  the group c. s ta torwnt of the particulars of Edw·nrd ' s  e s tate, 

and Vnllr�co nnnounces thnt if they are s atisfied thnt Edward died 

intes tate t hey nny now arr,ly. for Let ters of Adnini s trc.t ion . 'Jhe 

fortune that the Denbers of the group are s eeking ( so;-:te one hundred 

and s eventy thousnncl pounds ) appcnrs to be within their gre·sp, but 

even ns Vnllnnce is speaking Thnddeus qui etly enters the rooo. 

The foll owing sequence is the l onees t t o  bu found in Pinero ' s  

plnys �nd oc cupies nos t  of the res t  of the �e t ( pp. 1 88-231: ) . The 

fn.ctur.l infon·,C'.tion it contni_ns is r.l rendy knolm to the audience 

fron Phyllis ' s  confession in Ac t 2 , � point -vrhi ch Henry f.rthur Jones 

felt �:�ened the effect of the scquonco;2 but Pincro invests it with 
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abs orbing drann ti c intere s t  b y  h�ving Th�ddeus , i n  order to 

protect his wife , ntteEpt t o  take the guil t  on hins t: lf .  'ihere i s  

thus cons iderable tens ion e s  th e nudi ence wa.tchos t o  sec vThe ther the 

d e ception c cm be na.intu.ined, nnd the punc tu.-'ltion of the s e quence by 

noves , pQus es nnd bus iness is des igned to expl o i t  this to the utno s t . 

'ID:J.e pn tt erning also s tresses the res �Jonse of the group as the 

expe c ted woc.lth is apparently dnshod fron thoir gra sp. Like the a c t ,  

this sequence i s  devel oped i n  threo broad novenents �nd each nov..::

nent can bo further subdivided on the basis of shi f ts of enphc.sis 

( rointod by noves nnd po.us es ) into s one five uni ts . The fi rs t 

novenent of the s equence consi sts o f  Thnddous ' s f[1.ls e  c onfession and 

the group ' s  dazed ncccptLnce of i t .  In the sec ond oo venent n flnw 

is detec ted in Thnddeus 1 s  s tory nnd the group desperntely try t o  

breclc hin down . Finally, in the third novenent , 2. chnncc rennrk 

changes the dire c tion of n ttnck wi th the result tha.t 1.\t the c linnr 

no t only is Phyllis ' s  gui l t  revealed but the cnus e of her ac tion -

the group ' s  pers ecution of her over s ince her n�riQgc . 

The firs t  oov.enont bec;ins 10s (Uni t 1 )  " H..::<'1.ring the click of the 

lock as Thnddeus s huts the doo r" ( a  nent Syr.Jbolic touch) , 11 everyone 

turns nnd glnnces n t hin . " They no te hi s lateness nnd ask where his 

wife i s .  �addcus mumbles thnt she i s  unwell , but i s  saved from 

further explan?.tions by Panting rlho " raps the: 't<.l.ble wi th hi s penholder" 

to call tho �e ating back to bus iness .  Janos o rders Thaddeus to sit 

down on tho chai r next to hin , whi c h  Pinero , with his usual effi ciency 

of s�egecraft , contrives to be the centre chair on the ups tage s i de 

of tho table -- the f o cal po sition on s tage . (2 ) The mee ting 

proc eeds fron where i t  left off , but when Vallanc o produces n f om of 

the "Oath for Administrl'.tors 11 and s tc:tos that the intending 

admini s trato r (Janes ) mus t  runko an affi davit de claring thnt the 
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deceased d i ed intes tate , 'lhaddeus , "·Touchinp.: VALLANCE ' s  am" , 

interrupts saying, " The fami ly mus tn 1 t go on wi th this , 1' �1e 

o thers repeat thi s  incredulously r..nd .Jao.es demands , " \fuat a 1 yer 

talking about? "  
11 

" Af ter a hurried look round , Thaddeus s ta.r:Jlllers 

" There - was a will" , and then is driven question by question to 

his lie , "I - tore i t  up - got ri d o f  i t . "  This line i s  followed 

by s i lence , "� MORTIMORES and tho PONTINGS s i tting open-mout� 

and no tionless . "  The next uni t ( 3 ) i s  broken up by s everal �uses 

and interruptions to bui ld tens ion for the next punch l ine . l�e 

lawyers warn Tho..ddeus of the s eriousne s s  of his confessi. on, but he 

" makes no response " Invi ted by Elkin to c ontinue, he slowly begins 

to tell the s tory his wife had told hi� , substi tuting hims elf for 

her in the narration. He mentions that hi s sistcrs-in-lmr had left 

Edward rl£ortimorc 1 s  houn� on the night of his death, and thi s 

provokes a brie f interruption as tho se ladies ri se to their fee t  and 

are told by Elkin to sit down. The narration continues wi th the 

lawyers doing the ques t ioning . Thaddeus s ta tes that Edward gave him 

the keys to his safe so that Tbnddeus could fe tch s ome small pieces of 

j ewe:I.lezy Ed1mrd wished to give Phylli s , nnd then " s tops suddenl_x." and 

has to qe given r.. glass of water before he can continue . 

gulp of water" he says that in the safe he f ound the enve lope contain-

ing the wil l ,  opened i t  and read its c ontents .  ".TI!£ MORTH10RES � 

.ih£ PONTINGS crane their heads forward , lis t eniw.._breo.thJes§.h'L" as 

Tht'.ddeus goes on , 'He l ef t  every thing • • •  everything - to Miss 

Tho rnhill . "  (4 ) " 'Tihe re is a sligh t ,  undecided movei!l.ent on the pnrt 

of the MORTIMORES and the PONTINGS . "  Elkin asks them to keep their 

s eats .  He que�ions Thaddeus on the form of the will and receives 

s atisfac tory answers until Vallance queries whether the wil l was 

duly witnessed .  n-�addeus numbles , " I - don ' t recol l e c t  that" . 
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l]his faint glii:u::ler of hope c auses "JANES , STEPHEN � PONTI NG  

to s tir themsel.,.,.es" and desperately eraphasis e the point . Vallance 

then asks how the will was des troye d ,  'lhaddeus ag2..in s turables but ,  

re collecting what hi s wife had told him, declares that he tore i t  

u p  and dropped the pieces over a bridge into the river. To e s tabl i sh 

the mo tive ilkin aaks whether Thaddeus was acquainted wi th the law 

of intes tacy at the time and is told by hin of a conversation on the 

sub j ect by the fauily as they were on their way to vis i t  their dying 

brother. James reluc tantly confirms thi s .  Ti..l.addeus ends by ex-

plaining n:brokenly" that unt il the firs t meeting with the lmzyers 

nei ther he nor any of the family were aware Edward had a dnughter, 

and that it is b ecause of this knowledge that he canno t now let the 

deception go on. Elkin closes thi s  long unit by asking , "And we may 

take it thnt your pres ent n e t ,  Mr. Mortimore , is an act of conscience ,  

purely ?" " THADDEIJS inclines hi s heed. There i s  s ilence again, the 

MORTIMORES and the PONTINGS presenting a pic ture of utter wretchedness . 

The ladies ' tears begin to flow . " ( 5 )  "After a time , speaking with 

some difficulty" . James asks \'That i s  to be done . He and the others 

demand to l earn to whon the money now legally belongs . Va llance 

tries to point out that there i s  ;mo ther aspe ct to consider. but the 

group ins i s t  on b eing told the law. Elkin , as the deceas ed ' s  

solic i tor, then s tates that he will advise Miss Thornhill to apply to 

the C ourt for probate as if the will still exis ted. "STEPHEN and 

PONTING fall back in their s eats in a s tupor. and once nore there is 

silence, broken only by the sound of the wonen snivel ing. 

ELKIN .ill1£ VALLANCE s lowly pro ceed to collect their papers . " 'llhe 

fi rs t movement of the sequence thus ends wi th Thnddeus ' s  

sacrificial lie accepted and the meetine apparently at an end. 



52 

'llhe second novement is sparked off cccidentnlly by Jnnes lvho , 

re covering from thi s s tunned silenc e ,  ( 6 )  turns upon Thaddeus and 

" brutally" deme .. nds , "Rave you - have you told Phylli s - have you 

told your wife what you ' ve been up to?" Tnnddeus replies that he 

has and weakly c laims that this is what made him so late . The 

mention of Phylli s �  however , provokes �se to rise P�u declare 

hysterically that Tha.ddeus ' s  wife ''Mruw..ged to get hold of some of 

the j ewelry at any rate . " The o ther women furiously echo this and, 

in an .c.-. ttempt to pacify them , �addeus s ays that he put all the 

j ewelry back in the safe . Asked why he did thi s he explains that 

when he got back to Edward he found him in a s tnte of col lapse and 

was s ent off by Phyllis to fetch the doctor. In respons e to r .. 

ques tion fror::t Vollance , ��ddeus adds that Phyllis had taken over 

nursing that night after the o ther wives had decided to leave . The 

lawyers are s�tisfied, but Thaddeus has made a disas trous slip.  

(7 ) James , "Who has been s i t ting glaring into spnce" thoughtfully 

comments , "Hold hnrd. You didn ' t  go for the doc tor" , and though 

'llhaddeus s tutters out a.n assertion that he did, Stgphen, "Awakening 

from hi s trance" recollects that "Phyll is s ent the cook for the 

doc tor . " Thaddeus t ries to cove r  up by snying the.t  he f ollowed after, 

but from this beginning the ques tioning of his movements on the night 

of Edward ' s  deo.th cones thi ck and fas t .  The whole group assis t .. 

the lawyers : by r e c al l in g  the d e  t a i  1 s of what h·:'..d hnp,ened that 

night until it becomes clear tha t  Thaddeus c ould not have had time to 

go to the hospi tal with news o f  his bro ther ' s  col laps e ,  �nd this 

di scovery i s  capped by S tephen ' s  recollec tion that he had me t Th::tddeus 

shortly ef ter his supposed dash f or help but no t o. word had been s aid 

of any change in Edward ' s  condi tion. At the end of 1:hi s uni t ,  whi eh 

has proceeded wi th trenendous pace and c c onsiderable amount of move-
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Bent fron thu nenbcrs of the group, "ANN and LOUISA ,join their 

husbands and the four ga ther round ELKIN � VALLANCE . ROSE 

s tands b ehind PONTI NG ' s chai r . " There is thus on s tnee a s olid block 

of accusers bearing down on T��ddeus . (8 ) Thndc.ous nttGnpts 

desper�toly to c over up the incons istencies in his s tory, but is un

able to answer when Vnllnncu suddenly denn.nds , 11><Iho lot you in to the 

house" that night.  Thaddeus , " Starting up froL1 the table" re treats 

in confusion ns the ques tion is repeated nnd ends up "At the left

hnnd end of the table. clutching the bq.ck of n chair . " ( The 

o thers , of cours e ,  o.re at the right-hand end . ) ( 9) Frantica lly he 

ins is ts that " The will ' s  the 1111in point" and thnt he has everything 

to lose -�d no thing to gain by his confes sion, but this reninder 

infuriates his relatives who ndvn.nc o on hiB and nre only res trained by 

the lawyers 1'1ho concede his nrgunent . They, however, f eel that the 

doubts must be cl e.?.red up and sugges t  that Phyllis be asked to help 

wi th this . ( 1 0 ) " THADDEUS pushes aside the chn.i r he his holding and 

cones to the table" on this alarr1ing proposal,  begging that his wife 

be no t dragged into thi s .  The eroup howl hir1 down derisively and he 

tries to leGve . ELkin, however ,  persuades hin t o  s tay for a minute 

to lis ten to and s ign the no tes Vallanco ha s  nadc of the confession. 

"With a nod o f  patient acguiescenco,  THADDEUS sinks into the middle 

chair. Vl�LANCE prepares to r oad his notes. firs t making sone 

addi tions to them. " 

sequence . 

This lull conple tes the second moverJ.ent of the 

The fine.l and climac tic mov eucnt is sinilar in shape to the 

previous one . Agai n the firs t move comes from Jenes "1-Tho le8.Ils foward 

across the table and, despite Tha ddous ' s  protes ts , den�nds fiercely, 

"When the devil did your consc ience begin to prick you over this? 

Hey?" This question leads S tophon to conncmt thn.t up to e couple of 
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hours ngo Thnddeus had shown no concern . Loui sc. " unconscious�" 

then provides the key by rer.w.rking, " I t ' s  Phyllis who ' s  been ill all 

the nonth, no t Thnddeus . "  11 In the snno WE).y" J.:l.DeS nnd Stephon con-

firn thi s ,  them " S truck by tho ido:J. whi ch o ccurs to hirl, JAr<lliS breaks 

.2ft. THADDEUS doesn 1 t s ti r � " ( 1 2 )  Nov1 ,  slowly, th e truth b egins 

to dawn . One after the o ther the nonbers of tho group reflect on 

Phyll i s  's i llnes s .  " Thoro i s  a fu�tho r paus 0, and then THADDEUS 

slowly turning frou the table, rises . "  ( 1 3 )  ll i n  a s trange YOi C e11 he 

s etys that h& wil l no t s tay to hear his wifo insul ted , but as he is 

speaking the o thers novo forward on either side of him . " The move-

nent is D"-de gradually nnd noi s el es s ly,  s o  that 1-1hen THADDEUS turns 

to go he is s tartled e.t finding his 'my obs truc ted . "  Elkin now pursues 

t he ques tioning point by point e 8 t"-bli shing Phyllis 1 s  o pportuni ty to 

ho..ve found and destroyed the wil l ,  and then deD::nds , "Wi th an abrupt 

chp.nge of Dnnner, " "?�r :to1ortinore , hovr is the lock of the s c.fe opene d?" 

'THADDEUS i s  silon t . " E1kin repeats the question bu t Th�ddeus can 

only clL'.in w0akly thnt ho h.n.s forgo tten . T�e questioning continues 

but now Elkin directly c c cus es Th"-ddous of hnving been nowhere neC!r 

Ed1mrd 1 s house on tho night the '\'Til l  wns des t roy.::d and ends , as Tht::.ddeus 

again collr..psos into the centre chnir, by asking 11 Aro you sure thnt the 

s to ry  you have tol d  us , subs ti tuting yours elf for the princi ��l person 

of thnt s tory ,  is no t exactly tho s tory she [PhylliSJ has jus t told 

you? "  ( 1 4 )  vli th Thetddeus defeo. ted Pinero now relnxes the pace before 

the bui ld-up to the final clinax . " There is n pause" fol l owed by a 

qui e t  exchc.nge bo tvreen Elkin end Vo.llcnce in whi ch they d. e t ernino to 

s ee Phyllis wi thout de lay. '�nllnnce ro turns to tho tr..ble nnd, 

s eating hins clf, again colle c ts hi:;3_pnpcrs . "  ( 1 5 )  " Elkin is followi� 

him" when J e.nes s tops him r-.nd asks whe. t the law is c oncerning Phyllis 1 s 

ac tion. Elkin replies th.?.t it is n. felony, nnd , hearing this, the 
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Mortinores nnd Pontings sayagely chorus one r:.fter nnother their 

o pinion of Phylli s .  'LQQPinp; to hi s feet in n frenzy:, " 'l'h2.cldeus 

shouts the cliiJnctic nccusntion at the group� "You ' ve helped. to 

bring thi s on her !  You ' vo helped. to c�ko her life unondurnbl e !  

You ' ve helped t o  brine her t o  thi s ! 11 Then he nn:iws his vr.y out of 

the door pitifully asserting over nnd over s 11 She 1 s been n good '\'rife 

to ne ! • • •  She ' s  been n good wife to ne! " 

Al though the clinnx is rec.ched nnd the mc;.nno th inquisi ti on 

sequence technically over wi th ']hn.cldeus ' s  oxi t ,  Pinero keeps up the 

nooentun in the last section (.p:r:, 231-240) of the o.c t . Jnnes . 

S te phen nnd their wives violently express their indigngtion nt 

'i'hccddeus 1 s charge , Pon ting curs os 1 1  the woon...TJ.11 c.gain and ngn.in .  Then, 

wi thout D. break, their thoughts swi tch to their 01ill predi cnoents now 

they have l o s t  title to the noney. None gives a thought to nny of 

the o thers as onch bewnils his l oss . The cnioosities wi thin the 

group flnre up to boiling point -- e s pe c ially the ill-fe0ling between 

the Mortioores and the Pontings - c.nd 2. sJ;wutiilg-n,q tch devel o ps v1hi ch 

only cnlns down uhen 11g_(;;lt"t�.ng to the door, Ponting di s covers that 

ELKIN and VALLANCE hnve tn.ken their depp.rture . 11 Even now Pinero does 

no t all ow n pause .  but neroly s l ows the pace as the oenbors of the 

group reali se thnt the lawyers hnvo l oft for Thnddeus ' s hous e ,  c.nd 

then s p�eds i t  up ngnin as the group begin to s pocul['.te on thG 

possibility of a cons pirncy between the Thc.ddeus Mortinores and Helen 

Thornhill � Thi s exch�nge i s  fol l o'I'Ted by D. brief pausE) ,  nnd then the 

group decide they mus t  re-uni te and follow tho ln;..ryers nt once . Ann 

s to ps for n oooent to put on her hnt . but the others brook no delay , 

s o  " Sei zing ANN o.nd pus hing her before then, the\y s truggle through tll..q, 

doorway" as the o.c t  curtain falls . Pinero thus no t only brings off 

an exci ting clin� nt the end of the o�onoth contr�l sequence , but in 
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As the foregoing nnalysi s  denonstrQtes , Pinero , by this s tage 

of his carrer , h�d thor0ughly IDD.stered the art of sus tainine nn ex

tended, but s iBplified ; w ell-n-,_cle structure while appec.ring to prosen:t 

a credi bl.c ;  "·slice of life�··� An ii:lportant indication of this is thau 

in the earli er so.cial dramas the l ongest s equences are to be found in 

tho firs t act expos i tions , while in the lnter plays the longes t 

s e quences arc usually the clinactic ones . In the origin�l editi on 

of The Profligate the cli!'lac tic sequence only o c cupi es n page and a 

h�lf , and cons� fu nainly of repeti tive pleading fron the guil �§ hus

band whi ch is answered by the single >'ford "Go ! "  froo his cruelly 

disillusioned wife - who then swoons away as the curtain falls . The 

sequence was incapable of extension because the ch�racters are so 

artificial that they can only respond to the si tuation wi th the stock 

Belodrnmatic gesture s .  Th e  charac ters of the later plays , though 

their views generally reflec t Vic to rian social conventions , nre much 

oore convincing. Consequently they have n good deal more to say for 

themselves in c om��nble s i tuations . Nor is this the resul t of mere 

verbos i ty on Pinero ' s  part, for these long sequences , as >w hnve ;3een, 

are as careful ly s truc tured and punctuated as the expository 

sequences of �e S econd Mrs Tnngueray consi dered earlier. An 

analysis of the extended sequence which clionxes the third a c t  o f  

Pinero ' s  las t maj or so cial draoa, Mid- Channel ,  c onfirms the extent m-�l be 

had matured as a craftsman and in the portrayal of his characters 

during the two decades whi ch separated the firs t perforonnce of thi s 

play fron that of The Profligate . 

The clinactic sequence o f  Mid-Channeb (pp. 448-469) unlike that 

of The Thunderbo l t ,  presents only two chnr�cters on s tage. As in 
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The Profligate , i t  begins w i th c. co nfos sion by tho husbnncl to the 

v1ifo th,:.t he hC'.s hr,d nn n ffn.ir wi th c.no tlwr 1-lOD.nn . This tine , howuvcr, 

the wife is equally glri l ty , though the hus band does no t know i t . 

The previous no tion hGs shovm the brc .:'k-up of the Bluncle ll 1 s nr.rri�ge 

end the final s tages of the ensu ing period of se:;p::1.rf:ti on , cluring whi ch 

Zo e h::�s travel l ed round. I tc.ly o.c c oopC'.ni cd by (1lncl oventuc.lly s le O ']inr; 

>"li th) n younc c.d.Direr c<J.ll od Loonerd F.erri s ,  whi l e  her hus bn.nd , 

Theodore , h2..s consolod hins elf by living wi th n Nrs Annerloy . Nei ther 

of thor1 has onj oyed hi s o r  her infidelity 1lnd they hnve b o th disni ssed 

their t enporc.ry pnrtners bef ore beinG brough t together by Thoodore 1 s 

bus iness nss o cinte, Peter No ttran for an c t t empt nt ro conc i lin ti rJn . 

'lhe long sequ cmce vThich follmm is agnin c ons truc ted brondly in three 

novenents (Theodora ' s  confession and Zoo ' s  acc epto..nco o f  i t ;  

Thoo dore ' s  interrogation o f  Zoo ; �cl the consequences of her c on

fession) , and ench o f  these three noveDents can be further sub

divided into four units . 

The sequence begins ( 1 )  with n silence in vlhi ch Theodore approaches 

Zo e  'iTho is seat e d ,  but onch avoids the o ther ' e eyes . Theodore 

hes i tntingly broaches the sub j e c t  of re c onciliG tion end Zo o tinidly 

tcl<:es froo her bag an envel ope containing The odore ' s  ln tch-·koy and the 

no te he hcd wri tten when he loft her. Sho nods cs s ont to his tec.rine 

up the le tter nnd offers hio the koy . He n.ccepts i t  wi th thanks as 

he s i ts down . A pcuso nn.rks the end of this unit in whi ch the 

roconcili�tion s ecns foroally nccoopli shod . (2 )  Theodore s tates thnt 

he wi sh0s Zo e to unders tand exactly v1h-:.t she is offerine to tcko b nck. 

He confesses the f�c t  of his affair wi th Mrs Annerl ey nnd asks if 

Zoe is prepnred to fo:cgivo this t oo . fuu nods , " but w i th c onpressed 

lips" because of her unconfessed c.dul tery wi th Ferri s .  fue o.sks 

Theoclore ho1v hi s cffei r cane .<1bou t ,  and he describe:s the pr o cess by 
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w·hic h frou brooding on his gri evanc es ho ht>.d turned to r;ivine; p-:rties 

e.t his fl1:'. t i'.nd hnd onclocl up vri th the shnllow c.nd ul tin.:1.toly intolerc>.ble 

Mrs Annerloy . Ho further a<loi ':s that lr'.tely he h1:'.s been drinldne 

too ouch br.:.ndy. Thi s unit conprising Thoodore ' s confession ends 

wi th " a nono:n t 1 s silonce11 before Zoe rises c.nd goes to hin . ( 3 )  

Theocloro puts hi s hands on Zoe 1 s shoulders c.ncl nttenpts to dr:--.vr her 

to hio,  but she shrinks o.wny .:md nervously s tntos thr'.t though she is 

willing to h1:'.vc hin b1:'.cl< it nus t  be " s inply as o. conpc.nion • • •  n 

fri end� '! Ano ther pause foll ol'm . ( 4 ) Th0odoro , nisinterpre tine 

Zo o ' s  ootivr:tion , noves mr.r:.y " icily" conplc.inine nt whnt he rog, �rds 

c.s her punishnent of hin. However he s i ts down, control s  his [l.ngor , 

nnd. " lyin,o; at full lon,;th on the settoe0 o.s sunes nn air of indifference 

c.s he c.ccopts her toms . The end of the opening novenont and the 

sub j e c t  nl:'.tter of tho noxt �re indicr tod by the s tage-direc tion, 

" Thoro is silence bohroon t_�. She 1wtches hin gui ltily._" 

'Jhe second novoDcnt is  ini tic.ted \'Then Thco doro ( 5 )  " S'ad.,1only 

changes tho posi tion of his 1�" nnd "gnzing at the! ceiling" >vonders 

aloud why Zoe ho.s rocoivod hi s confes s ion so calnly and h�s no t inter-

rogatod hin noro c losely about Nrs Annerley. He tells her tho.t he at 

least has pc.i d hor the conplinont of resEmting the .'lttention Forris hr.s 

boon paying her recently. ( 6 )  iJhero is nnothcr pause as "slovrly. he 

� upon hin eido that h e  nay fuce her11 , nnd then he connents intcr

rogntivoly, "I sny , that was a pret ty di sgraceful business - your 

trapos ing about I taly with th.-.:t fellow • • •  Hey?" Zoe tri es to shrue 

thi s off , but Theodoro , connent ing thc. t he sus pects that .h£. is the one 

who s hould bo di ctnting toms , notions her to c one to hir1 . After n 

monentnry hesi tr.tion, she put s  on � show of unconcern nnd obeys the 

ges ture . ( 7) Thcodoro nakes her sit dmm nnd ins ist�, despite her 

at tempt to refus e ,  thP.t she GiYo hin "c.n account of the I tnlinn nffnir 
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fron the word go" . The pnce nccelerntes as he fires question 

af ter question .mtil he forc e s  Zo e to ndni t the t shG nncl Ferris 

.;tlnd roans in the s.:m e corridor of a ho tel in Perugic .  At this point 

Zoe tries to stop the interrogation nnd naves away t o  colle c t  her 

bng . (8) Theodoro follows 11 so that when she tr �::;1s they cone fac, � :_  

to fncen , . .  and brings tho quest ioning (and the sequenc e: ) to a cl ina.x 

wi th the denand 9 'Give ne your 1-w rcl that no thing wrong ' s  occurrc::d 

be tween you and Ferris' • " � e  is si l ent nnd he hns to re pent his 

derumd twic e  before she si ts ,  ll� tarig,.g at _hin"9 o.nd sr.ys , n r  ' ve for-

given you ; forgive 9.£.· " A l ong si lence no..rks this t urnine 

point , a_nd then Theodoro naves " dunbj'ound_yred11 (_�i c . ) to a c hnir on 

the other side of th e roan, �nd si ts . 

Tilo third and fin�l noveoent of the sequence begi ns wi th a r.h � :t 

uni t (9) in which Zo o s tr..tos " brokenJy" thn t she hr..d sent f o r  Ferris 

after sho had received a le tter fron hin describing Theodore ' s  

nppc..rently gay l ife a t  the flat . She asks for n drink of ua ter, 

whi ch Theodore brings, nnd bogs hin no t to be hc.rd on her . ( 1 G �  

A b rief interlude foll ovTS in whi ch 'lb.eodoro attenpts to ring Pe ter 

Mo t trnn for advi ce but finds thnt ho has no t yet re turned to the 

offi ce . ( 1 1 )  The nttenpt to contac t Mo ttran roninds Zoo of the 

warni ng he hc..d given her and Theodore before their separation t hat 

thei r narrir..ge had reached the dnngerous s tngo of "ni d-chnnnel 11 , but 

she now stetes thnt in fnct the narriagc had been doonecl fron the very 

beginning 1vhon " we <'.greed vlO 1 d never be encunberod in our cnreer vli th 

any - brats of children 1 11 Thoodore c ounters that t<'.J$inc of the 

past is of no avail as he is no t now prepared t o  live with Zo o 'Under 

any conditions" , and insists that they should be divorced so thnt 

she can narry Ferri s .  There is n. bri ef pause 1-Thon Zo o replies that 

she does not wnnt to do thi s . ( 1 2 )  The ��CO quickens neain f o r  the 



FIGURE 5 :  Scenario graph o f  M I D-CHANNEL b y  Arthur Wing Pinero 

ACT 1 ACT 2 

D rawing-room o f  the B lunde l l 's house The same. Six months later. 

SCA L E :  1 cm = 10 pages text. (Social Plays) 

IK E Y :  O n  stage - Servant's announcement �1 

ACT 3 

D rawing-room of f lat  in Cavend ish Square. 

ACT 4 

L iv ing-room 
of Ferr is's f lat .  



60 

final uni t of the sequence . This consi ts r;f a " s G:e-snu" in which 

Zo o confes s es she has broken wi th Ferris , Thcodore bit terly chnrges 

that she has cone to hiE! as "Mr Lenny Ferris 1 s  leG.vings'; � Zo o 

count ers wi th the clain thet Ferris '1 wculd ei vo his s oul " to narry 

her ( ignoring the f.?..ct th�t s he hc./3 <'.dvised hin to narry n younger 

woman who is in l ove wi th hin) , Theodo re s tates tlw.t he will r:::.ake 

sure thA.t l!'erri 8 � rat>.rry her c.nd furi ously returns his lat c::-,-k�y 

for her "llilli husband" , <:end Zoo flounces out of thv ro oo . 'Iho 

curtain falls as Theodore pours hinself a l�rgc brandy -- � nuch nore 

plausible and effective t ouch than the swooning away of the heroine 

at the conpnreble nonont of The Profligate . 

De�pi te tho sequence ' s  length and c onplexi ty there is  no superfluous 

detail in i t . The business of the giving and roturnine of tho key 

fr�os thu encount er as a whole (cs it does in Act 4 of Iris.) , whi le 

wi thi n the s equence noves nnQ pauses uark each sl:ti.ft in enphas is even 

noro precisely than in The Thunderbol t .  To�e thcr l'Ti th the pn ttcrning 

of the dic.loeuo this s tnge punc tun ti on reguln. tos thu rhythn s o  as t o  

obtain naxinun effec t fron th0 clinnxes .  Techni cally the sequenc e. 

is a superb pi ece of work , anCi. it is achieved in a oanner l'rhich is 

entirely i n  ac cord with the _psychol ogy of the charncters and the logic 

of the prec eding ac tion. 

The pat terning of the pley as n 1-Thole ( sec F igure 5) is equally 

ne ticul ous . Once again the s tructure and devcl opnent of the total 

ac tion is foreshadowed in the o pening �e t .  This i s  d0voloped in 

four mo£8Glts • 'lhe first c ons:i£.ts of s everal sequences involving 

Ethel Pierpoint ( c.  young fri end of Zoe ' s ) , her ne ther , Leonnrd Ferris 

and Zoe herself.  The so s equences suggcs t the uno:'.sy s t n  to of 2be 1 s 

narringe , es t�blish Ferris 1 s  interes t in Ethel nnd hint �t his sone-

what exces sive int inncy with Zoe . The second - r:i o v. e m e-n t •c o ns i s t s o f  two 
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s equenc es ccnterin� on Zo e . In the firs t she nnkes cl oc.r t o  

Ferri s thl.'.t thouch she 1-rould no t stc.ncl in tho W'-Y o f  h i s  nnrringo to 

Ethel shG could no t then retain hin nnong her ncn fri ends , a pros pE: c t  

h e  views w i t h  alc.n� ; �d in the sec ond s equence Fetor Mo ttrc.n � the 

pl ny ' s  rnis onneur fi gure , speaks to her of hi s c oncern over the 

thron ts o f  sopr�rn tion she nnd he r husbr:md h::.ve b oon no.kint� in their 

recent quarrels . In t he c.c t 1 o thi:r-d moVOCJ.tm t . t h o focus chc.ne-es to 

Thcodore who in c. long s equence with Mo t trcn t ells of his oc.ritnl 

gri cv2nc os 1"'.nd ends wi th the threct thnt if hG did ever " bnng the 

front C.oo r ,  i t ' l l be onc e end for d l ,  oy fri end . " ( p. 336 ) The 

nc.t !..s final Ifoveuent · b e&ins wi tl: Zoo entering to[',rfully to ntteopt 

re ro conci l i n tion . Mo ttrn.o depc.rts r1.f ter delivering c. thona.tic 

honily c onpc.ring the present difficulties o f  the Blundells t o  n rough 

Chnnnel cross i.ng before the qui e t  wc.ters on the o ther side nre 

renched. 1r1hcn the couple nro left nlono , hmvever , th e roconcilintion 

soon breaks down end n bi t ter qunrrel ensues which ends w i th Zoe 

ler�ving the roo!71 end Theodoro orderine tho servl"'.nt to P.."-Ck his bngs . 

Tho o.c tion of the rcno.i nde r  of the pley is bl ocked in s e c tions 

which, Gxcopt for the finnl ono , corrGspond t o  the four uovoments of �the 

firs t  R c t .  Act 2 corres ponds with th0 s o concl nciYcment . . ' TltE;: 

fo cus is n.gnin on Zo o who during the s ix oonths whi ch hnvo elnps od s i nc e  

�eodorc wnlked out hns b e cone involved in n guil ty love-nffnir with 

Ferris . The n.c t c ons i s ts ossentinlly of four duologue s whi ch lend 

naturally nnd logi c�lly to Zoo ' s  deci sion to disoiss Ferris nnd seek 

c reconc iliation with Thcodo ro . 'Ihe fi rst o f  these duolo&rues 

denonstrc..tes tho ni sory nncl gui l t  Zoo nnd Ferris feel now they hnve 

becone lovers . In the sec ond duolo{5ile I'-1o ttrnn endenvours to persunde 

Zo e to re turn to her husband , and thi s is f o l l owed by n c onversation 

between Zoo ::md Ethe l in whi ch the lo.ttcr,  no t knowing of Zoo ' s  
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affnir asks for help in rogr..inine Ferri s ' s  a.ffGctions . As o. 

rosul t of these pressures Zoe in the fourth duologue disuisr.ws her 

lover. 

The first h�lf of Act 3 ,  s o t  in Theodore 1 s flat , pcrcll els the 

n2_in n.ction of Act 2 nnd recc.lls the third oovement o.f . tt.e 

firet a;c t. . Thoodore i s  sho"\lm t o  bo ns unhc.ppy wi th his uis tress , 

Mrs f�erley , ns Zoe hns boon wi th Ferri s ,  nnd the firs t nn.jor 

sequoncc of Act 3 ends with Nrs ArulGrloy 1 s disnissnl . This is 

followed by anoth0r sGquenco between Ho ttrc.n :'.nd Theodore ( pnr2.ll el

ing the ono in the previous ne t between No ttr2.rJ nnd Zoo ) in which 

the faoi ly friend endenvours to porsunde Theodore thr..t reconciliation 

wi th his wife is s till possibl e .  The s t�cond hnlf o f  A c t  3 co nsists 

of tho long c liEnctic sequence between Zoo nnd Theodore whi ch h.:Ls 

alree.dy been analys ed in detni l .  

i n  the fourth novGnent of J_c t  1 .  

I t ,  of course, parallels the quarrel 

Ac t 4, s e t  in Ferris ' s  flnt ,  is brief . The oponine s equencEB of 

Act nro e cho ed in the firs t hnlf of this las t o.c t  vThich features n 

snall tea-party to cel ebrate Ferris ' s  sudden ongngenent to Ethel . 

However, no sooner have �hel o.nd her no ther left when Zoe nppenrs . 

After l onrning fron Ferris tho. t  he is no l onger free t o  nnrry her ,  she 

is forced to hide in tho bedroon when her husbn.nd s to rns into the flnt . 

Theodore ' s  obj ect is to force Ferris to nnrry Zoe , but she res olves the 

dilenna -vrhich hns been crontod by conni t ting suicid e .  'llhe finnl 

s e c tion of this net is the only pc.sse.ge after i�c t  1 whi ch is not 

paralleled in the exposi tion , and thus thou_eh t he deno���E� i s  

plausibl e ,  graDting the geogrnphy of Ferris ' s  fln.t (which inc ludes n 

high b�l cony ) nnd tho prossuro Rppliod to Zoo there , it does not in

preso ns n necessery consequoncs of the res t of the action. 

Pinero ' s  apologi s t s ,  wi th j ustification, hnve clnined � 
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Ch,<;.nnel to be his fines t serious wo rk .  Clayton Hnoil ton� for 

exnupl G ,  des cribes it ns 

c.n :c.bsoluts and. fo.ul tless m:s terpi oce of s truc ture . It 
1s s olidly , c onpac tly buil t .  No nnteri �l is vms tt::d r  
every line and every ges tur� seeDs to count.  Every 
deto.il of the piece i s  ni cely rel�ted to every o ther i 
R-nd m.nny pnssat:;os produce t� three-fold effect - firs t 
by ionedi�te interes t ,  s econd ,  by roninisconce ,  nnd ,  
third, by prophecy . 

H�ni l ton ' s  prai se effectively suns up the nt tributes of a 

suc c essful " enc losed" plc:.y v1hi ch . despi to tho eleuont of con-

triv.<'.nce in tho finnl n.c t ,  Mid-Channel undoub tedly i s .  But i ts 

netJ.r-perfec t  tochnict�l fini sh wns no t achieved 1r1i thout c o s t .  

'lhG chc..rf'..c ters are dull c..nd v.rid ,  though thorouehly credible , the 

action is dr:::.nc.tic but constri c tGd, E1.nd the to tal effect depress-

ingly s eri0us-ninded rnther th�n tragic .  

'Jhese lini tntions ne.y s inply b e  ntt ribut ed to the nnrrowness 

of Pinero ' s personn.l vision 1 but the pressure of hi s chos en form -

the rec.li s t i c  woll-narlo plc..y - enphf!sis ed this . Bernnrd Shnw. in 

a letter which he wro t e  ;"J.f ter seeine r.1 perfornnnce of �U d-ab.nnnel nt 

the S t .  Jruaes ' s Thentrc . dic.gnosed tho cnuse of the pley 1 s  ft•.ilure 

wi th audiences and ioplored Pinero. to change his �ppronch : 

Between ours elve s ,  I grently dislike the audience a t  the 
St . Jnnos ' s  Theatre • • •  They are the very people you ere 
getting et in the play • • •  �c wonen do not wr�t to be 
told that they are no t wives in nny renl s ens e ,  but only 
kept wo:::1en . 'lhe husbnnds who have broueh t  their wives 
to the thectre becaus e they are afraid of qunrrelling if 
they s tny at hone , do not want to hnve tho qun.rrel flune 
in their fnces ncross the footlights . And c.s you hnve 
no sort of oercy on thelil and no sort o-£ hope for then, 
and s it1ply rub their own ni sery nnd dis{S"rnce into then 
wi th the skill and ruthlessness of n s ci entific torturer, 
they s tey nwny • • •  \'Thy do you s till • • •  cons truc t plays? 
I never cons truc t a play : I let oys elf rip . I give 
nys olf away . That is why I give everyone else away7 
1r�hich n.ftor all is th e whole purpose of c onedy. You 
nre like �manias : you kee p  sooethi� back . �here is 
no t enough fun in M id-Chnnnel : you bite ho.rd ; but you 
do not let yours elf wag your tni l .  Tihe fun is in you : 
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it is ·the divino S't)cro t of the ncrry r'.nd chari tr.ble hec.rt :  
but you s een t o  ne t o  hc.ve begun t o  nis t rust i t  i n  those 
later tiiles : I nis s B�ron Cro odlo f<� char�ctGr in 
Pinero ' s firs t succ essful play,  The �1oney-Spinner ( 1 880 )J 
anong nll these dul l , s cared , vulgar pe o pl 0  who are s o  
fiercely true t �  the ir Oiin life �nd so very f�lse to 
yours . 54 

But i t  wns too lcte for nn o ld dog to l ecrn new tri cks . 

Pinero could c onstruct ::� fnrce or 11 serious drnnn but he c ould not 

wri te a serious f�rc c ,  lot el one let hi s plo.y rip in the Shnvian 

!:lo.nner . B¥ Mid-Chnnnel his populnrity was cle�ly declining. I t  

had renched � peak wi th His House i n  Orde� which wi th its s tory o f  

a persecuted wonrm v1ho renounces a n  opportuni ty t o  hunili:-.tc.: her 

tornentor� had hnd enornous appenl and � very lon� run . � 
Thundorbol t and IUd-Chnnne l , though nore sub s tnnti0..l rmd skilfully 

plo tted plays , o ffered no such enticenent to audience identifi cP-ti on, 

11.nd the publ i c ,  as Shaw observed in his letter, oo s tly s tnyed away . 

Of Pinero ' s  subseque�t plays (and he c ontinued wri ting then aloos t  up 

to his death in 1 934 ) , only one light theatrical conedy, The Mind the 

Pqint Girl ( 1 91 2 ) ,  achieved any nec.sure of c ormerc i al succ es s . 

Hi s &cknowledgcd influence on the leading playwrights of the tine 

had , of cours e ,  declined even earlier - a process which he:.d been 

c onsi derably accelarqted by Eernard Shaw ' s  wi thering cri t ical reviews 

of The Sec ond Mrs Tanguero.y and The Notori ous Mrs EbbsBi th. Fron 

Pinero ' s  point of view these attncks were doubly unf&ir : ins tead of 

recognis ing his c.ttenpt to drc.n2. tis o  s erious s tudies of chnrc�c ters 

in confli c t  wi th societjr, Shcw hnd n.ccus ed hiLl of wri t ing plo..ys 

oerely for the s .::ke o f  scmsationr..l cliocxes ; .md worse s ti l l  :md 

successfully bro.nded hin ns n.. t c chnicnlly old-f:-:shi oned plr..ywright 

when he vms t!".king grer: t pnins to nchicve c. l evel of verisini.li tude 

previously unrenlised in Engli sh drnnn . 5 5  
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Froo Sh:-cw 1 s point of vi0w, hovTGVGr, thu uttc.cks 1iero 

nooesso.ry. The ooticulous pn ttorninc of Pinero 1 s soci"..l dr:;n�;s 

inp�rted an o.ir of inevitabili ty to their genornlly pessinistic 

plots in which upper-oiddlo clo.as nJres were preseThted o.s un-

nltero.ble facts of life .  Public ncceptance of  such plays as in-

port�n t works of the "new dro.r::r..." was c. posi tive hindrn.nce to Sh.".W 1 s 

nin of using the s t::'-�3'0 ns [l plntforn froo which he could "force the 

public to reconsider i ts oorr;.ls . " 56 In ,, letter to U'illiru:J Archer, 

dated 2 1  August 1 893�  he; cormented, " if the future , as Mrs Tnnk 

[i . e . Pnuln in '!he Socond Mrs TnnguernyJ snys , is only to be tho 

p...1.st entered throue1:. :;.nether g:'.te - why, then, the letho.l ch.::nber 

is the only proper plnce for us . n 5? As c dr�r...tist who believed 

hinself inspired by the 11 Lifc: Force" , Shc.w scornfully rejected the 

narrow focus end pro-deteroined structural pattern of the well-nnde 

pl['.y, and .evolved a thentrical technique which by contrnst is broad 

in i ts focus , cooplex in i ts juxtaposition of diverse elenents nnd 

fluid in i ts pntterning - o. technique which cnn perhaps best be 

sunned up in the sine le 1·mrd ,  " open" . 

NOTES 

All citations in my text from Pinero ' s  plays o.re to The Social 
Pla s of Pinero , vols . I - IV, ed. Cle.yton Hrunilton (N .Y . , 1 91 7-
1 922 , hereafter ci ted ns Social Plays . The citations are followed 
by parenthetical reference to the page nUL�bers of the appropriate 
volume of this edition; 

Volune I 
Volume II 
Volume I I I : 
Volume IV : 

The Second Nrs Tangueray and The Notorious l\irs Ebbsmi th 
The Gay Lord Quex and Iris 
Letty and His House in O�der 
The Thunderbolt and Mid-Channel 
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1 .  Allnrdyce Nicoll, British Drann , 5th ed . rev. ( London, 
1 962 ) ,  p. 2 56 .  

2 .  1 1  Enelish Dri:'..J:.�L nnd the French Woll-Mnde Plny, 1 81 5- 1 91 5" , 
unpubl .  doct .  diss . ( Colunbi.':'. ,  1 955) , pp. 41 -42 . See 
nlso Stnnton ' s  Introduction to Cnnille and Other Plnys , 
Merne.id Drnnc..book (N .  Y .  i 1 957) ,  pp . xii-xiii . 

3 .  Mnurice Vnlency, The FlmoTer nnd the Cns tle (N .Y . , 1 963) , 
p .  67.  

4 .  Erncst  Legouve, Eugene Scribe,  trnns . Albert Vnnd�n, in 
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1 903) , p. 6 Herel:'.fter ci tcd as Stevenson .  

9. Stovenson, pp. 6-7 

to.  Ap:ut fron his lec�re on Stevenson, the only published 
writings by Pinero on then tro o.nd dr2nn "''Thich I ho.ve been 
able to find conprise :  

" The Modern British Drnnn" ,  an nddress given n t  a 
a dinner of the Roynl Acndeoy, in The Thentre , Vol .  25 
(London, 1 895) , pp . 347-9 . Preface to 'vl. L .  
Courtenny ' s  The Idea o f  Tragedy (London, 1 900) . 
" Robert Browning as a Dranatist"· � Transc..ctions of the 
Royal Society XXXI (London, 1 91 2 ) , pp . 7-20 . 
" The Thentre in the Seventies" , in The Eighteen-Seventies 
ed . H. Graville-Bnrker ( London, 1 929) . 
Foreword to 'fwo Plays , A. U. Pinero (London, 1 930 ) .  

Only the last of these contains ��y specific reference to 
Pinerc 1 s own plF>.ys . His reticence in this respect is 
indicated by the following letter ( Bri t .  Mus . , ace . 52586 ) , 
dated 25th Jnnuc..ry, 1 91 8 : 

My Dear Sir, 

I ::tr::J. very nuch obliged to you for your kind letter ; 
but I an n. poor hand at talking about ny work. I 
don 1 t think I can add D.uch to vthat has already appeared 
in the pnpers concerning "The Freaks" . The little 
piece is sli1ple in subject and treatnent , nnd has no 
higher ain thru'.\ to nnuse - which I take to be the 
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func tion of the theatre at tho present nonent . 
There: o.rG nore wnys thnn ono of trying to be 
nousing you will any . I nus t hope " The Fre::Ucs" 
wil l  no t bo judged ns fallinG into the lowes t 
cnter;ory . 

Youra·. nos t truly , 
Arthur Pinero . 

A .  W. Pinero , Two Plays , p .  6 .  

vl. D .  Dunkel ,  Sir Arthur Pinero : A Cri ticnl 
Le tters . .( Chicago , 1 941 � pp . 1 03-4 . 
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Enile Zoln, No..turl'..lisn in the Thentre , trnns . Scnuel Drnper ,  
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1 930 ) , p. 2 5 5 .  

Stevenson, p. 7 • 

.Th.i.Q.. , p .  30 • 

� • •  pp. 1 3-1 4 • 

..I.b.jJl. ' p.  1 4 . 

lli,d. , p .  27 . 

Cited in Fyf e ,  p .  255 . 

Heske th Penrs on , The Lns t  l ... ctor-Manngers ( London� 1 950) ,  p .  30 .  

Mrs Pntrick Co.npbell 1 My Lifo nnd Sone Le tters ( London, 1 922 ) ,  
p .  6 9 .  

Ci ted in Fyfe , p .  2 5 5 .  

Berno.rd Shnw, Prefa c e ,  Three Plays by Brieux (N .Y. , 1 91 1 ) , 
p .  xxi i .  

28 . �ccording to The Oxford Ibs en, V, ed . J .  W. McFnrlnne (London, 
1 96 1 ) ,  A Doll ' s House wns pres ented for tho firs t tine in 
London on June 7, 1 889 , Ghos ts on Mnrch 1 3 , 1 891 , nnd Hedda 
Gabler on April 20 , 1 891 . 

2 9 .  S'bcinl ?lays , I ,  pp. 1 9...,_23 



30.  Socinl Plnys , I ,  p .  20 . 

68 

3 1 . S tnnton , Introduction, Caoillo c.nd Othor Plnys ,  p .  xxxiii . 

32 . Peuln ;  of course , . lo.clts Hedda 1 s . .  self control , but c.t 
tioeo,, notably in the flct  2 sequenc es ·\"r.ith Urs · Cor.telyon, 
displuys a cooparable vein of bitter snrcnsn • . 

33.  Bernnrd Shnw, Our Theatres in tho Nineties (London, 1 932 ) , 
I ,  p .  45 . Here�ftcr cite d es O . T . N . 

34. Archer , Plnynnking, p .  94 . 

35 . Social Plays , I ,  pp . 39-40 . 

36 . As a sidelight on the thene of isol�tion, it is significant 
thn.t letters in the plny point to b re::.kdowns in cooo.unicntion . 
In Act 1 Pnul::. gives Tanquerny n letter detailine her past 
cnrcer but he burns thu letter without rendine it ,  end 
Ellean ' s  letter to hin announcing her return is opened too _ 
late . The le tter to the Orrcyod in Ac t 2 arises froo the 
b reakdown in the Tanqucrnys ' nnrri�5o . In Ac t 3 Ellur� ' s  
let ters t o  her fz: thor froo Pnris c.rc interce pted by Paulo. to 
spi to hor hush:md tmd this prevents then fron hc:.ving fore
knowledge of Elle�n 1 s return with her finnco . Fin,:.lly, in 
Act 4 ,  the no t0 froo Ellcan 1 s  fiance confirns the end of the 
cmgngooent end underlines the finnl ruin of the T1.1nquerays 1 
onrriago . 

37 . O . T . N. , I ,  p. 47 

38. Archer, Plnync�ine, p .  224 . 

39. O . T . N . , I ,  p .  46 . 

40 . O . T . N . ,  p. 45 

41 . Arche r ,  Playgc.king, p.  94 . 

42 . Social Plnys , I ,  p .  39. 

43 . C i ted in Archer, Playonking, p .  1 3 1 . 

44 . O . T .N . , I ,  P• 63.  

4 5 .  SJcial Plays , II , 

46 . P. P .  Howe , Drnnatic Portrai ts (Londorl, 1 91 3) ,  pp . 72-75 . 

47 . Howo, p. 72 . 

48 . John Russell Taylor, The Rise and Fall of the Well-Made Play 
(London , 1 967) , p . 70. 

49 . Social Plays , I I ,  p .  224 . 



50 . Archer, Pl:wnaking, p. 48 . 

69  

5 1 . vlillir!.IJ Archer,  The: Old Drnon [�ncl the Now (London , 1 923 ) ,  
pp . 31 8-31 9 .  

52 . Ci ted in Social Plays, IV, pp� 29-30. 

53 . SJci:::.l Plays , IV, p. 287 . 

54 . Bernard Sh�w, Collec ted Le tte rs 1 89[- 191 0 ,  ed . Dan H .  k�urence ( London ,  1 972 ) ,  pp . 886-887 . 

55 .  I t  is plo � Srffit t o  no te that in his let ters t o  Shnw wri tten 
soEe d.o zen yeo..rs after thos e nttl'..cks Pinero showed no t tho 
lens t c:minosity because of thon E'.nd. indeed rego.rded Shnw 
wi th indulgent n.ffec tion. But tho ,..,_t tncks wore still re
nenberod by Pinero . In a no te to Sh�w , d:...tod 1 5  October, 
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®apter 3 

Bernard Shaw; The "Open" J.rt of "Emotion•'lis�d Discussion. '' 

I 

From the very beginning of his career in the theatre Bernard 

Shaw ( 1 856-1 950) proclaimed his opposition to the prevailing con-

ventions of Ehglish drama because in his view these mirrored the 

false ideals of society and therefore stood in the way of progress ,  

truth and life . He wanted a theatre which instead of confirming 

prejudices would help to change society by developing its intellectual 

consciousness , a theatre which would be 

a factory of thought, a prompter of conscience ,  an elucidator 
of s ocial conduct ,  an arooury against despair and dullne�s ,  
and a temple of  the Ascent of Man . 1  ' 

For.gulas , whether of conduct or of theatrical convention, were there-

fore anathema to him, and none more so  than the formula of the well-

made play ,  especially when, as in Pinero ' s  social dramas , it was 

2 accompanied by "an air of profound and original thought . "  DUring 

his three years as drama critic of The Saturday Review (January 1 895 

to May 1 898 ) ,  Shaw lost no opportuni ty to expose the shallowness of 

the content of such plays or the artificiality of their construction, 

frankly admitting as he did so ,  "I write plays myself, and • • •  my 

school is in violent reaction agains t that of Mr Pinero . "3 

What particularly incensed Shaw about Pinero ' s  social dramas was 

the effect of inevitability which their well-made structures gave to 

their generally pessimistic plots . Under stress Pinero ' s  heroines 

may (from a conventional point of view) come to lcnow themselves better,  

but they are incapable of improving on what they are or of breaking 

out of the situations in which they find themselves . Similarly, 

s ociety ' s  "double s tandard" : of morality for men and women is 

presented as an unalterable (if reprehensible ) fact of life . The 
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" enclosed" s truc tures of Pinero ' s  social dramas were bui l t  on such 

assumptions , and therefore in Shaw ' s  view had to be discredi ted in 

favour of a more " open" approach if the theatre was to become the 

positive s oc ial force he wished it to be : 

No wri ter of the first order needs the formula of the 
well-made play any more than a sound man needs a crutch . 
In his simplest mood when he is only seeking t o  amuse 9  
he does not manufacure a plot : he tells a s tory . He 
finds no diffi cul ty in s e tting people on the s tage to 
talk and act in an amusing, exciting and touching way. 
His charac ters have adventures and ideas which are ·· 
interesting in themselves,  and need no t be fitted into 
the Chinese puzzle of a plo t • • •  Now if the cri tics 
are wrong in supposing that the formula of the well-made 
play is not only indispensable in good playwri ting , but 
is actually the essence of the play i tself -- if their 
delusion is rebuked and confuted by the practice of every 
great dramatist even when he is only amusing himself by 
s tory-telling -- what must happen to their poor formula 
when it impertinently offers i ts s ervices to a playwright 
who has taken on his supreme func tion as the Interpreter 
of Life? Not only has he no use for i t ;  but he mus t 
attack and destroy i t ;  for one of the very firs t lessons 
he has to teach a play-ridden publi c  is that the romantic 
conventions on which the formula proceeds are all false • 4 • 

This s tatement perhaps begs the ques tion for an " Interpreter of 

Life" might view life as determined or repe titive and therefore ex-

press this theatrically by means of tightly patterned and repeti tive 

plot-structures . To Shaw, however,  life was varied open to change 

and never readily predi ctable . Prola, an eas tern pries tess in his 

late play The Simpleton of the Unexpected Isles ( 1 933) , speaks for 

Shaw as well as herself when she c omments to her husband , "W'e are no t 

here to fulfil prophecies and fit ourselves into puzzles, but to 

wres tle with life as i t  c omes . And it never comes as we expec t i t  

t o  come . " As will be shown , thi s " o pen" attitude to life is 

reflec ted in the varied content of Shaw ' s  plays� in hi s manner of 

wri ting them, and in the c onsiderable range of dramatic forms and 

patterns which he used or created . 

One of the maj or problems with whi ch Shaw ' a  c ommentators have to 
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contend is the eno�mous scope of his interests ; sociology, politics ,  

religion ,  the arts,  philosophy, science - there would seem to be no 

significm1t field of human activity whi ch escaped his lively and 

critical attention and 1-1hich is no t worked into the action of his 

plays. In this respect he was most certainly an "Interpre ter of 

Life" in a way Pinero wi th hi s narrow sphere of interest  was not . 

Historically, a significant part of Shaw ' s  achievement is the extent 

to which he opened up new subject-matter for the modern English 

theatre . Looking back on hi s firs t  decade  as a playwright he could 

claio with jus tification that whereas " the fashionable theatre 

prescribed one serious subj ect:  clandes tine adultery" , he had tried 

slun-landlordism, doctrinaire Free Love ( pseudo-Ibsenism) , 
prostitution, mili tariso, marriage 1 his tory,  current 
poli tics, natural Chris tianity , national and individual 
character, paradoxes of conventional society ,  husband
hunting, questions of conscience, professional delusions 
and impostures , all worked into a series of c omedies of 
onnners in the classic manner • • •  

and culminating in his firs t " dramatic parable of Creative Evolution. " 5 
His later plays dis play an even more bewildering array of subjects 

which not infrequently co-exist within a single play. 

It was inevitable as time went on that Shaw, in order to  handle 

the inoreasingly complex interplay of idoas and atti tudes he wished 

to convey in his drama , should depart further and further from con-

ventionnl dramatic fo� and structures.  n1ough his dr�atic 

�terials (as distinc t from his subject matter and opinions ) were 

drawn to a considerable extent from the stock-in-trade of the popular 

Victorian theatr� 6 he endeavoured to give thes e materials free play 

so  that ti1ey might form themselves into new pat terns , thereby ex-

panding the existing limi ts of the drama. Instead of labouring 

over intricate scenarios in the �anner of Scribe and his successors, 

Sharr ' s method was simply to "let the play wri te �d shape itself , 



73 

whi ch it always does even when up to the las t moment I do no t see 

the way out . ,3 Thus the wri ting of a play J.;o hin 1·ras � �-n th:J 

firs t ins tanc e ,  not a c raf t but an ne t of fai th . l:s 1: ..:. told l:.i s  

authori s ed b iographe r ,  A·chib ald Henderson : 

My pro cedure is to imagine charac ters and l e t  Jchon rip 
bu t I !!lus t  warn you that the real process i s  ve:_ry obs cure ; 
for the result- ahrays sho-vrs that there has been §.2£.�-�h-:."\:gg. 
behind all the t ine , of 1fhi ch I was no t c ons ci ous , though 
i t  turns out to be the real I!lotive of the whole c roa t�o n. 8 

From the outse t  thi s unorthaC.oxy outraged the theatre cri ti c s  

and i t  b ecame a c ommonplace f o r  them t o  as stme that hi s plays 1vere 

virtually devoid of the rudimentc of dramatic s truc ture . �·ach 

j udgements were ini tially the resul t  of cri ti cal bm·rildcrmcnt at 

Shaw ' s  ideas and the nann e:;.· in llh;._ ch they 1·rere exprcsscd., for nos t of 

hi s earli e r  plays are in fac t sinilar in s tructure to the 0 on-· 

temporary types of popular play 1•(hi ch they parodi ed . Jli:uch l at &  

i n  h i s  career h e  c ommented that "i t s oBetines s trike s me , when I 

see an early play of my own , that i t  looks as if I had elaborately 

cons tructed i t . " 9  Thi s resul t is hardly very surpris ing in view of 

the intensive amount of th eatre-5.oing he was doing at tlw time of 

wri ting these plays . As .time went on, ho-vmver ,  the struc tural 

pa tt erns of his plays became increasingly idiosyncratic , and �he 

c ri tics - especially J�he more o ld-fashioned one s - b ecame more 

pu zzled than ever .  According, for exampl e ,  t o  Wi llia:'L · rch3r : 

From Man and Supen..t,;1£_ onwards • . • l·fr Shnw tend.0d mo re and 
more to dro� all pre tenc e at dramatic s tructure, to 
renounce everything re�embling s to ry o r  s ituation, and to 
make his plays cons i s t  of what might be c alled emo tion
alised d i s cu ssions • • . la tine went on , in .9-�tt�,n_g: 
Married, Mi salliance and Hear tbre� House, i t  anus ed 
Ivlr Shm-1 to pour out hi s di s cussi ons in one breath , no t 
only without any s truc ture ,  but wi thout any breathing 
space . 1 0  

" Emo tionali s ed di scus s i on" is a reasonably apt de s c::iptic :.'. of 
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the plays to which Archer refers , n!'.d fo r that oat,tcr of "che 

disquisitory genre which was Shaw ' s  distinc tive c ontribution to 

modern dra�ati c foro. �!.ut Archer 1 s concept of s tructuJ.•o , as he 

denonstrntes at length in Playuaking, was based on the " enclos ed11' 

fomula of the well-LJ.ade play and hi s  cri ticisn of Shm'l 1 s nat-ure 

" open" drama is hopeles sly inadeo."J.ate as a result . Fn.r fron lack

ing s tOI"'J ,  the disquisi tor-.f plays interweave n variety of s tories 

at tho same tine as they interweave a variety of opinions and 

a tti tudes .  T o  achieve this , Sha.w could not afford to was te t ine 

1d th the elaborate preparations of the 1-rell-nade play, which he 

derided as " superfluous at tempts to persuade the audience to accept , 

as reasonably brought about, s ituations which it is perfec tly ready 

to accept wi thout rmy bringing abou t whatever. "
1 1  

In his 

dis quisitory plays , thereforo,  the s tories and situations proceed at 

a s peed which ous t have oade then invis ible to Archer and accounts 

in large meaSUl'e for his charge that the discussions are poured out 

" in one gush" . But this charge , too , is incorrect (except for the 

technical point that in Getting I!J:arri ed and Misallian9.£ - though not irn 

Heartbreak House - the ac tion is presented as being continuous ) 
b ecause Shnw took considerabl e pains to orches trate his 11emotionalis ed 

discussions" to provide the contras ts in tempo and e:c1phasis ne cessary 

for hi s audience ' s  unders tanding and enj oynent . 

TI1e greater part of this orches tration is to be found in the 

patt erning of the dialogue - an area whi ch is outside the scope of 

thi s s tudy - but the �nnner in 1vhich Slaw tines and interweaves the 

appear ances of hi s characters , and his use of s tage--business are 

also r e l e v a n t to the nusicnl effec t of hi s plays . 'E.1.eso ma tters 

will be demons trated later in the chapter, but it is necessary at 

thi s  point to note a certain ambiva lence in Shm-r ' s  atti tude to 
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s tagecraf:t •. . When working on a new play he first of ull wro te the 

dialogue ,  and only after he had conpleted this did he c oncern hin-

self wi th " the nech"lni cal busines s of tho s tage·. "
1 2  

fuis he did 

with great thoroughness but not enj oynen t .  Henderson cites a typical 

Shavian conoent on this issue : 

I can wri te the dial ogue of n l ong play easily wi thin 
two nonths if I stick at it ; but it nay take ne as 
l ong or longer , to s ettle the s tnge busines s ,  1vhich is 
pure drudgery . I had rather v�i te all the dialogue 
of Hanlet then decide which side of tho s tage the gho s t  
enters , or arrange the necessary tine for OpheliQ to change 
her dress . 1 3  

There is a great deal of st11ge business in Sh:1w 1 s  plays , as his 

copi ous s tage-direc tions testify, but it is essentially subservient 

to the dialogue . �e advice he gave to � friend in a lett er later 

published under the ti tle of The Lrt of Rehenrsal indicates his 

practic e ,  as the direc tor of his own plays : 

Never have a nonent of silenc e on the s tage except as an 
intentiom:.l s t age effe c t  [S h.«=tw 1 s  i tali c s ] T he play 
ous t  no t s to p  whi le an ac tor is s i t ting down o r  ge t ting 
up or walking off the s tage . He ous t s i t  on a word and 
ri s e  on u w ord ; if he has to nake n noYcoent he Dust 
nove as he speQks �nd no t before or after ; and the cue ous t 
be picked up as SDE.rtly as the bnll is fi elded in cri cke t.  
This is the s ecret of p�ce and of holding an �udi once . It 
is a rule you nay set aside again and again to nnke n 
s pecial effect • • •  But as a rule of thunb i t  is invaluable . 

1 4  

Where s tage bus iness rc.ther than dialogue i s  e D pW::'l.Sised in a Shaw 

play i t  usually indicates an elenent o f  theatricali � and therefore 

of insinceri ty in tho behavi our of the charac ter responsibl e . Iaal 

convic tion on the o ther hand is narked by 2n absence of business for 

then no thing nus t  dis trac t  us fron the words of the speaker . Thus , 

as we shall see,  Shaw us es bus iness to vary the toopo of the 

dialogue , but no t to punc tuate i t ,  nnd his clin�es , unlike Pinero ' s ,  

are usually expressed no t in nctions but in words . 
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Einally , in this introduc tory sec tion, i t  i s  ne cessary to 

enphnsise tho s truc tural varie ty of Shm-1 1 s drtl.un, n si gnifi cc.nt 

refl ec tion of his " open " approach . Whereas Pinero cus t oan,rily 

worked wi thin tho c onfines of the foi.l.r-a c t  frvn.ework ,  Sha.w rarely 

us ed the snoe net-s tructure twi ce in successio� and during his long 

care er wro t e  plays of alnos t every conceivnble size and shape . 

This c areer ,  on his o>m c'"'.uthority, can be divided int o thre e broad 

cons ecutive phases : " a  juveni le phas e ,  a niddle phase , and a Third 

Manner , "  15 thu sec ond being ini tiated by Man and Supermm ( 1 903 )  and 

the third by Back to Nethus elah ( 1 92 1 ) . (I t  is significant , of 

c ours e ,  that these two works nre his princ i��l parables of Creative 

Evolution . ) The thre e phases , e.s M2.rtin r:::ei sel hf:.s pointed out , are 

charac teris ed by the use of typical genre s : the pl ays of the firs t 

phose are bused on s tnndnrd type s of oelodrann a.nd popular play , 

those of the s ec ond arc oo s tly disquisitory plays, and those of th e 

third nre generally related to extravagan ze ; these genres being 

" respectively eno tional , discursive and analogi c nodes of the drn1:1a. 

of idens . " 1 6  Those categori es , ho"I'Tever ,  nre very brand, 11nd even 

wi thin phases the naj ori ty of plnys whi ch are generically relntcd 

tend to diff er oarkedly froo each o thor in s t ruc turul appearance . 

In the plays of Shnw ' s " juvenil e phnse" drru::tntic interest is 

centred on the enotionnl c onten t  o f  t h e  oe lodrno2.ti c  plo ts . 'Ilhese 

are, for the oo s t  pnrt , single-acti on plays s though their s i tuations 

are portrayed ironically for the purposes of Shnvian s atire and n 

wider context outside the innediato confines of the act.:;_ on is 

iuplied . Struc turally, these are tho no s t  c onventional of Shaw ' s  

plays , wi th three-act and four-act pc.tterns predoninf',ting. However, 

there. i s  a narked broadening of scope in the later " juvenile ph2.se" 

plays and thi s  is reflected in their increased length and ex panded 
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s t ructurA.l f oros . 

Tho s tructural vari ety o f  Shaw ' s r1iddle phnse plnys , .·�s will 

be shovm ,  reflects to a consi derable degree hi s experinentation 

with ways of integr:-c ting an increasingly large anount of di s cuss-

ion into tht:: fabric of hi s drama. The enphesis thus tends t o  

be  pl�ced no re and no re on the interplay o f  ideas and attitudes 

nnd l ess on the fate of individuc.l charac ters . The culnination 

of tlris developnent c ones with the atnospheri c pa tterning of the 

encounters nnd dis �ssions in He�rtbreak Hous e .  Mos t o f  this 

ch'l pter wil l  be concerned with nnnlys ing nnd discuss ing the 

s truc tural pat terning of thes e  plays for, al though there was fine 

work to coue,  they dispL:-.y Sh r.!.w 1 s  drR.nl:'.tic skill at i ts highest 

level and in its mos t  charac teris tic mode . 

Shaw ' s  " Third Mn.nner" works nre even nore vari ed in s truc ture 

than the pl�ys of hi s ni dd le ph�s e ,  but at tines (and especially 

in the plays wri t t en nfter 1 932 ) the drnnatic focus is weak . In 

s one case s ,  no tably Back to Ne thuselah , the panoranic scope of the 

work is too vas t for Shnw to handle with full c ontrol; in o thers the 

confus ions of the post-1'1'ar world wi th whi ch he was n ttenpt ing to 

grapple c ontribute to n certa in v::tgueness in forD end direc tion; 

and an inevi table, though recarkably delayed , loss of creative 

energy as he grew older c.::mnot be ignored . But even though the 

inci dental patterning of these plays i s  nt tines haphazarC'. or 

exces sively digressive, ::mn lysis of their broad structural outlines 

reveals S1.aw ' s  essentinlly " open" nppro.n ch, a c ontinuing attonpt to 

point a wny through tho nuddl e o f  the present t o  a more posi tive and 

hopeful future . 
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II  

The nos t app(�rent feature o f  the struc tur.:'-1 " blocking" o f  

Sh."!.w 1 s firs t  plnys - col l c c ti vely titled Plays Unpl e:;.s!!.nt and Plens-

� - ie their coupac tness . Except for the ln s t  of the " pl easant" 

plays , You Never Can Tell ( 1 897 ) , they are all fairly s hort and use a 

ninioun of untrances and exi ts to to ll their s to ries and nnke thei r 

points .  Shaw only requires 53 entrances and exi ts ( including 

those of the wai ter, the porter and the �irlournaid ) in the thrGe 

acts of Widower ' s  Houses ( 1 892 ) ,  56 entrances .:'..nd exi ts in th8 four 

ac ts of The Phi landerer ( 1 893) , 4 7 in the four a c ts of Mrs 1rlarren ' s 

Profession ( 1 893 ) , 56 in the three acts o f  ArrJs and the Man ( 1 894 ) , 

a nere 38 in the three acts of Candida ( 1 894 ) , and 20 in the long 

one-ac ter; The l'Ian of Des tiny ( 1 895 ) • You Never Can T ell, which in 

i ts four acts exceeds the plnying tine of c�ny of the earl i er plays 

by hnlf as nuch ag�in and uses ne�rly double the nuober of 

s equences (86 ) ,  nay be regarded as n prelude to the nore conplex 

structural pat terns whi ch were to fol l ow in the Three Plays for 

Puri tans nnd , nore es pecially, in plays such ns Misalliance and 

Hertrtbreflk Hous e .  

Fron the beginning, o f  c ourse , Shaw ' s chfU',o.c ters are never 

at a loss for words and there was no neces si ty for the ir author 

to conco c t  a rapid succ ession of c onings and goings nerely to 

create P-Od nnintein int eres t .  The chnr1-1.cters hnve i deas nnd 

points of view to express which �re interesting in theoselvos . 

But thi s is no t to jus tify the cri tics ' chorus whi ch greG ted 

�/idower ' s Hous es (and was sub sequently re pea. ted on tho e ppearance 

of virtually each new Shf..vT play) that it was "nerely n lecture" 

or a " panphlet in drnt1ntic foro. '! T 7  Widower ' s  Houses nay not 
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be qui te the iwnaculate well-nade s truc ture envis aged by 

Willi aJJ. Archer ,  Shaw ' s ers twhile collaborator on the plny, but 

wi th the exception of one or two episodes such as Blanche ' s  

assault on her uaid , each s equence advances the story and there 

is nn effect of grin inevitabi li ty in the wny young Treoch i s  

uade firs t t o  reali se the dis tas teful s ource o f  h i s  unearned 

ineoue and then becono a willing acconplice o f  Sartorius , the 

sluru. landlord. Shnw, in fac t ,  was thoroughly justified in his 

reply to the cri tics that ''�idower.1 s Houses 

is a propagandi s t  play - a didac tic 
play - a play wi th a purpose ; but 
I do no t therefore claim any s pe cial 
indulgence for it f rou people who go 
to the theatre to be entertained. 
I offer i t  as a technical ly goo d ,  
practicnble s tage play , one which wil l ,  
i f  adequa tely acted , hold i ts proper 
audience and drive i ts s tory hone to 
the last word . 

1 8  

Despi te Shaw ' s  refusal to b e  henned in by Lrcher ' s  " Rhi� 

go ld" pl o t ,  o..nd his insis tence on foll owing " hi s  natural way • • •  

to iuagine characters and spin out a s tory about then, " there i s  

l i t tle that c an  be des cribed as '1 o pen'' !'lbout the play beyond the 

fact that Shnw 1vis hed through the force of his unplec..sant s t ory 

" to induce people to vo te on the Progress ive side at the next 

County Council election in London. "
1 9  Though tbe action · of ·· 

the play :Le divided neatly into thre9 . aote on the baEJis 

of the tine-honoured foruula of " Bby IJ.ee ts Girl ; Boy loses 

Girl ; Boy gets girl after all" , the total effec t is 



FIGURE 6: Scenario graph of MRS WAR REN'S PROFESSION by Bemard Shaw 

ACT 1 

A cottage garden_ 
Summer afternoon. 

ACT 2 ACT 3 

SCA L E :  1 cm = 5 columns text !The Complete Bernard Shaw Plays) 

I K E Y :  On stage _, 

ACT 4 
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.&ouZ'l.y ;�rodisti c .  �e lovers are incapable o f  escaping from the 

c orrupt world in which they find themselves and in the grioly 

ironic " happy ending" wil lingly j oin the ranks of the deliberate 

exploi ters of the system. Shaw ' s  own cri ticism of the play is 

valid - " that the disillusion which makes ell great dreflatic poets 

tragic has here D.ade hin only derisive . 11
20 

In Widowers ' Hous es and Dos t  of the o ther plays of hi s " juvenile" 

phase SGaw was able to oake use of the s tock devi c es and typical 

s truc tures of the various types of popular play then in vogue and, 

at the sane tine , ridicule the conventional ideas they nornally ex-

press ed. Mrs Warren ' s  Profession is � good example of this and in 

the �ontext of this s tudy meri ts some detailed discussion and analysi s 

because i t  was wri tten late in 1 893 as a deliberRte riposte t o  ]h£ 
2 1  

S econd Mrs Tangueray which earlier that year had been acclaimed , 

to 6(baw ' s  annoyance ,  as ini tiating a new era in s eri ous English drama . 

Like Pinero ' s  play, S haw ' s  is in four acts . The exposi tion is 

as del iberate as Pinero ' s  and there is e. oomparA.ble us e  of a raisonneur 

figure ( Praed ) to dro p  hints about the murky pas t of the ti tle figure. 

The firs t act ends wi th a confron tation b e tween Mrs W · rren and a 

former lover ; the second wi th a confrontation between Mrs Warren and 

her daughter during which the mo ther ' s  guil ty trade is revealed ; 

and the third with a situation which outdoes that of Pinero ' s  climax -

ins tead of "a s tep-daughter and step-mother finding themselves in the 

posi tions respectively of affianced wife and di scarded mistres s to 

the same man, "22 the heroine and her young oan find themflel ves ( so i t  

appears ) in the posi tions respe c tively o f  daughter and s on to the same 

father! 1..11 of thes e " Pinero tic "  (pace She.w) s i tuations , however, 

are ironically deflated : the former l over (now a clergyoan) is 



81 

tongue-tied with embarrasstJ.ent, the " fallen wonan" vigorously defends 

h er past, nnd though the h eroine does not L:e.rry the young nan neither 

of then i's . anduly concerned nbout the clain that they are brother and 

sister. frlaw thus "has his cake and eats it" : the structure of the 

" Pinerotic" social drama helps hin to build strong clinaxes, while 

his deflation of its typical situations emphasises his refusal to be 

circumscribed by conventional ideals and beliefs. 

Despite surf�ce similarities in subject-n�tter and foro, � 

Warren ' s  Profession and The Second Mrs Tangueray express diametrically 

opposed attitudes, a fact which is apparent when the structure of 

Sbaw'e play is examined Dare closely. In Pinero's play th e fate of 

the principal characters s eems deter@ined largely by the unfortunate 

(for them) timing of events. If, for exanple, Tanquerey had known 

earlier that his daughter was going to return to him, he probably 

would not have married Paula. If Ellean had chosen another fiance, 

or if Paula had had ade quate warning of her engagement, the play 

would probably not have ended with Paula ' s  suicide . But in Shaw's 

play the characters are made of sterner s tuff. Mre vlarren neither 

collapses with shame nor gives up her profession when Vivie discovers 

it, and Vivie rejects Frank's proposal of marri�ge not becau s e  of the 

revelation that they night be half-siblings , but becaus e she values 

her independence more than Frank ' s  feckless charo . There is never 

any prospect that any of S haw ' s  characters will commit suicide :  

they react to the events of the play but at its end are carrying on 

in much the same oanner as they were at the beginning. Thus though 

the events of the .  play follow in logical order, the order is not a 

necessary one. The ending would not have been much different had the 

discoveries of th e play been arranged differently. 

In explanation -- though not justification -- of the critics ' 
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charge thnt Shaw wns wri ting " drnnati c plillphlets" rnther thnn plnys , 

i t  oay be ndoi tted thnt he wro t e  his pl ays t o  put � cross i deas , end 

nede hi s charac ters nore than usually eloquent for thi s purpo se . 

Fron the outs e t  he cus tonarily us ed fewer sequlMces in hi s plays and 

devel o ped tho encounters between his charac ters nuch nore ful ly than, 

for exaople ,  Pinero did until his finnl s o cial dro.mas . " The 

s impl i ci ty o f  the s c ennrio graph for Mrs Warren ' s  Profession (Figure 

6 )  reflects thi s ,  nnd is typi cal of Shnw ' s  early plays . The 

di scuss ions , hm<Iever ,  n.re never generc..lised . but express the personal 

c oncerns nnd eno tional interplay of the chnr�c ters . l:..nalys i s  of the 

confrontation between f.lrs Warren and her daugh ter at the end of the 

s ec ond o.c t  of Mrs vlarren 1 s Profess ion i l lus trates this point and 

provides a us eful exlli!lple of Shnw ' s  handling of an extended " dis cus s ion" 

s e quenc e  a t  thi s stage of his career . 

The sequence i s  foreshado,.red early in Le t 1 when Vivi e inforns 

Prned that she i s L detemined to rennin inde pendent of he r oo ther and 

to fol l ow a career as nn a c tu,-1.ry .  i'.J. though she has been " boarded out 

all her l ife" (P� ?79) and thus hns no i dea thnt her mother Bakes a. 

l iving running brothels , she i s  aware that her mo ther has s one thing to 

hide end tells Praed that she will if ne cessary use the advantage thi s 

gives her to ge t her own wcy . The threatened confli c t  does no t cone 

abou t ,  however, until we l l  into the s econd a c t  when she and her 

mother are l ef t  alone together for the firs t  t ime in the play .  The 

sequence whi c h  foll ows i s  the longes t  in Shc:w ' s  three "unpl ensa nt11 

plRys , nnd on s tage runs for over twenty ninutes . For the purpose of 

nnalysi s  i t  can be divided into three " oovenents " ,  but unlike the major 

sequences in Pinero ' s  s o cinl dranns in whi ch succes s iv� novements o.re 

divided by nenns of er:Iph'<.. tic paus e s ,  there n.re no clear breaks b e tween 

then. Shnw ' s  r�e thod is to nodulate fron the emo tional nood of one 
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movement to that of the next by mean s of bridge passages , and the 

same musical technique i s  npparent wi thin the Bovoments . Ins tead 

of Pinero ' s  l ogical punctuation driving e ach point hor.e , there are 

continual variations in rhythu which provi de the necessary c ontras ts 

while conveying the ebb and flow of the c onflict in an unbroken line . 

In the o pening movenent ( pp . 308-9)Vivie deliberately s e t s  out 

to provoke her rao thor, criticising Mrs Wnrrc·n 1 s unplea sant business 

pnrtner, Sir George Crofts , and caloly s tating that it would be point-

less fo r he r and her nother to live togethur as thay have nothing in 

cannon. When Mrs Warren takes the bf'.i t and argrily deoands , " Do you 

know who you ere ta:Jki.ng to , miss?" Vivie takes her ques tion literally 

and replies coolly, "No . vlho are you? �/hat are you?" From this 

point Vivie ruthless ly follows up her advantage until her mo ther, 

reeling before the attack ,  is forced to adnit that she has no idea 

who Vivie 1 s  father was . The cut a.nd thrus t of the dialogue is 

superbly handled,  but even if every word o f  this were in an unin-

telligible foreign language an audience would be able to follow the 

essential progress of this part of the sequence through the s tage-

business and the t ones of speech used by the chara c ters . This fact 

can be readily deraons trated by detail ing the s tage-directions for 

the passage , indicating the s peakers by capital lettero and the 

onrnt ted dialogue by e]i ps es : 

MRS WAhltEN res igning herself to an evening of boredom now thn t  
the men arc gone • • •  She s i ts at the table • • •  VIVIE ri sing to 
fetch more books • • •  She throws the books on the table rather 
roughly • . • MRS �JARREN galled by Vi vie ' s  indifference • • • VIVIE 
qui te unmoved • . •  She sits down and opens a. book • • •  MRS WlillREN 
s taring at her • • •  VIVI E • • •  MRS WARREN • . •  VIVIE cutting a 
w 'SO of her book with the paper knife on her cha telaine . . • :r-ms 
WARREN • • •  VIVIE indulgently • • . MRS WARREN puzzled, then angry 
• . . Violently • • •  Vivie works oh, losing no t ine and saying 
nothing • • •  She looks at Vivie again. No reply • . •  Another 
paus e  • • •  Mut tering • • •  Again raising her vo i ce angri ly • • •  

VIVIE looking acros s  at her wi thout raising her head froo her 



84 
book • • •  HRG \'U�RREH rising bren. thless • . • VIVI E • • . MRS l:lAR.l1EN 

VIVIE putting aside her books l'li th cool deci sion • . • Look
ing cri tically et her no ther • . .  She holds out her wris ts . 

MRS WARREN after looking at her helplessly begins to whinper 
VIVI E springing up sharply • . •  HRS ivARREN , pi teously • • .  

VIVIE • • • MllS W.HB.EN appalled • • • VIVIE • • • HRS Wl.Rl1El'T 
dis trac ted, throwing herself on hor knees • . •  VIVI E • • •  MRS WARREI� • . •  VIVIE deterL:inedly • • •  MRS vll..RREN • • •  VIVI E ruthless ly • • •  
Shiveriry.:; wi th di S@S t • . • MRS vlJ.RRE.N • • •  Vi vi e I s  eyes fas ten 
s ternly oh her no ther as the significance of this flashes on her .  
VIVIE sl owly Thoughtfully • • •  Mrs llarren buri es her face in 
her hands . 

In this passage i t  can be seen tha t Sh�w uses virtually every trick in 

the book to convey the progres s of the; conf l i c t  �nd Ltake it theo.tric-

ally exciting - changes in pace, in tone � .:.:nd in the relntive pos-

iti ons of the characters ; c ontrasts in volune ; pa.nection ;  " eye-work" ; 

and expres sive touches o f  business . In fnct the busine s s  is overtly 

theatrical ·to enphasis e  the artif i ciali ty of the scene nnd , in 

pa.rticulnr, the falsity o f  Mrs WRrren ' s  role P S  the henrtbroken 

oo ther. 

Pinero , hn.d he been wri ting the sequence , would probably lu::.ve 

enphnsi sed the noment in which ��s Warren ' s  guil ty s ecre t is exposed 

by foll owing it up w i th a long s ignifi cant silence . but ShF'.w nerely 

slows the rhytho of Vivi e ' s  speech , nnd then <'..s Mrs Hnrren buries her 

face in her hunds in apparent contrition has Vivie t e ll her no t to 

be hypocri tical . �fi thout a pause Vi vi e tnkes out her watch and s ays , 

"Well that i s  enough for tonigh t .  At what hour 1wuld you like 

breakfns t?" The cold-bl oodedness of thi s horrifies Mrs Warren , but 

Vivie c ontinues the t rentnen t by pulling her res olutely to her feet 

8nd telling her to go to bed . vlhen Mrs . vlnrren pnssionntely 

declares thnt she will no t b e  able to s l eep,  Vivie replies caloly 

"'l'lhy no t? I shall " . This c oolness inc enses her no ther who 

suddenly bre2.ks out vehenen tly in her nn turo.l tongue -
tho dialect of a woDnn of the people - with all hor nffect-



Thus in the course o f  sooe h.'�lf-do zen b rief s pe eches Shnw reve rs es 

the ro les of the charnc ters �nd nodul ates fron the o pening noveoent 

of the s e quence into the oi ddl e one ( pp . 309-1 5 l A " Pineroti c" break-

down ha s been avert ed through Shnw 1 s  refus�l to �llow his c harac ters 

to behnve acc ording to conventional expec tati ons , and the to ne of 

the a c tion is transfomed fron sioul<:'.ted eoo tion to pc."..ssionnte c on-

vi c ti on .  Vi vie si ts down "wi th e .. shrug, no longer confident" , and 

af ter a C OU })le of le nd-in speeches Mrs Warren " l t1..nts her chai r 

forward wi th brazen energy, and s i ts down" . For the next ten oinutes 

this grouping of ne ther and d�ughter s eated facing each o ther across 

the tabl e  is held unchanged while Mrs Warren outlines and vigorously 

24 
justifi es her c areer . Technically Vivie is the " feed" for her 

no ther in thi s  ooveoen t ,  but her reac tions are ioportant bo th f or 

sus taining the dranr. and becaus e she a c ts ns a surrogr .. te for the c on-

version o f  the nudicnce to Mrs Warren ' s  point of view . It is worth 

cormenting therefore that except fo r a c ouple of references to Hrs 

Warren 1 s nanner of s peech the s pars e s tC'.,-;e-di rec tions in this s e c tion 

all refer to Vivi e 1 s  rea ctions - "  • • .  
grinly • • .  vividly interes ted by this tine • • •  no re and nore deeply 

moved " - until the clir,w .. ctic nooent when " fascinated, gazing ::.t 

her " she exclaim� , "My dear nothe r ;  you are a wonderful wonan : you 

are stronger than all Englnnd. " The essential point, however , is 

that for the duration of Nrs ''Tnrren 1 s jus tifi cation, the enotiomtl 

c entre of the play 9  Sh.:.'tw abandons all " s tege tricks'1  so thnt no thing 

will di s trac t  the audienc e fron the l"!.rgunen t. 

Al though Vivi e 1 s  oxc lana tion i s  the clioax there i s  no under-

lining of i t  by paus ation. Ins tead the di .•guo agn.in cont inues . • 
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but in .q_ quie ter nnnncr , wi th Mrs 1-larren connenting, in re ply to 

a question fron Vivi e ,  that she" >-ms never a b i t  a shaned really.' " 

She then " s tretches herself lazi ly, thoroughly reli eved by her 

explosion, and placidly ready for her nigh t ' s res t" . Thi s ac tion 

ini tintes the short final noveuent (pp .�5-31 6) in which mo ther and 

daughter , all pas sion s pent ,  appear to b e  �ffe c tionatcly re conci led.  

The s tage dire ctions whi ch follow ,  howeve r ,  hint Rt the spurious 

nature of the reconcilintion and suggest that n different view of 

things vlill prevail later : 

VIVI E :  I believe i t  i s  I who wil l no t be able to s leep now . ( She goes to the dre s s er and lights the candle . Then she 
extinguishes the lanp, C.:arkenin the roon n ood de:J.l . ) 
Be t t er l e t  in sone fresh air b efore locking up . She opens 
the cottn e doo r  and finds t hat i t  i s  b road ooonli ht. ) vfhat 
a beautiful nigh t !  Look ! She draws a� ide the curtains 
of the window , The lands cape i s  s een b athed in the radi ance 
of the ha rves t  noon risin over Blackdown. ) 
�rn.s HARREN with a perfunc tory gll'nce at the s cene ) Yes , dear ; 
but take care you d on ' t catch your d eath o f  c old fron t he night 
ai r .  

Af ter this c lear indi cation o f  Vivie ' s  la ps e int o sentinentali ty, 

Shaw allows the sequence to ond in an i ronically tear-j erking nanner 

with Vivi e taking her Bo ther in her arns and kiss ing her and Mrs 

Warren responding by ble ssing nnd enbracing her daughter , while 

" ins tinc tively looking upward for divine s nnc tion . "  The curtain 

fall s on thi s ' �ffecting tableau . I 

Fron the c..bove c..nalys i s  i t  can be s een that Shaw ' s  s tage-busines s  

i s  ext renely inportant to the effec t o f  the se quence, but th:--.t i t  

often operates s inul t�neously o n  a n  eno ti o nal and an i ronic l evel .  

In tho o pening novenent there is a great deal o f  busine s s  whi ch 

builds up the<>,trical exci tenent but e.lso enphnsises the atri cfl:li ty 

(ns, for exnnpl e ,  when I1rs vlarren throws hers elf on her knees ) , and 

in the final novenent thentrical light ing e ff ec ts and business are 

us ed to s inul taneously play on �nd no ck nt the nudienc e ' s  d esire for 
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a sentiwentnl endinG to the conflict . In the crucial centrnl 

oavunent, however , Shaw relies on dinlogue nlone to bring home the 

pc.ssiona te conviction of the ideas .•md cno tions expressed by Nrs 

Warren. The '�bsence of business here is a sign of sincerity , 

though it oust be RdD.i tted thn.t i t  nakes this long pnssage a tes ting 

one for ['.Ctress and audience alike.  
Arms and the Man, Shaw ' s  next play , features in its firs t  act an 

extended encounter in which the heroine ' s  romanti c ideals about war
fare are contrasted ag�inst the realistic vi ew of the experienced 
s oldier , but this is developed in t erms of action rather than discuss
ion in the remainder of the play v1hich, as Professor Eric B'entley has 
pointed out ,  oakes use of a Scribean comic plo t�5 Structurally the 
play is neat and compact,  but never flagging in interest or comic 
invention as the fairly complex triangular relationship� of the 
characters are manipulated to a happy c or-elusion. Can� is even 
neater in forn, being by well-made standards the most  perfec tly 

26 proportioned of all Shaw ' s  plays . The uni ties of time, place and 
action are all stric tly otserved , and each of the thre e acts 
presents a clearly--defined stage of the conflict of Marchbanks and 
Mo=ell for Candida . This time as Shaw uses only 36 s equences to  tell 
his s tory the main encounters are qui te subs tantial in length .  As 
in Mrs Warren 1 s Profession, hov1ever, the discussion is always personal 
and expresses the emotional interplay of the characters . The wider 
theoatic concern of attitudes to love and marriage is impli cit in the 
action ; it  is not the subject of generalised debate . 

�ere ia , however, a significant mome11t near the end of Candida 
when a fo�al discussion is threatened .  After the men have placed 
their bids for her, Candida says ( smiling a li ttle ) ,  11 Let us sit and 
talk comfortably over i t  like three friends" ( p.:591 ) In fact what 
follows is not a discussion but a long speech froo Candida, but the 
cue (borrowed from Ibsen ' s  A Doll ' s  Hquse27 ) is an indication thnt 
Shm-r was wanting to expand the discursive element in his plays . 
That , however) the tine -vms not ripe for hin to attenpt this on a 
major scale is suggested by a letter which Ellen Terry wro te him on 
August 30th, 1 897 : 
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Well , I ' ve sGen .Qandi.Qa., and i t  cones out on the s tage 
even better than vThen one reads i t .  I t  i s  absorbing�y 
interes ting every s econd , and I l ong for i t  to be d one 
in London . 1ven the audience unders tood it all • • •  

Only one thing struck ne at the tioe as wrong . To
wurds quite the end of the play to say "Uow let ' s  si t 
down and talk the mat ter over . " Several people took 
out thei r -vmtches and some of them l ef t  to catch a train,  
or a dri�� .  And i t  inter��pted the attention of all 
of us who s tayed . 28 

vfuether or no t such reac tions played any part in . Shaw ' s 

cr-tl culations , the rer::taining full length plays of hi s a juvenile phase" 

are more no table for ac tion than dis cussion . 'l':J.ey are ,  hovTever, on 

a larger s cal e than the earli er plays , and in thi s  and o ther vrays shovT 

his drama becor:�ing more expansive and 1 1 open" , bo th in f orm and s piri t .  

You Never Can Tell , as ��ar tin Neisel has observed , i s  related in 

subj e ct-matter to The Philandere,r but "was conceived as a hunani zation 

·?9 
o f  Farce rather than as Em invidious exploitati on of its atoosphere ." '  

']he later play does no t ignore the darker side of i ts charac ter-

rela tionships but .t.:r:mnscends this by a l ightness of touch whi ch never 

allows ill-temper in the characters t o  ge t out of hand , and involves 

them all willy-nilly in a comedic dance of life epi t omised by the 

Harlequinad'e of the las t ac t . Though You Never Can Tell is much 

longer than any of his earli er plays , S hav1 uses nearly double his 

nornal allowance of entrances and exit s  so as to main-

tain a brisk pace and def tly interweave hi s 'Bight (maj or) parts , all 

iiJIIlens e";3
0 

in a manner which is indeed ( as i ts author clained ) "j;oc;_:t, 

3 1  
ce gu ' il y a de plus Shawesgue . 11 

The Devil 1 s  Discipl� and 01 0-��r __ ard �leopat�� are on a panoramic 

s cale , the former being based on Adelphi r:�elodra&"l and the latter on 

his torical epi c .  The .Devi l ' s  Disciple i s  in three acts , but five 

different settings are requi red as the action move s from the reading 

of the uill to the eleventh hour rescue froo the gallows . Caesar 



89 
and Cleopatra is written in the classic nanner in five acts ( and 

two prologues ) ,  and if performed in ful l requires nine changes of 

s etti�, to say nothing of special lighting effects to sugges t 

the pass ing of tine 'I'Ti thin s cenes . Bbth these plays are 

principally designed to display the unconventional virtues of 

their Shavian heroes in n suc cession of s t o ck or qtm.si-his torical 

situations . Thi s i s also tho mo tive behind Shc::.w ' s  portrayal of 

the adventures of Lady Ciccly Waynefle0t in Captain Brassb ound ' s 

Conversion which, though somowhc.t more d:is cursive than i ts compani on 

play s ,  is equal ly exo tic in its settings and melodr<matic in its 

incidents . 

These last four plays of Shnw ' s firs t phase thus exhib it an 

expension o f  the range and s c ope of his drP.ma . Though the 

emphasis is on the cen tral characters -- especially in the Plays 

for Puri tans -- there are nnny ensemble s cenes in whi ch he was able 

to di s play his gif ts D.S a " nas ter of polyphony . " 32 
Thes e  gifts and 

his s ens e of stagecraft were to be exerc i s ed to the ful l in hi s 

"middle phas e" during ,.,.-hich he brought into be ing hi s own unique 

dramati c genre , the disqui si tory drama . 

III  

The centrali ty of discus sion t o  Shmv ' s oature drrune. needs no 

c orroboration : i t  lk:.s long been a cri tical cm :Donplace . Shaw 

provided hi s O\'lll explanation and justification in the chapter 

enti tled "The Technicr..l Novelty In Ibsen ' s flc.ys " whi ch he appended 

in 1 9 1 2  to the s econd edi tion of ' The Qtdntessence of Ibsenisn. · 

There he clnims th.:'. t Ibsen in the lns t o.ct of A Doll 1 s  House 

in troduced 

n new techni cel f1.ctor in the nrt of popular s tage
play milking • • • Thi s techni cal fac tor in the play i s  



90 

the dis cussion. Fo merly you had in >lhr::.t vm.s cal led 
c.. well-onde pla:r nn exposi ti on in the firs t ncJ� ,  e 
situntio n in the second , and unrr..vell ing in th0 thi rd .  
Now :rou h.::we expo s i  ti o::-1 , s i  tu0.t ion o.nd discus s :� ::m ;  
c.nd thc discussion i s  tha tos t of tho plnywrigh-::; • . •  
The dis cuss ion conque red Euro pe in 1bsen 1 s Do ll ' s  House ; 
nnd novJ the serious plnywrig:i1t re cognises in the 
di s cussi on not only t he :mr,i n test of his higherJ t  ::;J01VGrG , 
bu t o.lso the renl c c::J.tre of his play ' s interes t .  

33 

Tl1is ,  of course ,  is 01 di sto rt i on of Ibs Jn, �� dub5.ous l1is ·�:o:-�0t·�.: 

assertior1 , .'>.."ld even 8. gross sinplificc.·cion of Shm1 1 s mm npproc.ch . 

But he bririgs his rennrks c lo s er to hif; own dr:tn8. when he goes on 

to sny : 

The dis.:tdvantnge of put tine-: the discus si on �;t the end 
U[·�s not only t;.1�t i t  cone when the :mdionce uns fatigued, 
but thnt i t  w· n s  necc Gs '"!.ry to s e e  the J:>lny over ngo.in . s o  
a s  to follm-1 the en.rlier e. c ts i n  the light of tL finnl 
di scu� si on , bef o re it becnce ful ly intelligible • • •  
Acc ordingly we novr ho.ve . J'l�yn s including s oD.w of ny o'i::l , 
>'lhi ch begin vri th dis ::ms s i o:l. and end ui th .J. c tio:l , :�nd 
o thers in wrhi ch the discussion interpenetra tos the �-,ct::. o:,_ 
fron beginning to end. 34 

The fin2l clnuse of thi s qu o tation cones close t o  n. defi�i��on of 

Sh�w ' s dis qui ni tory dr:�Ele , ui th the provis o tha t ill i t::> ful ly·-

deve loped. forn the di0cussion uc tu.<J.lly }:>_�come�s. t he cction. 

It is neccs s E� ry n.t thi s point to note Eric Bentley 1 £.' c b �:on·ntio;'l 

thnt " there are bro:cdly t�w typvs of dis cuss i on in &J.c.v:�nn d:i.1rmr.. • • . • 
discussion :.�s nn en:>.nn.tion of conflic t betvTec::n persons • • • •  (c.:o.d) th€' 

discussion of }:;robl GL1S for thei r L:1hercmt interes t .  35 The lornsJ:-

i s  L'lore usual on the s tacc c.nd , r.s Professor Bentley ro:::l."Lrkr.� , S�.nu 

W<'-S en export G"G i t . But his 0.Gvelopnent of .:.t fo:::'Ll of drnn:-1. in 

>-Thich 11no thi:c.g w.:>.s no re ii::porb.nt thnn the di scu 3s i on i ts elf" 36 

(nl though thi s does not imply that conflic t; betl•men che.rn c ters is 

of .!!.9. s ignif i cance ) represE.:nts the quintessence of his t e chnique and 

i s , therefore , of granter interes t her0 . How did ShmT c o:1tri·. ·:) to 

nr!.ke thi s extrene forn of draon then trim�lly vi llble? Thi s ,  frou 
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the point of vi ew of hi s "·blocking" and s tagecraft ,  is the 

ques t ion wlu ch we nust now attempt to answer. To do so,  hmvevcr ,  

i t  is ne cessary to discuss the for.o aa i t  evolved from i ts beginnings 

in Man and Superman t o  i ts culnination i n  Heartbreak Hous e .  

Shaw ' s  first substantial experinent with disquisitory drama 

( the term will be res tri c ted to the mo re extreme of the two types 

of dis cussion referred to above ) was the " libn Juan in Hell" interlude 

whi ch occupi es mo s t  of the third act in the published text of Man 

and Supernan . Though the thenatic content of the interlude (a 

dis C.Ussion centred on the need for the "Supe rnan"') conplenents that 

of the res t  of the play (a demonstration of the helplesaness of man 

when pursued by a female repre sentative of the Life Fbrce ! ) , the 

interlude has no overt bearing on the overall plo t  and can with s ome 

justification be regarded as an independent work. C"onsidered as 

such it is the nos t  unc onpromising of Shaw ' s  disquisi tory plays -

a pure drnna of ideas in whi ch there i s  virtually no physical busine s s  

because the charac ters are presented as incorporeal beings i n  the void 

of the Shavian hell . As Dbn Juan says t o  the newly-arrived Dona Ana, 

" Here lve have no bodies : w0 s ee each o ther as bodies only because we 

have lenrnt to think about each other under that as pe c t  when 1'18 were 

alive ; and we still think in that wny, knowing no o ther. " ( pp . 637-8) 
Unti l the final monen ts of the interlude , the s parse amount of " s tage 

busines s "  indicated in the text is devoted to enphasising this in

corporeality, and is therefore nlnos t  inpossible to represent 

adequately on s tuge : Don Juan " seated, absurdly enough on nothing" 

( p. 6 32 ) Dona Ana ' s  ins tant transformation fron an " old crone" in a 

" coarse brown frock" ( p . 6 33 ) t o  a " r::J.agnific ently-nttired" handsone 

young woman ( p . 6 38) f her vanishing befo re her father as " a  living 

s tatue of 1.Ybi te narble" cones froo the void walking " wi th 2. feather

like step" ( p . 641 ) , her ins tant ree.ppearance wben she hears oention 
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of her husband ' s  nnne (p. 642 ) , and the �vil 1 s  rising into the scarlet 

halo whi ch precedes hin. Quite apart fron considerations of length, it 

is not surprising that the interlude is noroally oni tted fron per

formances of the nnin ploy,  and that when it is s taged os an 

ind�p.:mdent work i t  is usually presented in the form of n rending. 

As its " s tage-directions "  clearly indicate, i t  was wri tten not for 

an actual theatre but for o theatre of the nind .
37 

']hough "Don Juan in Hell" is hnr<l ly a practicable s tage work, i t  

was a seminal one not only u s  an expression o f  Shaw 1 s  philoso phy but 

in i ts technique . ']he characters ony be incorporeal but the verbal 

action, though it appears to develop freely, is not wi thout s truc ture . 

There is a fornal exposi tion in which Don Juan briefs Donn Ann on the 

essential nature of this version of hell , and then the other two char-

a.cters of the dr:ana nre each in turn introduced. The debate which 

follows , though it ranges widely over huoan insti tutions and experience,  

has n clenr central topic : whe ther or not there is  a creative purpose 

behind evr lution. The argunent is developed in three brand sections 

( though the fluidity of S.haw ' s  technique mo.kes the j oins aloost 

invisible ) : in the firs t ,  Don Juan and the Devil state their opposing 

view on earth, heaven and hell ; in tho second, Don Juan expounds on 

the way the Life Force us es sex and nnrringe to further its purpose ;  

and the final section brings the disc· .ss ion to the point l.'here the· 

charac ters mus t choose between henvon and hell , between acceptance or 

rej ection of the Life Force . 

It i s  this ques t�on of choice which ultimately gives the discuss-

ion drcmatic point. Without it the Statue would merely be a source 

of occasional ( though much-ne�ded) comic relief , and (more seriously) 
Dona lma simply a conventionally-minded "food" ; for, though the 
Devil is given his due at times (no tably in his marathon s peech on the 
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destructiveness of nnnkind) , Don Juan h;.�s vastly :::1ore than his fnir 

share of the talking. The cruci�l decision dr�1atically is Dona 

Ana ' s  as the others are already conoitted ( though the Statue wavers for 

a nonent) , and it is her mo�ent of truth that gives the interlude n 

crisis and n d6noueoent . Significantly? after �ving been con-

spicuously absent during the debate, stage-business reappears at this 

point : 
THE DEVIL.  This 1my CoJ:Jmander . We go dmm. the old 
trcp (•.lli!_.placco hins elf on the uo.ve tr�p. ) 
.TRF! STATUE . Good. (Refl�c ti vely) All the saTJe , the 
Superoan is a fine conception. 'I'here is sonething 
s tatuesque about it .  (He pl�ces himself on the grave 
trap beside tho Devil.  It  begins to descend slowly. 
Red glovT fron the a.byss . ) Ah ,  this reni:lds oe of old times . 

THE DEVIIJ. And ne also . 

ANA. Stop! (The trap stops) . 

THE DEVI L .  You, Senora, cannot e;ooe this way . You 
will have an apotheosis . But you will be ut the 
palace before us . 

ANA . That is  not v1hat I stopped you for . 
where ean I find the fupernan? 

THE DEVIL.  He is not yet created , Senora. 

THE S TATUE. And never will be probably. 
proceed : the red fire will nake me sneeze . 
descend . ) 

Tell Be : 

Let us (They 

!iliA .  Not yet created ! Then ny work is not yet 
done . ( arossin herself devoutl I believe in the 
Life to Cone . Crying to the universe) A father! 
A father for the Supernan! 

and again there is noth-
seens sus ended indefini tel 

Shaw here is doing nore than having a tilt at the nelodrrunatic s tage-

business of I1ozart ' s  opera ; the descent of the Statue and the Devil 

� . its theatricality is an eCJblen of their evasion of reality 

(Shaw ' s  definition of hell ) and helps to impart a sense of urgency to 

Dona Ana ' s  decision ; while her vanishing into the void signifies ,  by 
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contraE:t,  a genuine E>.potheosis into the realn of the s piri t .  

One final point about the " Don Juan i n  Hell" interlude i s  worth 

no ting here : the fac t that in the context of Man and Supernan i t  is 

presented as a drean. (The fact that i t  is John �anner ' s  dream 

provides soue justification for the loquacity of his al ter ego , Don 

Juan. ) The effect of interpolating the dreno interlude int o  the 

nain play is to inbue wh<:.t would o therwi se be nn alr:1.0st fnr::!ical 

love-chase conedy with c osni c significance . Shaw ' s  f inal stage

direc tion , " Universal laughter. " ( p . 7 33 ) , following Tanner ' s  

attenpt to c over up his capi tulation to lUln by a lengthy s peech 

proscribing c onventi onal wedding festivi ties , is the perfec t ending 

to the conple te work . v1i thin the interlude the use of the drean 

convention enabled Shaw to t rans cend the tenporal l ini tations of 

conventional conedy, t o  put dis t rac ting details a t  a distanc e ,  and 

to concentrate on the essential issues of hw4an exi s tence as he saw 

them. I t  is not surprising therefore that S haw continued to us.e 

dream s c enes as a neans of opening up tho ippli cntions of the realistic 

ac tion in many of his plays . At times , indeed , in Shaw ' s  later 

drana , it is not easy to tell whether the ac tion is to be taken as 

dream or reality. 

There is ouch about dreans , but no s pecific drean scenes or 

dreao s truc ture in Shaw ' s  next major play ,  John Bull ' s  Other I sland 

( 1 904 ) .• Er:lotionally this is a conplex work for on the one hand 

Shaw cas tigates his c ountryoen as feckless dreaners through the mouth 

of Larry Doyle , the angli ci zed Iri shnan, and on the o ther he gives 

convic tion to the nys tic insight of the :lefrocked pri es t ,  Father 

Keegan. The action prog�esses fron wit ti ly exposing the illusions 

of the English about the Irish to a powerful expressi on of Shaw ' s  

anbivalent feelings about his honeland . Thus the Round Tower o f  



FIGURE 7 :  Scenario graph of JOHN BULL'S OTHER ISLAND by Bemanl Shaw 

ACT 1 ACT 2 

I Scene I Reception room of Doyle & I The hi lls of Rosscullen. 

Broadbent. A summer afternoon. Evemng. 

SCAL E :  1 cm = 5 columns text (Complete Plays) 

I KEY:  On stage _, 

ACT 3 ACT 4  

Doyle's Parlour 
Ros!l:ullen_ 
Sunset. 
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Rosscullen ,  which dooina tes the setting in Act 2 and . .  �n the final 

s c ene , is a SJ'Tibol both of spurious ror:lD.nticisn and a 11 fc refinger • • •  
pointing • • •  to God" . ( p .  933 ) 

Struc turally the play i s  deceptively simpl e : a loos e succession 

of conversations and encounters held toget her by the occasion of the 

vis i t  o f  the English businessoan , Broadbent , and his partne r ,  Larry 

Doyle,  to the village in whi ch the latter s pent his youth . As Max 

Beerbohn connented in his review of the preniere perfon1ance at the 

Royal Court , " The greater part of the t=:.C ti on is talk : Rnd the talk 

is of ten not relevant to the action, but nerely to the characters 

and to things in general. ")S 'lhe conversations and encounters take 

place in a s eries of s c enes which succeed each other aloos t  

haphazardl� and yet Shaw s ooehow nanages to continually surpri s e  and 

to progressively deepen ni s revelation of the real nature of Ireland 

and its relationship "1-Ti th England. As every idea is illustrated by 

the actions or demeanour of the characters there is s eldoo the effect 

of formal debate . The one �ajor exception to this inforoali ty is 

the pivotal episode at the beginning of 1\.ct 3 when e. cross section 

of the inhabi tants of Rosscull en c o�e together to find thenselves an 

alternative parlianentary cendidnto. Elsewhere s tage-business is 

general ly used for incidental pointing, but here ( pp . 955-971 ) i t  

plays an inportant s tructural role . 

The scene i s  s et in the garden o f  tarry ' s  father ' s  co ttage where 

there is a r ather notley and inadequate s election of things for the 

group t o  s i t  on. Father Deopsey ,  the vi llage pries t ,  takes the 

central chai r and Barney Doran. the ni llez; and La.rry ' s  father seat 

thenselves on chairs on either side of then, while Broadbent sits on 

an uns teady rus tic bench on the left and Matthew Haffigan, an old 

peasant who has only recently becone owner of his farm, has to oake 
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do wi th an upturned basket on the rigrlt . This leaves Larry Doyle 

with no thing to s i t  on so he s tands behind Broadbent ' s  bench . The 

grouping thus enphasis es Father Demps�y ' s  role as chairnan of the 

infernal selec tion c onoi ttee , and bal ances the businessnan against 

the peasant vlhi l e  giving Larry , the prospec tive candidat e ,  a posi tion 

froD which he can doninnte the di scussion .  

f� ter the nenbers o f  the group have taken u p  thes e posi tio ns the 

nee ting proceeds through (unusually for Shaw) three clear stages . 

In the firs t ,  Larry is asked i f  he has thought of going into 

pol i tics but is unable t o  reply f or a while as the neeting nearly 

breaks up in disorder when Haffiga.n ri ses in anger e.t a sugges ti on 

that land nay be given to labourers , and is only brought under con

trol when Fa ther Denpsey also rises , and threatens to leave . �his 

flurry of argunent (acconpanied by novenent) illus trates the thin

skinned pet tiness of the new landlords and thus builds up to and 

j us tifies the diatribe which follows fron Larry in which he •.i.cwlares 

he has no intention of repres enting Haffigan and his like , and 

roundly c ondenc.::.s every prejudi ce Haffigan s tands for. At the end 

of this outburst there is a pause vThile the o thers " s tare at hin 

dunbfounded" , Father Denp sey s tates that Larry wil l no t be the 

nenber for Rosscullen but that there is mo re in his hec 1 " than the 

conb will take out" , and Lnrry replies that he ha.d better re tire 

and l eave the c onoit tee to find another c�1di date . 

away • • •  anid dead silence, all turning to watch hin until he 

passes out of sight rmmd the corr±.er of the house . " 

After this hia tus the nee ting b )gins i t s  s ec ond stage in which, 

following ano ther little squabble among the c onoi ttee , 8�oadbent , 

s eeing hi s chance ,  puts hinself forward ns a candidat e .  Though he 

begins crating to the o thers whi le still seated on his be�ch , he 
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s oon rises " so as to ad.dress_ then uore inposingly" and thus 

s tands doninating the group froo alnost the s ane posi tion as Larry 

had previously. This repeti tion of grouping, of course , under-

lines the parallel s t ructure but contras ted content of the two 

s equences . Though in the key of plah tudinous rhetori c as 

o pposed to Larry ' s  ��ssionate invec tive , Broadbent too ends with a 

clinac tic 1)eroration and then departs to allow the conni t tee to 

deliberate .  Haffigan gives hin an " ( - wes truck ) ' Good no rning, sir "' , 

the res t echo this , and thon the c on::1i ttee "watch hir.. vac an tlz 

until he i s  ou t of e arshot. '1 \vi th hi s departure the nee ting enters 

its final phase,  a short one , in whi ch t he nenb ers of the conni ttee , 

wi th varying degrees of enthusiasn, cone to the conclusion that 

Broadbent night do . �ey then go their different ways , F�ther 
; 

Denpsey leaving firs t ,  and for a nooent the s tage s tands vnpty, 

thereby narking the techni cally s elf-contained nature of the episode 

within the nore loose-kni t fabric of the res t of the play . 

Stage-business here provides an appropriate frane for the 

epis ode ; if is no t ,  however , n signifi cant nethod for illus trating 

the detail ed progress of the acti on which is essen tially verbal . 

Once Larry, for ex�ple ,  i s  in full c ry there is no dis trac ting 

busines s until he has finished having hi s say .  'l!his , a s  we have 

seen ,  is typical of Shaw ' s us e  of s tngecr'"'.ft .in his earli er plays 

tine and again he uses busines s  to hel p build up to an inportant 

discussion or s tatenent,  but then business is dis pensed wi th until 

the talking ( or a conplete s tage o f  i t) i s  ove r .  There is jus t 

enough foroali ty in the s election-c onni ttee episode to enable 

Father Deops ey to hold the nee ting together and allow an o pen inter-

change of contrasting atti tudes t o  the central policy natters 

dis cussed --- the rights and obligations of the new landlords , and 
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the rela tionship between Church and State . The frenework here is 

very shaky , however, and after the neeting disperses no sinilar 

scene recurs in the play . 

Two nore aspec ts of Shaw ' s  s tagecraft in John Bull ' s  Other 

Island require brief nention because although they do not relate 

specifically to the disquisi tory node they do reflect Shaw ' s  'bpen" 

viewpoint . The firs t is his use of s o�ething approaching a split-

scene technique in the first sc.ene of Act 4 , which takes place in 

the parlour of Cornelius Doyle 1 s  house . On one side of the roon 

Barney Doran is telling a group of friends the story of Broadbent ' s  

ill-fated attenpt to deliver by car n pig belonging to Haffigan, 

while on the other side Father :�eegtm listens :�cily as he plays back-

gannon with Norn Reilly. �e setting has no physical division be-

tween the two groups (such as Brecht uses in the · :cdding scene of The 

Caucasian Chnlk Circle)  but Sha'I'T nakes the enotional division clear 

in his s tage�directions : 

There is a s trong contrast of enotional atnosphere between 
the two sides of the roon. Keegan is extr�ordinarily stern; 
no gane of backgar.mon could possibly nake a nan ' s face so 
grin. .Aunt Judy is guietl_y_j)l:f!yo Nora is try-.; ng to ignore 
Dornn nnd attend to her gao.e .  

On the other hnnd Doran is  reeling in an ecs tacy of 
r:lischievous nirth which has infected all his friends . �ey 
are screnni with lau hter leanin on the furniture and 
agtl.ins t the walls ,  shouting, sc:r:_eeching, cryin_g:-� pp. 979-80 ) . 

Here , as Margery Morgan has noted?9 Shaw has used his stage picture 

to sinultaneously represent two sides of the Irish peasants ' 

predeliction for laughter . Their sense of the conic is seen as 

both n healthy antidote to the general harshness of their lives and 

as nn indication of their lack of feeling for others . Keegan ' s  

puritanical nysticisn is also inplici tly held up for judgecent by fuis 

scene as he is far nore concerned about the fate of the pig than the 

destruction of the villagers ' property during the incident. But 

/ 
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Shnw hinself nakes no judgenents ; he sinply sets up the scene , 

prE.c en.t S; . the co ntradic tions , and nllows the audi ence to draw their 

own conclusions . 

The other " open" feature of Shaw ' s s tagecraft in the play con-

cerns the preponderance of outdoor se ttings . There are nnny of 

these in hi s later plays , but uos t of the se�tings in the earlier 

ones are interiors . (In passing ,  however, i t  nay be observed thF.:.t 

Shnw ' s  interiors nearly always offer n vi ew of the outside -- a  fact 

of s one thenatic signifi cance. ) In J ohn Bull 1 s  O ther I sland the 

outdoor s et tings reinforce the nature nys t�ciso of Keegan
40 

and under-

line his c onteopt for Broadbent ' s  plnn to transforo Roscullen into a 

" Garden city" conplete ,.,i th tourist hotel,  library, Polytechni c ,  

gynnasiuo, cri cket club, golf links and (perhaps ) an a r t  school .  

Both Keegan and the tineless l �nds cape doninated by the Round Tower 

appear to nock Broadbent ' s  "foolish drean of effi ciency" (p . 1 01 8) 
but its realisation (ns Keegan adni ts ) nay neverthel ess be a 

neces sity for I re land .  li.gain the cudience i s  l eft t o  decide -

the ques tion is strongly put at the end of the play, but the answer, 

like the landscape , is open . 

In Major B�rbara ( 1 905 ) the " Garden ci ty" is not proj e c ted but 

reali sed on stage . I t  is presented a.s an G].uivocal echiever:1ent ,  but 

the anbivalence is of a different order froo that pertaining to 

Broadbent ' s  pro j e c t .  There i s  no ques tion o f  the superiority of 

Perival e S t .  Andrews to the al ternative environoent presented --

the Wes t  HUQ salvation shel ter. But the contra s t  b e tween �he 

r1aterial achievenent of Undershaft ' s  " nlmo s t  snokeless town of whi te 

walls ,  roofs of narrow green slates o r  red tiles , tall trees , dones 

canpaniles , and s l ender chinney shafts" ( p .  1 57 ) and the r: ::::ms whi ch 

tl y 
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h�ve enabled i ts creation i s  equally s t�rk . The s true ture of the 

play is cal culRt ed to vro j ec t  thi s  fundanental paradox as s harply as 

possible . 

The basi c s truc tural pa ttern of Major Barbnrn i s  the nos t  

ruthlessly s chematic t o  be found i n  Shnw ' s  drnoa. 'Ilhe play is not 

without " open" fe�tures (ns anc.lysis will shoioT) , but i ts f ornnl 

patterning is tight nnd firo.  " Exposition , s i tuation nnd dis cussi on" , 

the sioplis tic ne\'f fornula Shaw at tribut ed to Ibsen) more or l ess 

suns it up .. The basic blocking showa up clearly on the s c enari o 

graph (Figure 8) :  the central roles of Undershaft ,  Bnrbara and 

CUsins ; the siople s truc ture of Ac t 1 building t o  the entry of Under-

shaft and ending with n progress ive exodus of charac ters af ter Under-

shaft has exchanged chal lenges with Barbara ; the nore conple x pattern 

of l1.c t  2 with i ts central dis cussion between Undershaft a,nd C'usins 

flanked by action s equences in whi ch Barbara battles for the soul of 

Bill Walker ;  the transi tional na ture of A c t  3 , s cene 1 ;  and the 

nass ive dis cus sion which dooinates the final scene . 

In the blocking of the firs t a c t  there is n s inple (and af ter 

the opening expository s e quence ) rapid build to Undershaft ' s  arrival . 

The ensuing sequenc e is developed sufficiently for his estranged 

fani ly and the audi ence to gain an initial inpression of hi s paradox-

i cal personal i ty ,  and then the challenges are exchanged which set up 

the action and pattern of the reoninder of the play : 

UNDERSHM'T . May I ask have you ever saved a oaker of c�ons? 

BARBJ.RA . No . Will you let ne try? 

UNDERSHAFT . Wel l ,  I wi ll nake a bargain wi th you . If I go 
to see you t ono rrm<� in your Salvation Shel ter, wil l  you cone 
the day after to see ne in oy cannon 110rks ? 

MRBARA . Take care. I t  nay end in your giving up the 
cannons for the sake of the Salvation li.r;:ry . 

UNDERSHAFT . Are you sure i t  will no t end in your giving up 
the Salvation Ar.Qy f or the sake of the cannons? 



Bli.RBJ..R.'l. . I \'lill take oy chnnce of thrt t.  

UNDERSH.i:.FT .  J...nd I uill take ny chance of the other . 
shake hands on it � ) vlhere is your shelter? 
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(They . 
BARBARA . In vlest He.n. 
body in Canning Town . 

At the sign of the cross . 
\'There are your works? 

Ask nny-

UNDERDHAFT. In Perivnle St . Andrews . At the sign of the 
sword . Ask anybody in Europe . ( p. 91 ) 

The 1f'.st two speeches of this rhetorical exchnnge do nore than fore-

shadow the principal settings of the second and third acts ; they 

point to an expansion of the action fer beyond the co5fortable 

surroundings of Lady Britonart ' s  house in Wilton Crescent.  

Ironically this is seen in the to tal pattern �s being situated 

netaphorically between the salvation shelter �nd the cannon works . 

Barb�ra frou her secure base in Wilton Crescen� ·nay minister 

charitably to the needy in the shelter9 but Wilton Crescent itself 

depends on charity proceeding fron the cannon works . And the 

ranparts overlooking Perivale St .  Andrews , as Dhrbara cones to realise ,  

offer a clearer view of  reality than the griny enclosing w�lls of  

the shelter, let  alone those of " an  artistic drawing rooB. 11 ( p. 1 83 ) 
After the issue of the challenges the first act is brought 

quickly to a close \'Ti th n conic but significant dispute between 

Undersh."lf.t and his wife over the I!lethod of conducting fanily prayers ; 

Lady Britoi!lnrt ' s  coElllnnds to her daughters and their young nen are 

defied as one after the other they follow Undershaft out of the roon 

until in the end even Lady Brito�rt capitulates and only her stiff-

necked son Stephen refuses to j oin his father. This series of 

exits  anticipates the eventual winning over of all the nenbers of 

the f�:' ily to an acceptance of Undershaft 1 s trade - wi th the irony, 

however, that the two i1ho hold out longest  here , LS;dY Bri to:oart and 

Stephen , capitulate nost easily in the final act.  

The second ac t ,  the longest in the play, juxtaposes two actions � 



Bnrbara 1 s attenpt to win Bill \'Talker 1 s s oul , and Undershnft 1 s 

" purchr..se" of the Salvation Arny . Shaw lP, ter coonent ed , half-_ 

hunorously, that the act "was a play i n  i ts elf" rmd clained that 

" regarded in that way, i t  nay be said to be the nos t suc c essful of 

all the author ' s  play s . n 41 Despite the c entral d iscussion sequ�n0e 

, 
b e tween Undershaft and Cusin� which f oreshadows the denouenent of the 

a c t  and of the play as a who l e ,  ac tion predooinat es . The behavic>Ur 

of a who l e  new group of s ec ondary charac ters i s  us ed to denonstrate 

Shaw ' s  vi ew of the ineffe c tiveness of the Salvation Arny ' s  nethods , 

and key points are nade or reinf orced by vivid touches of s tage-

business - no tably those involving Undershaf t ' s  penni e s ,  Bi ll 

Walker ' s  sovereign , Undershaf t ' s  cheque and Barbara ' s  bndge . S tage-

business also underl ines the clinnx of the o..c t  'I'Then Undershnft 

brazenly j o ins the Salva tion Amy Bc'md wi th his t ronbone plnying " a  

narching versi on of the Wedding Chorus fron Doni zetti ' s  Luci a  de 

Laonernoor as the heartbroken heroine repeats Chris t ' s  las t words on 

42 
the cross . "  

In the third a c t  howeve r, after the brief trans i ti onal s cene at 

Wil ton Cres c ent has cl eared the way , physi cal a c ti on cones aloos t  to 

a hal t and, with all the neobers of the fa�ily gathered t ogether on a 

landing overlooking Undershaf t ' s  cannon works and oodel town , a long 

di scussion fol l ows in whi ch the c entral i s sues are brought to a head . 

The discuss ion is , to a c onsiderable extent conduc ted in abs tract 

terns but it is nevertheless integral to the developocnt of the:, plo t .  

A s  Martin Meisel has observed ,  

• • •  the s cheoati zed oovement o f  Major Barbara culoinates in , 
firs t ,  Barbnrn ' s  conversion fron Chris tiani ty , and ,  s econd ,  
equally inportan t ,  her convers ion to the Go spel o f  Andrew 
Undershaft . Her fal l i s  only the prelude to her redenption 
s o  that we have , no t a d is cussion tacked on to an action, 
but an entire action t reated firs t in one key , with an 
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interes t in persons and events doninating discuss ion , then 
in another key, with an interes t in discussion donin�ting 
pers ons and event s . 43 

In the publi shed text , once the characters are in position and 

the discussi on is  under way , Shaw specifies only h�lf a dozen moves 

or itens of business to give visunl reli ef . In practice .. of  course,  

a producer vmuld be obliged to add to these,  but 9  as  in the "Don Juan 

in Hell" interlude, Shaw relies on the strength of his dialogue to 

hold his audience . For the dranati c res olution of the discussion,  

however , he changes the visual focus effec tively by h.�ving everyone 

but Ba.rbnrn and Cusins withdraw, and only when Cusins has told his 

decision to Barbara and she (like Dona Ann ) J:ns emo tionally " gone 

right up into the ski es" ( p . 1 85 ) are the o ther charac tero brought 

back for the almo s t  child-like flurry of movement and energy which 

ends the play.  

Barbara and Cus ins have their say in this third net discussion 

and their decisions suggest a pos sible but implausible solution to 

the central paradox of the play. Logically the ques tion of whether 

power can be harnessed for the c ommon man by the religious salvationi s t  

and the liberal intellec tu l,.l is l eft open, but emotionally the 

di scussion leaves an empha ti c impression th3t Undershaft will have his 

own way and that the aooral power represented by P�rival St Andrews 

will prove too strong for the neophytes . Shaw adnitted as much in a 

letter to Gilbert Murray : 

As to the triumph of Undershaft ,  that i s  inevitable because 
I an in the oind that Undershaft i s  in the right,  and that 
Barbara and Adolphus , with a great deal of his natural in
sight and cleverness,  are very young , very romanti c ,  very 
academic , very ignorant of the world . I think i t  would be 
unnatural if they were able to cope with him. 44 

More than even Don Juan in Hell , Undershaft dominates thi s discussion ; 

despite Barbara and Cusins ' s  new &wareness of reality and their brave 
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resolutions the open ending of tho plr-.y is therefore less than con-

vincing.  

The t� ird o.c t discussion of Ma.jor Barba� is no t only " the test 

of the pln:y-wrigh t" , it is a considerable tes t of the 1:1owera of con-

centro.tion r·.nd endur.".nce of the ::.udience P.s well. Letters to 

Gi lbert Murr:::.y rmd J. E. Vedrenne wri tten by Shnw shortly before the 

play went into rehearsal s trongly indi cnte his concern �bout the final 

act and the urgent need for revision r�thcr than 8ere cutting, 45 but 

wri ting to ileanor Robson after the oriGin�l run of six natinees at  

tho Royal Court Shaw expressed a aadi s tic glee at the s train he  had 

been inposiilg on his audiences : 

Even ny cleverest friends confess ed that the las t act 
bent then ; that their br!'.ina s inply go.ve T;lay under 
it • • •  The �udience suffer horribly; they arc pained , 
puzzled , b ored in the las t � et to no.dness ; but they s i t  
there t o  the bi tter end and c oue again and ngo.in . 46 

Perhaps out of consideration for such suffering, Shaw reverted 

in his next play, The Doc tor ' s  Dilenma ( 1 906 ) ,  to 't he nethod of 

intersp •ersing di scussion throughout the narrative , th ereby r;wking i t  

nore diges tible . In en unsigned progrc.nne note for a New York 

production in 1 91 5 , he described the play as 

not only an artis tic s tudy of oedico.l nenners and noral s ,  
but en exc.c t record of rm actUL".l dis covery i n  seruo 
thernp�ics.  It is c.l3o n sernon, n tragedy, a cooedy 
of n21Ulers .:>.nd �: ronanco . l..nd it is these things, not 
in al ternate sections , with c onic relief following 
serious interes t ,  '�.nd serious interes t preceded by 
enotiona l scenes ; it  is all the things i t  i s ,  all the 
tine . · 'I ts vr.r.i. ous qur.li ti es are inseparcblo end in
extricable nnd sinultaneous . 47 

This description is no t unduly exaggerated . In the first four 

acts discussion on Lledi cal o.anners and morals is inter>-Toven .,d th the 

personal drM!'. of Ridgeon 1 s dilc:.llin by tho use of ivhnt [•,noun� to n 

chorus of oedicnl practitioners \-Tho connent (fron their vnrying 

points of view) on the nedical and nor�l problens of the Dudebnt 
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case as it develops st�ge by stage. �eir absence fron the final 

act reduces the end of the play to 8� ironic epilogue , but teken as a 

whole The Doctor ' s Dilemna oaintains a deceptively easy balance between 

disquisitory drama and personal play . 

In Getting Married (1908 ) ,  however, Shaw threw down the gauntlet 

in earnes t to the oany critics who disnissed his pl�ys as being "ell 

talk."' In an interview drefted by Shaw for the Daily Telegraph 

prior to the opening of the play, he roundly declared that Getting 

Married w�s to be his 

revenee on the critics for their gross ingrati tude to 
us , their arrant Philistinisn, their shaneless 
intellectual laziness ,  their low tastes , their hatred 
of good work, their puerile romanticisn, their dis
loyalty to dranatic literature � their s tupendous 
ignorance , their susceptibili ty to cheap sentinent ,  
their insensibility to  honour , virtue , intellectual 
honesty,  and everything th�t consti tutes s trength and 
dignity in h1:nan character • • •  
• • • You reno'.1.ber 1 A !Jrerm of D on Juan in Hell 1 ,  at the 
Court . You reoember the tortured howl of rage and 
anguish with W tich it was received in the Press • • .  
Well , t. 1 i s  tine the 1 1 0  oinutes of discussion will be 
stretched out to 150 ninutes . There will be no cos
tumes by Mr Ricketts , nothing but a bishop in an 
apron. There will be  no ousic by Mr Thaodore Stier 
or Mozart or anyone else. There will be nothing but 
talk, talk , talk , talk , talk -- Shaw talk. The 
characters will seen to the wretched critics to be 
sinply a row of Shaws , all arguing with each other 
on totally uninteresting subjects • • •  The whole thing 
will be hideous , indescribable -- an eternity of 
brain-racking dullness .  And yet they will have to sit 
it  out . 48 

Shaw, however , had hi s tongue firnly in his cheek. Though 

Getting Married is indeed in the disquisitory node throughout ,  

this ''instructive conversation in  one piece" ( to quo te his draft 

sub-title) is in fact as carefu lly structured in terns of entrances , 

exits and stage-business as of dialectic .  ParadoKically this first 

full-length disguisitory play i s  thus nore theatrical than sone of 
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the extende d  dis cussion sequences in hi s e�rlier plays . This i s  

even r1ore true , though i n  a s o3ewhnt different nanner, o f  Misalliance 

( 1 9l0 ) and Heartbreak Hous e ( 1 9 1 8) .  Thes e  three plays nay be taken 

as representinG the quintessen tial Shavian di squisitory drno� , and 

as such deserve detailed discus sion and tmc.lysis in a section to theiJ.-

selves . 

IV 

Getting Mafried is the purest exanple of a discussion play in 

the Shnvinn c anon ( excepting, perhaps , the " Don Junn in Hell" inter-

lude ) , being entirely devoted to an exrunination of the sub j e c t  sunned 

up in the ti tl e .  Though i t  does h.<J.ve a plot ( s everal , i n  fac t ) thi s 

is of secondary inportance for in this play, as Profes sor Bentley 

puts i t ,  " the ideas nre now becouing nore drariP..tic than the even ts-::
49 

�e pat terning of the play therefore i s  prinarily designed to clarify 

no t the plo t  but the progress of the di scussion . Each of the 

characters represents a clearly-defined a t ti tude to the ins titution of 

nnrriage . Shnw ' s basic s trategy in the firs t half of the play is 

sinply to feed thes e characters in progressively one by one until he 

has represented on s tnge a whole ea talogue of obj e c tions to :mrriage 

as conceived by the Church of England in 1 908. 'lfuis build-up 

culninates in a discussi on by the whol e  group ained at drawing up a 

civil contract which would overcone their obj ections , but the 

attenpt ends in s talenate with the group unable to agree on a single 

artic le . At thi s  point the deus ex nachina Mo ther-Earth figure of 

Mrs . Georgo i s  introduced. She is used no t nerely to guide the 

o ther charac ters to solutions based on eno tionnl real i ties but to 

express a nyst ical view of s ex whi ch transcends narriage . After 

thi s the c entral plo t  issue is rapidly resolved wi th the announce-
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nent of the narriage in a regis try office of the young peopl e ,  and 

in a final gentle codn which then.3.tically c or,ple!lents Mrs . George 1 s 

vi sion of the nonentary glory of s oxual ecs tasy Soone s ,  the 

religious asceti c ,  expres s es the need for " Chris tian fellowship" in 

the relations of nen r.nd wonen . 

The s equentin.l patterning of the play ( see Figure 9)  c onbines 

logical c lari ty with suffi ci ent flexibil i ty to �voi d  a purely 

nechnni cal effec t .  Though the overall pat tern o f  the uc.in part of 

the play is that of a cuoul�tive series of entrances there is s one 

vc.riation in the groupings of chnrnc ters , as s one of thou leave the 

s tage fron tine to tine during the bui ld-up to reappear lP.ter on. 

Thus at one point the wonen withdr�w tenporarily leaving the three 

Bridgenorth bro thers on s tege enphasi zing, ns Mnrgery Morgan has 

pointed out ,  " ths�r representative charac ter= the three e s tates of 

Church, l.rny and Landed Gen.try. "
50 

Rhythnic ally, t o o ,  there i s  

variety . For exanple,  Reginald and Leo nake thei r entrances in 

rapid succession ; there follows a longer sequence in whi ch the truth 

about their divorce is revealed ; and then the Bi sho p enters to 

ini tiate another sequence of no derate l ength taking the inpl�cations 

of Leo ' s  viewpoint a s tage further. Such varia tions give life to 

the pat tern naking it s e en nore like a growth than a nechanical 

progression. 

When the order and nethods of introduc tion of the charac ters 

are exanined nore c l o sely thi s overall inpression of the s truc ture 

of the play is c onfirned. Considered as a s erie s  of vi ewpoints 

the characters arrive in an order in whi ch each new arrival con-

tras ts wi th or conplements the previous one . On stage at the be-

ginning of the play are two people each of whon has been narried 

for nany years ; the Bis hop ' s  wif e  i s  contented , the greengroc er i s  
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resigned . 'llhe subsequent arrivC'.ls cnn be scho:1nti s ed as follows : 

u sen tinental niddle-nged bnchelor, a det0mined o l d  naid ;  a niddle

aged husband who is being divorced 1 the young wife who is divorcing 

hin ; the Bishop, a philanderer ; the groon, the bride ; nnd finally 

two characters who :present OPl-'OSi te nnd conplenentary views- of the 

sub j e c t  which trans cend �11 the others : n chnpl�in who h�s taken vows 

of celibacy and a womm of " experience" . The effe c t  of thi s ne thod

ical progress lon , however , i s  nodified in two ways : the views nnd 

facts reveal ed by the characters are of ten surprising, revers ing the 

audience ' s  expec tations , and the full inplications of tho viewpoints 

of certain of the charac ters nre held back for the final s tages of 

the play .  

Ai. ter the opening pair (who necessarily introduce thens elves ) 
e.g,ch entrnnce is carefully prepared and usuelly announced in advance ,  

but the netrlOds o f  preparation vary considerably . The General is 

sinply announced and hi s hapless pursui t of Lesbin the uiddle-nged old 

naid revealed in the conversation. whi ch follows b e tween hin, Collins 

th& greengrocer and :!11rs . Bridgenorth the Bishop ' s  wife . This s erves 

ns preparation fo r Lesbia who shortly after enters unannounced and 

greets her s i s ter. The next new arrival , Reginnld Bri dgenorth the 

divorc e e ,  is preceded by a panic-s tri cken argunent when the 

res pectable Bridgenorths learn that he is proposing to cone to the 

wedding of the Bisho p ' s youngest daughter . No sooner have they 

duci ded erJphati cally that he rc.us t  not b e  adni tted than he is announced. 

His de ternination to s tay is foll owed by nore c ons ternation when 

alno st in�ediately the arrival of Leo who i s  divorcing hifi 

( sup;.;os edly for adul tery �nd assault ) is also announce d .  ( This 

pair of entrances is nn excellent exanple of Shaw 1 s  conic technique 

of expedi ting confrontations which in a well-nade play would be 
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held back as l ong as poss ible. ) 
By contrast the Bishop ' s  entrance is qui eter �s he is called 

fron his off-s tn.ge s tudy to deal wi th the c or�plicetions whi ch have 

arisen. There is a fairly long intervnl before the next arrival , 

St . John Hotchkiss , is announced. His entrance ,  however, has been 

prepared as he is the young nan Leo is proposing to narry when her 

divorce fron Reginald is conplete , but there is a slight surprise 

when the P..udience learns thnt he i s  also acting as best mm for Cecil 

Sykes , the groon. It  has already been revealed that the bride has 

locked herself in her roon to read n panphlet ,  and when in due course 

Hotchkiss discloses that the groon too hn.s locked hinself in his bed

roon to read a book anticipation is high for the next pair of 

entrances . The first ,  announced by Collins , i s  that of the groon 

clad reluctantly in his wedding clothes , and his entrance is followed 

by that of the bride who burs ts in wearing only a dressing-jecket and 

petticoat.  

The entfances of the final two characters are give� nore 

deliberate stress eop�asising the particular ioportance of these 

figures to the dis cussion. Sonoes , the religious asceti c ,  is called 

in to assis t  with the drawing up of the contrac t after the Bishop has 

described hin in a full-length verbal portrait of the type often 

found in Res toration conedy. But the full trentnent is  reserved for 

the Mayoress, Mrs . George , who has not only been the subj ect of 

detailed discussion as early as the third sequence of the play and has 

been fetched by the General bearing the Bishop ' s  ring but is given a 

grand entr3nce being announced by �cllins in his aldernan ' s  robes and 

preceded by the inposing figure of the nunicipal Beadle " in cocked 

hat and gold�braided overcoat, bearing the borough nace" ' ( p. 622 ) 
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This is the culnination of c. series of entr::tnces in which Sh1::w has 

used every trick of the playwright r s craft to vury the enphasis P...nd 

point the signiflcance of e�ch fresh arrival. To quo te Margery MorgRn 

again, " In a play where li ttle else happens , appearance on s tage is 

established as Rn event . " 51 · -
Mrs . George ' s  arrivnl brings to an end the public debate about 

the problens of narriage and in the las t third of the play she sets 

about dealing with the characters ' �roblens ( including her own) no t 

on a cor.munal bnsis  but one by one.  There thus follows a series of 

sequences involving only one or two characters and Mrs .  George at a 

tine , until the whole group (bu t  ninus Mrs . George ) is brought to

gether briefly for the announcenent of the narringe of Edith and 

Sykes . After this the group again disperses , Ho tchkiss and Mrs George 

cone to an extra-n.:=>.ri tal (but Platoni c )  ncconnodation, and the play 

ends with the audience ' s  attention focussed on the solitary and celibate 

figure of Soanes wri ting tranquilly .  

The final third o f  the play lacks the nethodi cal patterning evident 

earlier, but in the long s equence which precedes Mrs . George ' s  entrance 

the task of fornulating a narriage contrac t  which will satisfy every� 

body is shown to be a logical inpossibility.  The pattern has to be 

broken up in order that solutions and coc-.:..pronises based on eno tional 

realities nay be worked out for each of the individuals concerned. 

Theatrically the rapid dispers�l of the assenbled group by Mrs . George 

after her grand: �ntrance is likely to seen anti-clic-1actic ,  though her 

prophetic trance (which Professor Bentley has aptly described as the 

nusical clinax of the play 52 )  is yet to cone . The essential point 

for thi s  discussion, however, is Shaw ' s refusal to be trapi�d in his 

own s tructure . The op�nness of the play does not lie nerely in his 

juxtaposing varied points of view and giving each of then fair play, 
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but in his refusal to gloss over irreconcilable differences for the 

sake of conpleting a for.oal pattern. 

In Misalliance it is difficult to detect any patterning what-

ever. It  is not even eRsy to say wh�t i t  is about. Though its 

dialogue and eccentric characters are extrenely entertaining, the 

play seens unsatisfactory if considered strictly as a disquisitory 

drana because there is no clearly-defined central topic. The title 

suggests that the play ' s  subject is the nisnatching of young people 

epitonised in the action by the obviously ill-considered engagenent 

of the intelligent but inr1ature Bentley and Hypatia " the glorious 

young beas t" . On the other hand the Preface inplies that the real 

subj ec t  is nisunderstandings of parents and chi�dren and in fact 

this is an inportant topic of discussion in the play. But there nre 

nany o thers : niddle-class snobbery, colonialis::J, socialisn and the 

class war to nane only a few. The � subject of the play� however, 

is none of these topics , but t�lk itself . As Hypatia inpatiently 

e.x:clains , 

I t  never stops : talk , talk , talk, talk . That ' s  QY 
life . All the day r listen to nnOL1a talking ; at 
dinner I listen to p�pa talking ; and when papa s tops 
for breath I listen to Johnny talking.· ( p. 1 76 )  

The sequential patterning of the play underlines the all-

pervading uncertainty of direction nanifested by the characters . 

Encounters occur in an haphazard fashion ; the characters group, 

drift apart and re��oup in different cojbinations according to the 

whin of the nonent rather fron any conscious de�ign . 53 (see Figure 1 0} 
At · the centre of the play nre two incidents which reinforce this 

inpression of an arbitrary nlogical action : the aeroplane which 

crashes into Tarlton 1 s glass pavilion as if in answer to his 

s tatenent that his daughter "wants ndventure to drop out of the 

sky, " (P • 1 85 ) and the concealnent in "'the Capitclist ' s  portable 
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Turkish Bath" of " a ludicrously incor.:petent Socio..lis t  rebel . " 54 

None of the thre e cho..rnc ters who are introduced into the play by 

thes e fantas t i c  nec.ns is abl e  to res tore a sense of purpose to the 

o ther characters , no t even Lina Szczep�nowski , " the twenti e th

century goddess of the oachine" 55 who he.s s ooethint; of the sr..ne 

func tion here as Mrs . George in Getting Married. She is abl e ,  how-

ever, to achieve a li ttle tidyi ng up of relo..tionships in the las t 

brief s equences of the play when nearly nll the ch8�nc ters gather 

toge ther to s e c  her off , and, even oo re significnntly, to bring 

about a lul l (probably tenporary, but enough to get down the curtain) 
in the conversation:. 

MRS • Ti:..RLTON . I s  there anything else? 

TARE'IDN :· Well I - er (he address es Lina and s t o  s • 
I - er (he e.dclresses Lord Sunnerhn;ys, and s tops • 
Well , I sup:)os e  - er - I suppos e  there ' s  nothing 
nore to be snid . 

HYPATIA (fervently) Thank goodness !  ( pp. 252-3) 

As the discussion in the play is directed to no particular end 

i t  is not surprising that Shaw ' s  s tage-business is used no t t o  

clarify the s truc ture of the talk but to provide relief from i t .  

Nearly all the characters are frus trnted by the so cial atno s phere 

and this is why they are so ready to lenp at the chance of an aoorous 

divers i on - Hypn.tia with Lord SUDnerhays and then wi th Perci val the 

pil o t  (des pite her engagecent to Bentley) , and all the nen with Lina. 

This is als o the reason why fron tine to tine the talk is interrupted 

by violen t  physi cal activity . In the very fi rs t sequence Johnny 

Tarlton threatens Bentley with a beating for inpertinence and 

Bentley " throws hins elf on the ground uttering piercing ye lls" (p. 1 $0) 
to sucoon help fron Mrs . Tarlton and Hypatin . When Bentley is 

taken away and petted by these iwo Johnny is left choking with rage 
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until the entrance of Bentley ' s  father, Lord Sunoerh�ys , who suns up 

the s i tuation ionedint ely ,  hands hin a china punch-bowl and invites 

hin t o  snash i t .  "Johnny. wi th o. stifled yell, dashes it in piec es, 

and then sits down -'lnd nor,a his �· "  (p..,
'
1 52 ) Later in the play ( as 

already noted ) the crashing of the aeroplane cones aloost �s if in 

answer to prayer ,  Hypatie vigorously ool ests Percivo.l Emd " dashes off 

in pursui t" ( p . 208 ) when he bolts in the face of her advances, and 

Julius Baker (" the ludicrously inconpetent So cinli st rebel" ) who has 

been watching thi s s cene froo his hiding-place in the Turkish Bath 

atteopts t o  vent his various frus trati ons by threntoning t o  shoo t  . 

'lfarl ton , nnd is only preven ted froo doing s o  by the tinely arrival of 

Lina who skilfully dis �rns hin .  

The spel l which Linn cnsts on all the oen aris es fron the fact 

that she is not n talker but a wooan of nc ti on , being a neober o f � 

fruoily of o.crobats at least one of whoo Gust put his or her life at 

ri sk each day to uphold the honour o f  the clan. This is why she has 

flown in the aeroplane wi th  an incoopetent pilot and why s,he disaros 

Baker in a oanner deci dedly dangerous for n lesser wortal . In the 

final s tages of the play she gives the overweight Tnrl ton n workout in 

the gyn ( off-stage ) and when Bentley throws his f inal f i t  she sioply 

l ifts his upper half " fron t he ground ; dives under hin ; rises with 

his body hnnging across her shoulders; and runs out wi th hio . "  ( p. 233 ) 
�oughout the second half o f  the play her physical daring and prowess 

thus supply a significant contra s t  to the interninable talking of the 

o ther characters .  

Ul tioately (and perhaps with hindsight ) i t  nay b e  snid that 

Misalliance is indoteroinate in foro b ecause the s oc i e ty i t  depi cts 

was indeteroinate in purpos e ,  and hns no re:'.l ending because nt the 
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ness of that society had not yet occurred . vfuether or not Shnw 

intended this anorphousness of forn is perhaps debatable ( though it  

would seec likely) ,  but his capacity to let  his subconscious direct 

his pen enabled hin when the crisis cane to write a plc:y in which 

alogical plotting oo.heres into a uniquely expressive eublenatic 

s tructure . 

f1e enblenatic nature of the setting for Heartbreak Ho�se has 

always been clear. The roon "built to resenble the after part of 

an old-fashioned high-pooped ship with a stern ealley" (p . 59) 

represents , as nany conr�entators ( including Shaw) have pointed out , 

the English ship of s tate which its cultured leisured crew· allowed to 

drif t until it was driven on to the rocks of the Great War. (As an 

aside it is worth noting that the settings of Getting Married and 

Misalliance are also enblenatic . Bishop Bridgenorth 1 s "very spacious 

and clean and lli�ndso�o and healthy" (p . 547 ) Noroan kitchen stripped of 

Victorian clutter, is , as A. M. Gibbs has pointed out p 56 enblonatic 

of the bishop ' s  concept of narriago . Tar�ton ' s  glass ��vilion 

provides a hothouse enviro��ent for its occupnnts : 57 its artificial 

and fragile nature is strongly enphasized by the shattering of the 

adjacent greenhouse when Lina ' s  aeroplane crashes into it . ) The 

nusical quality of Heartbreak House is enother critical coononplnce 

and is any case clearly indicated b.r the subtitle description of the 

play as a fantasia. Whet doos not appear to have been fully 

realised ,  however, is that the rhythnic pattern of sequences in the 

play is in itself also enblenatic . 

The play has the unreal atnosphere and novenent of a drean, or, 

rather, of a twilight zone between sleeping and waking where the 
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dis tinction between dreao ��d renlity is unclear fron nonent to 

nonent. The brittle dialogue is charged fron tine to tine by 

weird incantations , cries of anguish �nd nysterious druunings 

in the sky. Characters doze off fitfully throughout the play 

which begins anid the gathering gloon of early evening and journeys 

into night until at last the sea of darkness which surrounds the 

house is lit up by " the glare of fires and the blinding flash of ex

plosions . 11 58 h�ove all ,  this sensation of living nightnare is con

veyed by the play ' s  irregular sequential rhytru� -- a pattern of 

agitated bursts of activity alternating with longer and longer 

periods in which novenent alnost ceases .  T.his pattern is vividly 

indicated by the scenario graph (see Figure 1 1 ) which strongly 

resenbles the cardiograo of a dying organisn. � closer exanination 

of the patterning of entrances ,  exits and business ect by act con

firns that Shaw has indeed thus recorded the heartbeat of Heartbreak 

House .  

For the purposes of  analysis Act 1 nay be said to consist of 

four novenents .  The first begins quietly with Ellie, the young 

visitor to the house,  waiting alone and dozing off over her Shakes

peare , but the initially sleepy atoosphero is soon dispelled by a kind 

of Mad Hatter ' s  tea party in which cups of tea are handed round and 

snatched away, characters exit end enter precipitately ( except for 

Nurse Guiness whose placid ninistrations counterpoint the s taccato 

outbursts of Captain ahotover) , and identities and relationships are 

wilfully confused . There are no fewer than twenty-one exits and 

entrances in this opening novenent which continues until  the tenpo 

slows down tenporarily for the long duologue between Ellia and her 

hostess Hesione . I t  is  a distinctly odd exposition even for Shaw: 
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al though an extraordinary anount of background and biographical -

de tail is given , wha t is inportant is nu t the ��t ter of t he 

expos i tion but i ts canner .  This i s  clearly expressive o f  the dis-

order of the house itsel f .  � s  Lady Utterword , n fellow sufferer 

wi th Ell i e ,  puts i t :  

Oh thi s hous e ,  this house ! I cone b ack t o  i t  af ter twenty
three years ; and i t  i s  jus t the saDe ; the sane luggnge 
lying on the s teps , the serv�nts spoilt and inpo s s ible, no
body at h0ce to receive anybody ,  ne regular neals , nobo� 
over hungry b e cause they c:.re always gnmdng bread and but t er, 
and r wh� t i s  wo rs e ,  the sane disorder in ideas , in talk , in 
feel ing. ( pp. 65-6 ) 

The second novonent , Elli e ' s  l ong talk in which s he tells 

Hesi one of her ho pes and fantas ie s ,  provi des a s till centre for the 

act and throws the previous �c tivi ty into sharp relief . Her 

il lusions and this period of qui e t  arc rudely sha ttered , however ,  by 

the sho ck entrnnce of Hector, her drean lover who is revenled as 

Hesione ' s  husband 9 and s oon after this ano ther flur17 of c onings and 

goings , the third novenent , gets under way . Charac ters arrive in 

rapid succes sion and are introduced to each other over end over again 

until the absurdi ty of tho social cha · ade is ne.nifes t even to then : 

MRS HUSBll:BY.E ( introduciTI) l-lr. Ma zzini :VUnn , Lady Ut- oh , I 
forgo t :  you ' ve oet . Indicatine Ellie ) Miss Dunn . 

and 
I have net Miss Dunn also . 

through hi s 

MRS HUSJIABYE . Of c ours e ,  how s tu pid ! 
si s ter ' s --- er ---

Mr. Utt erword ,  oy 

RANDJJ..L ( she.king hnnds agreeably) Her brother-in-1-::.w , Mr. 
Dunn. How do you do? 

MRS HUSHllllE � This is cy husband . 

HECTOR . We have net , d ear . 
any nore . ( pp. 93-4 ) 

Pleas e don ' t  introduce us 

L .. f ter this tho churac ters disperse one af ter the other and leavo 
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Hector Rnd Lady Utterword together for the fi rst of the s everal 

duol ogues which wi th the final trio between Sho tover, Hes ione and 

Hector conpris e the fourth novenent of the ac t .  I n  thes e  

sequences , which arc s trongly expressive of the frus trations of the 

principal nenbers of the fllDi ly , the ter::po slows nnd darknes s  falls 

on the hous e .  Howevor1 the tempo is not e.....-er_, but fi tful with 

enbarrassing interruptio -ls ( especially for Hector ) and oninous over-

tone s .  

Taken a s  a whole , J.c t  1 hns a frenetic quality. There are 

nore entre�ces and exi ts in it than in the whole of Getting Marri ed 

and alnos t  as nany as in the entire s pnn of !>Tan and Supeman, and 

there are also nearly 1 50 s tage uire ctions indicating noves and 

busine s s ,  sone of then conplex , in addition to the entrances and 

exi ts . Apart fron contributing to the unreal atnos phere , thi s  

ac tivity serves t o  onphasise the fac t thet the charac ters are re

fusing to face up to what they aro59 
and are trying to c onceal their 

lack of purpose by rushing about . This is borne out by Ellie 1 s  

analysi s  in Ac t 2 of the conduc t of the nost s taccato of all the 

characters ,  the owner of the house ,  Captain Shotover. She tells 

hin : 

I thought you were very wi s e ,  and night help ne . Now I 
have found you out .  You pre tend to be busy, and think of 
fine things to say , and run in and out to surprise people 
by saying then , nnd get away before they can answer you. 

And Shotover ndnits the charge : 

I t  confuses ne to be answered . I t  discourages no . I 
cannot bear oen and wouen. I h�ve to run away. I 
oust run away now (he tries to ) . ( p . 1 45 ) 
Act 2 for the nost part is ouch slower in pace . The house i s  

shrouded i n  darkness , the curtains are drawn , and the action is 

pervaded by disillusion, despair and a s ense of s tasi s .  
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S truc:turnlly� the act he!.s threo nover: ents : the first and the las t 

consist of d11ologues and tri os while the central novenent involves 

all the charac ters . The firs t novenent (which lasts for necrly 

half the �le t ) centrns en the exposure <'.l1d huwilintion of Boss 1-inngan 

who fer ouch of the tine lies in an hypnotic trance , able (as i t  

trans pires ) t o  lis ten but powerless to nwe . MA.ngan 1 s  trf!.nce 

enphasises the prev�il ing nornl inerti:c. I'Thich de['.dens the reaction of 

the charac ters to the nes t  e.ppalling confess ions . The novenent is 

rounded off by a short chori c coda in whi ch the ner:c.bers of the house

hold and the principal gues ts re::�ppenr on:e hy one to gnze at the 

trapped and uiserable Jlinngan, " the lates t thing in this nenngerie . 11 

( p . 1 31 ) 
Then; suddenly, " a  fall of furni ture is heard fron ups tairs ; 

then a pis tol sho t ,  nnd a yell of pain. " (pp. 1 31 -2 ) This is the cue 

for the sec ond tlovene. of the act,  whi ch begins wi th the nos t  

agitated flurry o f  novenent so fnr i n  the plc..y. The chcr�c ters rush 

about frantically in res pons e to the crisis ccused by the burglar, 

but thi s  sudden physi c�l �c tivity again underlines their incapacity 

to act posi tively �nd effec tively. Until the arrival o f  Sho tover, 

who oakes sho rt work of his foroer boatswain , they prove thenselves 

quite unabl e  to cope wi th the s inple noral crisis forced on then by 

the burglar ' s  crude attou1_;ts nt blnclmc.i l .  T he incident provides 

then wi th sone exci teoent , but once tho crisis is over the chronic 

hcarlbreak of the ch['.rac ters nanifests i tself again and nos t  of then , 

finding the ntno sphere of the house intolero..ble , rush out into the 

night . 

But the act is not ye t over. Tho tor.j?o slows doun ngc.in for a 

final novenent which stretches the length of the �et �lnost beyond 
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b e�rnble lioits . Essenti['.lly the novenent consi s ts of contro.s t-

ing sequenc es between Ell ie nnd Sho tover, c..nd between Rnndo.ll ,  Hec tor 

�nd (le.. ter) Lndy U tt erword .  Elli e  finds s0�1.G thing of pcr.ce r..nd con

solr.tion in Sho tover 1 s co!.--:.l>rny (desj_Ji t e  her dis illus ion when she dis

covers his relinnce on ruD) , but there is no poe.ce in the following 

scqu0nces, only exhc..us ti on c.f ter Rondnll h.::'os expended the: rennE:.nts of 

hi s energy in e. tired displ�y ·:>f chi ldish j ec.l ousy . 

The feeling of clr..us trophobin whi ch prevo.ils throughout Act 2 is 

lifted in the thi rd c..nd finnl o.c t whi ch is s e t  in the garden outside 

the hous e . The futility of the char.:tc ters is tlwroby shown in r.. 

cosni c perspec tive fl.s thGy nrc s o on to be (to quo te s one er.rlier words 

of Sho tover) 1 1bener..th tho done of henven, in the house of God . " ( po.88) 
J.ll sens e  of s trugglo -:.nd r..ll pre tence hr..ve no1v censed . ill1ythnicnlly 

s pet'.king, tir1e s e Gns to s tt:nd s ti ll .  Structurally , this finc..l c.c t 

c ons i s ts o f  c.. s ingle uovenent ter1in.�. ted by c. short, vi olent �.nd 

s eeningly nrbi trery co de. In the l one s tre tch of di s cussion fron 

the o pening of the .. -.et until the first boeb f:::.lls the only entrf".noe is 

the gentle one of Ma zzini in dres sing gown c..nd pyjnnc..s ,  and the only 

deptlrture is when He si one dr.qgs off Mc.ng�.n t0 " tnlk poo try • • • under 

the s t!:'.rs . "  ( p . 1 74 ) There is little novenent on st::'.ge e i ther -

nerely ;:, sudden flurry when Nc..nge.n threntens to s trip hins e lf 

physi cally r..s well ::.s norr.lly . The crew of the enblenntic ship of 

s tnte hcve given up c..ll s onblcnce of ac tivity nnd their cnptnin 

do zes whil e  the ship drifts idly on ·::'. s ec. of talk . 

Then ''ut of the blue the caln i s  sho. t tcred and there is a finc.l 

burs t of frenzied but fut ile activity whe n the nonent of shi �treck 

c one s as if in �nswer to tho predi c tion Shotover nnkes a few 

s econds earlier : 
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HECTOH . 1'.nd this ship \'le are r.tll in? 
we cnll England? 

This soul ' s  prison 

Cii..PTJ.HT SHOTOVER. The cnptain is in his bunk, drinking 
bo ttled ditchwater ; nnd the crew nrc gnnbling in the 
forecastle . She will strike nnd sink �d split . Do 
you think the lnws of God will be suspended in favour 
of Englnnd because you �vera born in it? ( p .  1 77 )  

Sound , lighting, entrc.nces , exits , actions nnd dit:.logue nre 

orchos trnted to build U:;_:J the follm'ling crescendo which eives the play 

its clinnx and , very nenrly , i ts d�noueuent ns well . 

Sound and lightine provid� the first cue : � inultaneously 1 1n 

dull, distnnt explosion" is heard nnd the light on the flngstnff goes 

out. Nurs e Guinness runs in to announce thnt the police have rung 

;he house to order tho blo.ckout , whereupon Hector " dashes into the 

house" to turn the lights beck on. �e burglar hurries fron the 

house seeking shelter frt:.ntically ns th& flagstaff lanp lights up 

again, Nurse Guinness (his wife ) contenptuously shoves hin toward 

i t ,  nnd then, when " another �nd louder explosion is heard" , he 

" rushes away frnntica.lly into tho gloon" a.lnost  colliding with 

Hosione " (merging pn.ntine; fron the darkness .  11 Ellie and Hesione 

" throw thenselves into or.ch other ' s  .1.rns in wild oxciteoent!' 11� 

light increnses 11 as Hector inside the house turns r.ll the lights on 

llnd tenrs do>m the curtnins while R:mdnll cones •;  running in in his 

py.j2.0r.:.s distractedly wnving a flute . "  Then , his tcsk conpleted,  

Hector returns , " stridinr-s across to his foroer place"· crying, " There 

is no t half light enough. vle s hould b o  blnzing to the skies . "  

The build-up is now conplete nnd Shaw allows n nonentnry lull 

in ectivity to fnsten attention on the group nround the fla.gstnff 

nwniting destruction . 'Til'ley s tnnd s til l ,  turned <'-"imy fron the house, 

looking up r.nd listening ns tho "magnificent" drunning in the sky 
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increases . Then : 

A terrific explosion shakes the earth . They reel back into 
their seats, or clutch the neares t support . They hear the 
falling of shattered glass from the windows . 

I t  is no t the end however. A bomb h�s fallen on the gravel 

pitexploding the dyr�rui te Sho tover has stored there and killing 

Mangan and the burglar who had unwittingly sought shelter amongs t i t .  

Nurse Guinness , exulting " in hideous triumph" at the death of her 

husband , "runs aw·ay to the gravel pit, laughing harshly" while the 

others reflect on the dead and wait their turn " in silence and intens e 

expectation. " But the raid is over. "A dis tant explosion is heard" , 

then no more. The survivors sit down in disappointment , Shotover 

"goes asleep; " and only the thought that the zepp!.ins will return the 

following night consoles Ellie and Hesi one . The curtain falls to the 

quavering sound of Randall playing "Keep the Home Fires Burning" on his 

flute .  

The ending of Heartbreak House i s  an impress ive example o f  " total 

theatre" ; sound , sight and sense are orches trated with masterly skill 

to complete the pattern of the play. Thi s  pattern :is no t l ogical or 

symmetrical , but rhythmi c and emotional . Nowhere in the play is i t  

s tated that England i s  at war and that a bombing raid is  imminent ,  but 

the aimless existence of the inmates of the house ,  though initially 

amusing, develops into a pattern which leads appropriately and perhaps 

inevitably to the violent ending . As Shaw himself observed : 

The house is not Heartbreak ITouse at first : the fly walks 
into the parlour wi th the happiest anticipations , and is 
kept amused until it gets fixed there as by a spell . 

Then the heartbreak begins , and gets worse until the 
house breaks out through the windows , and becomes all 
England wi th all England ' s  heart broken. 60 
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Despite the dark overtones the pattern is essentially an open one. 

The characters, though hardly naturalis tic ,  reonin distinct and they 

are juxtaposed throughout t l).e·play so  that their voices and atti tudes 

contrast sharply one against the other . ( This is true even of the 

final coda where it would hnve been only too easy to subordinate 

character to theatrical effect. ) .A.tnosphere and setting give the 

play unity, but it  is inportant that though these becooe claustrophobic 

after a while,  the move into the garden in Act 3 opens then out again 

and at the same tine en·larges the syubolic ioplicntions of the action. 

Finally, the posi tive aspects of the ending should be noted. Though 

Shaw noted in his preface that " those  who do not lmow how to live must 

oake a oerit of dying; "
6 1  

only Mangan and the burglar, the two who 

are oost  fearful for their lives, are destroyed. The. others ( to 

paraphrase Captain Shotover) look for danger, horror and death that 

they might feel the life in thenselves oore intensely
62 

and as a 

reault are spared to face the future . 

Sha:w told hi s  official biographer,  Archibald Henderson, that 

tleartbreak House "began with an atnosphere arid did not contain a 

single word that was foreseen before it  was written. "
63 Through his 

intuitive genius Shaw translated that atBosphere into a theatrical 

experience with a s trongly contra.s ted and expressive rhythnic pattern. 

A concern for rhythm not only of dialogue but of stage effect can be 

seen throughout the Shnvian canon but it  is most apparent in the full• 

length disq_uisi tory plays and reaches its highest level of expressive-

ness in Heartbreak House . In Getting Married, for the nost part , 

the seq_uential patterning reflects the logical build up of contrasting 

viewpoints on the central subject , even though eventually the play 

denonstrates the logical inpossibility of reconciling then. 



1>/i th r.hsalliance Shmv r:iloved fron the analysis of a pRrticular 

problen to a portrayal of a s o ci e ty which talked too ouch , and his 

occasional use of vi olent stage bus iness here refle c ts the need of 

that society to find sone escape , hovrever teoporary, fron its boredon. 

There is no t ,  though , a clear rhythni c and sequential pat tern, perhaps 

because the socie ty of the play did no t know ·where i t  was going. 

ElY 1 91 7  when Shaw c onple ted the third play of the " trilogy"
64 

i t  had 

found ou t ,  and U3 bi tter process of discovery helped shape the play. 

In Heartbreak House a tnos phere and rhythn are of the firs t  ioportan ce, 

for it was through �aw ' s  openness t o  the atoo sphere o f  the tines and 

his gift of rhytho that he was able to create a theatrical pattern 

uniquely express ive of the ni�htcarish final hours of the English 

ship of state as i t  drifted towards and crashed on t o  the rocks of 

the Great vlar . 

V 

Shaw ' s  " Third Manner" works portray his recovery from sooething 

approaching despair. He hioself had been one of the inha.bi tants of 

Heartbreak House , and now consi dered that hi s nelioris tic exhortations 

nnd Fabian poleoi cs had been expo sed by the l'l'ar as li t tle oore than 

contributions to the house ' s  l'lindow-dres sing : 

When you spent a Friday to Tuesday in i t  you found on the 
shelf in your b edroon no t only the books of poets and 
novelists , but of revolutionary biologi s ts and even _ 
econom::.s1ts . vli thout a t  leas t a fe'" plays by nys elf and 
r.lr .  Grauville Barker, and a few s tories by Mr . H .  G .  vlells , 
Mr . Arnold Bennett and Mr .  John Galsworthy, the hous e 
would have been out of tho oovement .

65 

Heartbreak House drruJatis ed a s ociety ' s  realisation of its futility ;  

the play ' s  preface expresses the bitter pessiniso Shaw felt in the 

wake of the war which that society had failed t o  preven t .  What 

hope could there be for i t  when i ts fecklessness had permitted this 
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nass slaughter in which " the young, the innocent , the hopeful 

expiated the folly and worthlessness of their elders?"
66 

What 

credence could be given to the "progress of .civi lisation" when 

the impact of physical death and des truction , the one reality 
that every fool can understand, tore off the naoks of education, 
art , s cience and religion fron our ignorance and barbarism, and 
left us glo��ing grotesquely in the licence suddenly accorded 
to our viles t  passions and hlost  abject terrors?67 

And yet Shnw did not give up . The experi ence of the Great War 

marked but did not naim hin as a writer. Most of his "Third Manner" 

works present visions of judgement , and yet the judgements are always 

provisional.  The dilennas and confusions of the present are shown 

but the future is left open. Nearly all of these plays express Shaw ' s  

response to the chaos of the postwar world and dranatise the efforts 

of characters who try to create sone order or find sone neaning in the 

midst of it .  In B<eck to Methusolah the representatives of the J,ife 

Force , in Saint Joan the heroine and in The Arple Cart the king1 hnve 

the centre of the stage , but in the later plays the emphasis is 

usually on groups of characters who are adrift in the confusion -

hence the unpredictable n�ture of nuch of the action. Tlior.m tically 

and structurally the " Third Manner" works are open, though the later 

ones raise the problen of how open a p�ay can be before it loses 

coherence . 

In terns of formal structure these plays would appear to have 

little in CODDOn. The "Netabiological Pentateuch" of Back to 

Methuselah exhibits in itself a variety of foms . It begins wi th a 

short play in two acts , follows tlds with two long discus sion 

pieces each in one act, then has an unevenly-\'leighted three-net 

" tragedy" , and ends with a massive one-act play which includes a 

masque-like interlude and an epilogue spoken by the characters fron 
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And so wi th the plays wlrich foll owed : Saint 

� ( 1 923)  is 'a chroni cle play in six scenes and an e pi logue" ; "� 

Apple Cart ( 1 929)  has two nets -- the firs t  ouch lon ;er than the 

second -- divided by an interlude ; Too True to be Good ( 1 932 ) is in 

three acts , each succeeding one being longer than the las t ;  On the 

R ocks ( 1 933) is in two ac ts , the second being half as l ong again as 

the fi rs t ;  and " 'Db.s Simpl eton of the Unexpec ted Isles ( 1 934 ) has a 

prologue in three scenes followed by two nets,  the second of whi ch is 

in two scene s .  A comparabl e  variety o f  forms c an  be seen in the 

final plays . 

I t  night seen, therefore , that the s tructures of many if not mos t  

o f  these " Third Manner" works are nerely accidental and therefore no t 

worth s erious cri ti cal atten tion. This , however , would be to ignore 

Shaw ' s  capacity to let the foro of each play dis cover itself . I t  nus t  

be adrrit ted that this proc ess was nore suc ces sful i n  s ome plays and 

l ess in others ( especially the later plays when hi$ creative energy 

was dininishing ) , but analysis of the " Third Manner" plays will 

usually r eveal the appropriateness of foro to content. Though there 

is s pace in this chapter for detai led analysi s of only one of these 

plays the cla� nay be subs tantiated in part by noting two s tructural 

features which mo s t  of then have in c onnon. The firs t  is a symbolic 

patterning of scenes emphas ised by the use of enblenati c aettir.gs1 for in 

coutrast to the major dis quisitory plays of Shaw 1 s  niddle period nos t  

of t heee .plays are oul ti-scened. . The second i s  a characteri stic end

ing in which t he dispersal of chara c ters one by one creates a s trange 

kind of fading effe c t  (see Figure 1 2 ) .  Both these features are 

present in Back to 11ethuselah A.nd b ri ef discussion of their effect in 

the pentateuch and s one of the plays which followed it will help to 
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illUDinate the enotional vision of Shc.1.w 1 s "Third Manner" before 

Too True to be Good is analysed in detail as a characteris tic \'rork 

of this final phase .  

VI 

Taken in order, the eight settings of Back to Methuselah :provide 

a kind of visual synopsis for the cycle ' s  demonstration of its 

argunent that nan ' s  political ionaturity is en unavoidable consequence 

of his present brief lifespan and can only be overcone by responsible 

1ongevi ty. The settings point the progress of Shaw ' s  parable of 

c:reative Evolution by " contrasting s tuffy interiors w·ith the wide-

open spaces of God ' s  creation. "68 In the pentateuch there is a 

progression fron exterior settings to  interiors as nan ' s  lifespan and 

mental horizons contract,  and then a return to exterior settings as 

oan lives longer and perceives more clearly. The vision of the 

shortlived is li terally shown as bounded by walls , but the Ancients of 

Part V wander freely over the hills and mountains and have no need of 

shelter. 

In Part I the significance of Adam ' s  refusal to f�ce the burden 

of eternal life is pointed viaually by the move from the primeval 

beauty of the Garden of Eden with its glade , tree, nany-coiled 

serpent "glowing with new colours" (p. 344) and " thick bed of Johnswort" 

(p. 340) to the kitchen garden of the HesopotllDian oasis . 

latter setting the " fallen" Adan delves while Eve spins . 

In this 

They live 

lives of alnost suburban donesticity in a log hut , and their garden 

plot is fenced off fron the desert by a thorn brake . Part II of the 

cycle is set several years after World War I in Franklin Barnabas ' s  

"well-furnished, spacious study. " (p. 378) The brothers Barnabas 

blame the war on the icrnaturity of Europe ' s  leaders and preech the 
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gospel of responaible longevi ty as the only possible salvation of 

mankind . Their perception i s  greater than that of their oon-

temporaries but i t  i s  lioited t o  poli tical concerns . Thi s  is 

neatly sugges ted by the setti ng whi ch, though �n interior , has broad 

window seats thnt " overlook Har:mstead Heath towA.rds London" . In 

Part I I I  by contrast the futuris tic interior of " the official �qrlour 

of the President of the Bri tish Isles " ( p .  439 )  in the year 2 1 70 A . D .  

has no windows . Instec.d the " end well i s  a silvery s creen nearly as large 

as a P:<ti r  of folding doors, " a nass i  ve television screen aptly des

cribed by :tJiargery M .  r-l:org.:m as 'b. variant of the Platonic mirror that 

man can turn on all things in the illusion that he is the creator o f  

everything i t  refle c ts . "
69 S cienc e has no t increased ae..n ' s  perception, 

it has only given hiu new t oys to play with. 

The f irs t  ac t o f  Part I V sees a return to the o pen air .  The 

year i s  3000 A . D .  nnd the setting " Burrin pi er on the s ou th s hore of 

Galway Bay in Ireland , a region of s tone-cap?ed hills and grani te 

fields . "  ( p . 491 ) The island of the saints has becone the first 

country of the l ong-lived , and the pier is c. landing place for 

pilgrims froo the nations of the s hortlived. One of the latter, an 

Elderly Gentleman dress ed in s tuffy Viutorian garb , s i ts alone on a 

bollard "with his head bowed and his face in his hands , s obbinJi. " He 

is �� annchroni sn in this lnnd i and is s tared nt in as tonisbflent by 

one of the longlived , " n wor.w.n in a silk tunic e.nd sanda_ls. v.!.£ar:!.ng 

lit tle else except a cap wi th the nru:-�ber 2 on i t  in gold . " The 

Elderly Gentlenan 1 s  death froo " discourage!lent" ( and by inpli cation 

the eventual passing o f  all the shortlived) is thus foreshadowed 

before a word is s poken . 

Wi th the s e t ting of the second net of Part IV " A  courtytg"..£.. 

before the colunned portico of a ternple11 ( p .  531 ) 9  the walls 
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close in again. As the action nakes clc�r. however, tho tenple is 

not for the benefit of the longlived, but is nerely a sui tably 

inpressivo setting for the "-nunnery" the shortlived expect when they 

consult tho oracle . Thus the nove inside the tenple in Act III is 

to be associated with the credulity of th0 shortlived who ; sig

nificantly, are separnted fron the inage of the oracle by "an abyss" 

( p. 533) .  What the shortlived nctunlly see is really a projected 

i�age of one of the longlivers dressed up as a pythoness for the 

occasion -- the tenple is ,  in fact ,  nerely a glorified cinena! 

By Part V, set in the year 3 1 , 920 A. D . , the shortlive d have 

long vanished fron the earth. The physical setting for this final 

play combines elenents suggestive of the settings of Parts I and IV: 

as in the Garden of Eden there is a sunlit glade, nnd as in the second 

and third acts of Part IV there is a tenple. The return to the glade 

suggests that gs with " In the Beginning" we are witnessing the youth 

of beings endowed with the prospect of near-eternal life� while once 

again the tenple (here the skene for an open-air theatre like the 

Grecian ones of the fourth century B. C . )  is a synbol of illusion and 

inr1aturity, being the plaything of the youths and naidens during their 

brief adolescence .  Love , art and beauty nay bo  the highest ideals of 

shortli ved people , but in ShmT 1 s vision of the future, "As Far as 

Thought can - �ach" , the pursuit  of such ideals is nerely a childish 

prelude to the real business of . lifo - the profound and endless 

contenplation of the universe .  Thus at  the very end of  Part V with 

the falling of darkness on the glade and the ghostly reappearance 

of the first-born and Lilitp, their progenitor, Shaw sugges ts the 

ul tinate setting \'lhich bi..s Ancients seek to inhabit and inforn -

the infinitude of space .  
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Thi s ending requires addi tional c onnent because as not ed earlier, 

it is the pro totype for the endings of nos t  of the " Third Manner" 

plays . I t  consists of a kind of fading effect as the charac ters 

disperse or disappear ono by one , and exemplifies Show ' s  thematic 

"openness" by enphasising the unfinished nature of the (>.ction. Here 

the dispersal ending is uaed twi ce - to "fade out" the action of 

Part V and then, in a nore ghostly fashion , to do the sane for the 

epilogue . As night f�lls the charac ters who have been on s tage 

during Part V dis perse .  " IDle two anci ents go away s everally, she 

into the grove. he up the hills behind the temple. " (p . 625 ) 
Martellus , who hns outgrown the ideals of ronnnce and art . soon 

"pass es away gravely into the grove" to s tudy ma,thenatics ( the first 

s tage of developing into an Ancient ) , while the renaining youths and 

naidens troop into the shel ter of the temple by ones and twos , inno-

,. .O'in.te as ye t at the very beginning of their lives . " I t  is now 

qui te dark . " ( p .  627 ) Then, "A vague radiance appears near the 

tenple and shapes itself into the gho s t  o f  Adon. 11 He is  followed by 

the shades of Eve , Cain, the Serpent �nd , finally, Lilith. Before 

vanishing again into the nigh t each pronounces a verdi c t  on what they 

hnve s een. The Serpent is satisfied that nan has at lns t chosen 

wisdom, Cain vani shes superseded but unrepentant , Eve departs, pleased 

thn. t her " cl ever ones have inheri ted the enrth" and is followed by 

Adan grunbling th�t he can make nothing of the latest generation. 

But Shaw does not res t content with c oning full circl e ,  for there 

s till ren<.dns Lili th ' s great speech >-Ti thholding her final j.udgenent 

on nankind and stressing that all the nudi encc have s een during this 

innensely long work ar:10un ts to no no re than an instant in e terni ty. 

Thus the forn of the ending reinforces Lilith ' s  triunphant nessoge : 
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" Of Life only there is no end. " 

Saint Joan is s tructurally the nos t  s traightforward of Sh�w ' s  

later plays , its narr�tive being baaed fairly closely on historicel 

docunentation. 70 The chronicle foro of the play is  enphasised by 

the settings which provide the backgrounds for a series of nninnted 

(and disquisitory) tableaux on tho career of the heroine . Thenatically 

the use of interior and exterior scenes have sinilar inplications to 

those we have noted in the settings of Back to Methuselah. Scene 1 

uses an interior setting :  " a  sunny s tone chanber on the first floor 

of the castle" ( p. 81 ) of Robert de Baudricourt. Robert ' s nental 

horizons are as linited es those of nny of the shortlived , but the 

spring sunshine which cones through the opened nullioned thirteenth

century window is  a harbinger of the fresh thought of the Maid waiting 

at the door below. There is no sunlight, however, to relieve the 

atnosphere of courtly intrigue and defeatisn which prevails for nos t 

of Scene I I .  The setting i s  " An  end o f  the throne roon of the castle 

(at Chinon, in Tournine) ,  curtained off to noko nn nntechonber" ( p . 97 )  

and the oakeshift nature of the partitioning aptly suggests the 

Dauphin ' s  politicnl inpotence. Scene I I I  is set  in the evening out 

of doors " on the south bank of the silver Loire" ( p. 1 1 7 )  and it is 

here , .of course, thet the niraculous "wind-change" takes place in the 

spirits of the despondent French forces . Scene IV then naves inside 

"A tent in the English canp" ( p. 1 24 )  to indicate the beginnings of 

the alliance of feudal nnd ecclesiastical forces which will attenpt 

to destroy Joan before the beliefs she s tands for destroy then. 

The Scene V setting of "The mabulatory of the cathedral of Rheins , 

near the door of the vestry" ( p . 1 41 ) underlines the fact that Shaw is  

here enphasising not Jean ' s  achievenent in bringing about Charles ' s  
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c oronation but her desertion by those she has Gide� now they have 

no further use for her. Scenically th$ beginning of her oartyrdoo 

is suggested by the pillar before whi ch she kneel s for it  "bears one 

of the s tations of the cross . "  The final s cene of his torical 

action is appropriately set in "li great s tone hall , arranged for a 

tria�-e. t.:.law. " ( p. 1 56 )  Ironically i t  i s  "a  fine sunshiny May norn-

iE.g," ( as in the o pening scene two years earlier ) ,  but though the 

further end of the hall "is open to the courtyard through a row of 

arches, �� th6 :11 court is shielded fron the weather by s creens and 

curtains . " The s creens which e..ttenpt to shut out the sunlight 

parall el the way the nenbers of the court attenpt to shut out their 

natural feelings of coopassion in the cause of e.bstrac t  jus tic e .  In 

the end , therefore , the daylight whi ch penetrates into the hall is 

reddened by " the glow and fli cker of fire . 11 ( p. 1 85 )  

But,  of cours e ,  Shaw was no t prepared t o  let his play end like 

thi s .  I n  the Epilogue , presented a s  a dreao o f  "Joan ' s  Dauphin, 

now Charles the Vic torious , aged 51 , 11 ( p. 1 90 )  Shaw (as in the 

epilogue of Back to l>1e thuselah) not only recalls his principal 

characters to give their verdic ts on what has happened but projects 

forward in tine to sugges t  the unfinished busines s  of the play. 

Eoo tionally, the mos t  powerful inpact of this scene cones at the end 

when the shades of Joan ' s  forner friends and foes ( toge ther with the 

eoissary fron the twentieth century) one by one withdraw in con-

s ternation at her sugges ti on that she ris e  fron the dead and cone 

back to then "a living womm. " ( p . 206 )  I t  i s  possible to argue , as 

T. R. Henn does , that " to extend the tragedy in tine and s pace in 

order to perceive the conedy is to reoove at a stroke the 
71  possibili ty of a full tragic respons e , " but catharsis was never 
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one of Shaw ' s  dranatic ains . In hi s vi ew " the true talc of Saint 

Joan is a ttl.le wi th a glorious ending. " 72 
Joan ' s  cry, "0  God that 

nades t this beautiful earth , when will i t  be rendy to receive �y 

saints? How long, 0 Lord , how· long?" should therefore no t be played 

as the final laoent of a rej ected world-betterer but as a challenge 

to the audience to consider whether they are nore enlightened than 

Joan 1 s  persecutors . 

The Apple Cart , Shaw ' s  next oaj or work, shows hio dealing ex

pli ci tly with the pet ty rivalries and short-sighted oano�rings of 

contenpor� pol i ticians . 73 Draoatic unity c ones fron his relianc e 

on e s trong �ntral charac ter and a well-defined plo t  i ssue : whether 

King Magnus can withstand the concerted attenpt of his ninisters to 

des troy his political influence. The outcooe of his conflic t  rennins 

in doubt until the very end , so, though nuch of the ac tion cons is ts of 

di scus sion s equences every bi t as circul ar as the central one in 

Getting Married ,  drauatic intere s t  is sus tained . 

Over��l , as Frederick P .  MncDowe ll has pointed out ,  the play has 

a forn resenbling that of an hour-glass. 74 There are two acts con-

sisting essential ly of ensenbl e cabinet scenes in which Magnus is 

pi tted agains t his ninis ters , and separating these acts is an inter-

lude involving only the king and his ni stress Orinthi�. ( ·rhe inter-

lude ,  incidentally, c ont�::-ibutes no thing to the plot but is valuable 

for relief and for the opportuni ty it gives for Shaw to display 

Magnus exerc is ing his intelligence in a nore private sphere. ) But 

though the basic forn of this play i s  very different fron thos e of 

Saint Joan and the plays of the pentateuch, his use of sceni c synbol

i sn ��d his ending are conpr.rable wi th what we have no ted in the 

previous " Third Manner" works . 
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The first ac t setting is an interio r :  " .lul  office i n  the royal 

palace" ( p. 281 ) . I t  is here that the prine oinister Pro teus and 

his unruly cabinet present Magnus wi th the ultioatuo of the gag or 

abdicati on, and, though the king bri lliantly plays off one cabinet 

oinis ter against the other and frequently suc ceeds in side tracking 

the discussion, at the end of this l ong s cene he is able to do no 

oore than gain s everal hours ' respi te before he announces his 

decisi on .  The interlude provides a visual contrast with the previo� 

s etting -- the luxury and (cooparative ) privacy of the boudoir instead 

of the foroali ty of the offi ce . 'l'he second act, however, takes 

place in the open air on the terrace of the palace . Early in the act 

Magnus explains to his queen that this is a deliberate tac tical oove 

to subdue his cabinet . 

Well , I think that the open air and the evening light 
will have a quieting effect on then . They canno t 
oake s pee ches a t  ne s o  easily as in a rooo . (p. 351 ) 

The open air setting als o  helps to put the conflic t  in its true per-

spective . In the enclosed office s etting of Act 1 i t  appeared that 

the power s truggle between Magnus and his oinis ters was all that 

OEJ.ttered . Now in Act 2 the audience learns of a ouch nore serious 

threat than any to the status of individuals -- the prospect that 

the USA, backed by the onr:n::10th capitalistic coobiil:.e, ; ;  Breakages Ltd. , 

will silently absorb Britain and the Conoonwealth. Thus though 

MD;gnus cleverly defeats the cabinet at the end of the play, he 

reali zes that his victory is hollow. A great deal of tioe and energy 

has been wasted but the real battles have not even begun to be fought . 

Shaw again uses a dispersal ending ( though here with a differ-

ence ) to enphasise his nessage . After Magnus has played his winning 

truop (his threat to abdicate and enter parlianent hioself ! ) 
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Proteus the PriDe Minister tears up hi s ul tinntuo and departs in 

n black rage , follO'ITed one by one by the nalo nenbers of his 

cabinet. Sone of then are disillusioned while others are philo-

sophical,  but none conprehend the reel danger whi ch threatens the 

country. The wonen ninisters ,  especially Lysistratn , do under-

stand and renain a li ttle longer to confort Magnus , Lysistrata 

regretting that as Mngnus will ronein king he will not be able to 

lead the House of Coonons against Breakages Ltd . Then the lf:di es 

als o  depart . Magnus is  left alone plunged " in deep thought" until 

the .Queen re turns rmd ignoring his pro tes t that ho hn.s " sonething 

very big to think about , "· .  (:p ; 374) drags hin away like a little boy 

to have his dinner. The great cons ti tutional crisis is thus �t a 

s troke reduced to the status of a childish quarrel !  

The renaining " Third Manner" plays , with the exception of !2.Q. 

True to be Goo d9  nay b e  pas sed over wi th only a brief nention . They 

have sone good things to offer, but compared with Shaw ' s  earlier work 

tend to be too rambling and discursive . There is a slackening of 

energy in the wri ting -- t oo of ten speeches and s equences go on long 

after they have nade their point, and wi t declines into face tiousness . 

Shaw hinself confessed in a letter to Mrs St . John Rrvine written in 

1 934 : 

My bo lt is shot as far as any definite target is concerned 
and now, as ny playwri ting facul ty s till goes on wi th the 
inpetu$ of thirty year ' s  vi tal ac tivi ty, I shoo t into the 
ai r nore and nore extravagantly without any prenedi tation 
uhatever.

75 

Due allowance ous t,  of course,  be nade for his custonary exaggeration, 

fo� whether intui tively arrived at or no t,  the actions of oos t  of 

these plays do revolve around identifiabl e subj ects and generally 

progress in an identifiable di rection . But too often both 
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indulgently . 
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On the Rocks will do as a case in poin t .  I t  has a clear 

enough sub j ec t , .. the Depression, but Shaw ' s  contempt for the futile 

bumblings o f  English poli ticians in the face of this crisis l ed him 

into the theatrical error of centring discussion and action on a 

weak pro tagonis t . The firs t  act shows the Prime Minis ter, Sir 

Arthur Chavender, under the illusion that he is governing England 

while in �.et he is drifting with the tide like everybody else . The 

satire here i s  rather tedious and heavy-handed ( Chavender is 

lit tle more than a caricature figure , b e�.ting hi s brows , complaining 

of mental strain and mouthing plati tudes ) , but the act and the 

sequences which comprise it are reasonably brief . In the second act 

Chavender appears a changed man, thanks to a spell of s everal weeks 

at a Shavian sanitorium where he has exercised hi s mind reading the 

works of 1-l:arx and Lenin . With the reported announcement that he i s  

going t o  carry out a full-scale programme o f  nationali zation , there 

arises the likelihood of an intere sting corrrli c t  when Chavender c omes 

face to face with the representatives of the various factions and 

ves ted interes ts in the country . But Chavender has a curiously 

passive rol e in the long discussion that follows . This consi s ts of 

three movements . In the fi rs t  the spokesmen for the ves ted interests 

(wi th the exception of the Diehard Cons ervative , Sir Dexter Rightsid e) 
in a s eri es of long speeches each endors e Chavender ' s s cheme because 

s ome aspe c t  of i t  ( they ignore the others ) is advantageous to them. 

Then a delegation representing, in effec t ,  the working clRSS (whom 

the s cheme is ess entially designed t o  help ) rej e c t  i t  utterly because 

they will be denied the right to strike. In the final movement of 



1 36 

the discussi on the spokesnen of the ves ted intere s ts in another 

seri es of long spee ches wi thdrnw their support and thens elves until 

at the end Chavender is left along in his office . Shaw ' s  satiric 

point i s  clear enough but it is t ediously presented. 

The action is effectively over at this point,  but the play 

continues on a 1<1hile longer until in the final sequences there is 

the prospe c t  of ncrri�c� , be tween Chavender 1 s  son and a wrong-headed 

but vigorous young \'TOnan froB the worker 1 s delegation , and 

betw·een his dilughter [�nd a young aris tocrat l'Ti th llc..rxint vi ews . Here 

Shaw is no doubt sugges ting that through such narriages the Life Force 

r::JeY engender a future generation of leaders wi th nore noral fibre 

than the present one . In the neantinc , however, the curtain falls 

to the sound of a crowd of unenployed in the s treet below singing 

" England Arise" " to a percuss ion acconpaninent of baton thw·acks . "  

( p. 736 ) The ending ·is s ui tably ir onic but it takes an un-

consci onably long tine in coning . 

Thenati cally, On the Rocks passes judgenent on the Engl ish 

poli tical sys ten , though ' the sentenc e is suspended and the poss ibi lity 

of sone kind of reprieve is left open . The Sinpleton of the Un

expe c ted Isles ( 1 934 ) and Geneva ( 1 938) , Shaw ' s  League of Nations 

play, threaten the final judgenent of nankind wi thout quite carrying 

i t  out .  This is pointed by the dis persal pattern endings . I n  the 

later play the knotty probl en of how to end the trial of dic tators by 

the powerless International Court is solved by nn announcenent that 

the earth is dooned because it has junped i ts orbi t .  J.ccordingly the 

accused and the accusers has ten off , e�ch in charac teri stic fashion, 

to nake the nos t  of their las t few hours .  At the end only the judge 

of the c ourt and the secre tary of the League rennin in the roon. 



1 37 

The orbit-juop proves a false Ql�rn deliberately put out to save 

the court fron delivering an uncnforcible verdict ,  but its effect has 

been to extend the scope of the play ' s  debate fron innediate to 

ultinate judgenents . 

In T ho Sinpleton of the Unexpected Isles the notion of dispersal 

endings can be applied literally. An angel announces the Day of 

Judgenent , saying: 

The lives which have no use ,  no neaning, no purpose,  will 
fade out .  You will have to justify your existence or 
perish. Only the elect shall survive . (p . 825 ) 

Reports soon pour in of the sudden dis�ppearance of pnrlianent� 

arians , stockbrokers , professors , scientists , socialites and so  on, 

while on the tropical island where the play is set four children re-

presenting Love , Pride, Heroisn and Eopire, the products of a syobolic 

narriage between East and '\'lest ,  also fade away. Eventually only Prn 

and Prola, the oriental priest and priestess who had co-operated with 

the Europeans in the eugenic experinent , rennin on stage . But Prola 

refuses to despair at the failure of their plans , s tnting that " the 

future is to  those who prefer surprise and wonder to security. "  (p . 840) 
The play ends with the invocation,  "All hail ,  then, the life to cone ! "  

Though the story of The Sinpleton of the Unexpected Isles nay be , to 

t Sh h .  lf " l . t l h .  t .  d . " 76 . t d quo e aw �nse , open y or�en ::� , �ern �c an �nsane , � s en -

ing shows clearly that Shaw in his nid-70 ' s, despite the .confused and . 

troubled . age in which he wns living, was as open to life as he had 

ever been. 

VII 

Too True to be Good in nany ways suns up the leading character-

is tics of Shnw 1 s " Third f-1:nnner" drana. Lacking a strong central 

character or a well-defined plot  goal , the play seens to go where i t  



1 38 

wills vrith a. bla.tant disregnrd for the laws of probability .  And , 

�o anticip�t e ,  this is i ts point . Too T rue to be Good expresses 

Shaw ' s feelings about the pos t-war world and the pos t--vra.r generation: 

that there no longer appeared to be any tenable laws , any reliable 

authorities , or even any probabili ty beyond the proba.bility thnt 

whatever happened would be unexpec ted . Thi s outlook is sinilar to 

that of nodern Absurdis t drno n ,  but with one crucial difference --

the t one i s  often one of elation. The old certninties h ad gone and 

as a resul t ,  Shaw inplies,  Life offcrG d new challenges to the young 

and the adventurously-ninded. 

In his prefv.ce Shaw s tates that " tho no.in gis t  and noral of the 

play is not ,  as usual , that our social systen is unjus t to the poor, 

but that it is cruel t o  the rich. "
77 

But the thene of the nisery of 

the rioh in Too True t o  be Good nerges into a. wider one-- that of the 

hazards of the new freedon of the post-war generation . As the 

discuss ions, c5f . the play nake clea.r, the Great \oJnr had undernined, and 

in sone cnses swept avray al t ogether, tho old s tandnrds and beliefs , 

and for a while the sense of rel ease was handy �nd exci ting . Like 

the freedon conferred by unearned incor1o , however, its pleasures were 

transi to ry. Shaw ' s extravaganza in its tone ��d struc t1rre captures 

the exhi laration of a. generntion throwing off the old res trictions , 

but after a whi le beconing uncertain and troubled how i t  is going to 

nanage without then. 

There nre s trong sinilari ties between this play and Heartbreak 

House .  Bo th are fantastical i n  s truc ture , tone and set ting ; both 

s eek to capture the nood of n generation ; and both are ensenble works 

wi th lively individual charac ters but no pro tagonist s . In the 

earlier play this is becaus e the Heartbreakers have diss ociated then-
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s elves fron the business of governnent ;  in the later play because 

the charac ters are living in a clinnte of noral anarchy and do not 

know what they really want . The worlds of bo th plays therefore seen 

unreal , and i t  i s  probably significant that Shaw np·,)ears to present 

the action of each play 1ri thin a dreau franework -- Ellie being the 

drenner in Heartbreak House and the patien t t  Miss Mopply, in Too ?rue 

to be Good . 78 
I n  neither case is Shnw specific about this -- reali ty 

nnd drean seen to nerge in n wcy t��t nnkes then virtually in-

distinguishnble . Bo th drecns ( if this is whet they ere ) begin happily. 

Ellie ,  nodding over her O thello , is in a rou�ntic hnze ; Miss Mopply 

on her sick-bed suddenly acquires a new s ense of well-being ; 

Oh , thi s is ridiculous . I ' n drenning. I t  oust be 
that new sleeping draught the doctor gave ne . But 
i t ' s  delici ous , because I ' n dreaning that I ' n 
perfectly w·el l .  I ' ve never been so happy in ny 
life . Go on wi th t�e drea.I:l, Pops . ( p. 448) 

But after a tine ( sooner in Heartbreak House,  later in Too True to 

be Good) the tone dnrkens . Mi ss Mopply, pursued by the figure of 

her over-pos s essive nothor in the final act of the second play, ex-

clains " ny dreoo hns becoee n. nightnnre" ( p .  508), ·fi cry which would 

no t have been out of plr.co frou Elli e . In nei ther pl�y is there ��y 

clear indi cation nt the end that the 11 drenn" i s  ended , but both girls 

seen s trengthened ( hardened ,  even) by their experienc e and therefore 

bette r  equi pped to cope wi th reality . 

One or two o ther brond sinilnri ties in the s tructure and nove-

nent of the two plays are worth no ting before the later one is 

analys ed in detai l . Both plays have fnst-ncving first nets which 

are full of surprises ( T . E. Lawrence aptly described thnt of 1££ 

True to be Good as llMo znrt-Shaw" 79 ) ;  the second nets , ap2rt froo a 

sudden burs t of a ction , c onsist of disqui sitory duets Qlld trios ; 
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ACT 1 

Miss Mopply's bedroom. 
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ACT 2 

A m i l i tary cantoonment 
on a sea beach. M o r n i ng 
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ACT 3 

A narrow gap. Afternoon . 
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and the third nets nre expertly-orchestrated long discussi ons 

involving a full ensenble of charac ters . There is,  too , a nove fron 

claus trophobic interiors in the first nets to exterior s e ttings 

designed to provide n wider synbolic pers )ective for the ideas vrhi ch 

are being express ed . A will be demonstrated , ho"l<revor, this las t  

feature is  ouch nore evident i n  the later play . 

The scenario graph for Xc:..2-'rrue to be Goo<!_ ( F'igure 1 3 ) illus trates 

several . .  dk.�; :·�nc tive aspe cts of the plny ' s basi c blocking pattern . 

This i s  essentially one of expansion . Sceni cnlly this i s  pointed by 

the nove fron the confined si ckbed in Act 1 to the beach and gro tto 

s e ttings of the subsequent acts , but the graph i llu s tr11tes two other 

features of sone inportance . i..fter the opening sequences which 

es tabli sh the }!rir:w.ry synbol of the. pla.y ( the sickbed vli th , of c ourse ,  

the patient in i t ) , significant new charac ters are introduced in pairs 

in each of the three acts : the nurs e and the burglar in Act 1 ,  

Colonel Tallboys e..nd Private Meek in Ac t 2 ,  and the s ergeant and the 

elder in i1.c t 3 .  This expansion of the dranetis personae is  acconp�:mi eq. 

by an increase in the length of the nets : Ac t 2 is  half ns long ngnin 

as Act 1 , and Act 3 is  half as long again as 1�c t  2 .  Finally i t  may be 

noted that not until the latter half of l�ct 3 are all the principal 

charac ters assembl ed toge ther on s tage . There i s  thus a cumulative 

effect about the to tal pat tern ( prior to the ul tinate di spersal of the 

charac ters and the burglar ' s  finnl sernon) whi ch is in tegral to Shaw ' s 

conception of an action whi ch vms to begin farci cally and becone 

increasingly serious . As he explained in a progrni:lD.e not e  to the 

1 932 Malvern Fes tival production : 

1tlhen people have laughed f or an hour , they want to be serio
c oLlicnlly entertained for the next hour ; and vThon that is 
over they are. so tired of no t being wholly serious that they 
can bear no thing but a torrent of senoons . 

My play i s  arranged accordingly . 80 
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Act 1 of Too True to be Good ta.kes place late at night in ".Q.g£ 

of the bes t bedrooms in one of the best suburban villas in one of the 

richest cities in Englan�. " The door is " carefully sandbagged lest 

a draught of air should. escape underneath" nnd the window is carefully 

sealed, 11 every ray of moonlight excluded by clos ed curtains and a dark 

green spring blind . " ( p . 429) The firs t novement of the act is centred 

on the patient , Hiss Mopply, "'a yuung lady with an unhealthy complexion. � .  

asleep in the bed. " ·  Paradox is built  into the action from the outs et 

for alongside her sits a nan-sizod microbe suffering dreadfully from 

measles caught ,  it clains , from Miss Mopply. As the following 

sequences nake abundantly clear, Miss Mopply ' s  " illness" is purely the 

result of self-centred indolence combined wi th the ninistrations of a 

ridiculously over-protective mother. The monster acts as a satiric 

commentator while Mrs Mopply bludgeons the doctor into prescribing an 

unnecessary i noculation and then , when she leaves the roon to fetch the 

night-nurse ,  informs him th�t he should be struck off the register. 

Convinced that Mrs Mopply has driven him ma� the doctor exits 

prophesying that " soneday sooebody 1'1'ill fetch her a clout over the 

head" ( p . 438) . The nonster then wanders away behind a screen, leaving 

the patient alone. 

Miss Mopply ' s  awakening initiates the second movement -- and, 

netaphorically, provides its subject . "She snatches angrily at the 

electric bell whichjLangs within he� reach and presses the button 

repeatedly. " Mrs Mopply reappears with the nurse who quickly s ends her 

away and then " opens the curtains and raises the blind , admit ting a 

flood of moonlight . She unfas tens the sash and throws i t  right up. " 

( p . 440 ) It  soon becomes clear that the nurses actions have an 

ulterior purpose, but their symbolic effect af�opos the patient is no 
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less s ignifi cant . From thi s point the ac tion moves rapidly \vi t h  

paradoxi cal developnents c oming thi ck and fas t .  The nurs e turns out 

t o  be the ac complice o f � burglar whom she admi ts through the wind ow ;  

Miss M o pply b ounds out o f  bed and lays both the intruders f la t  when 

they a t tempt to s teal her ne cklace ; the burglar reveals himself to 

be a cl ergyoan and then persuade s  Mi ss Mo pply to s teal her own 

j ewel s and run mvay with him and hi s nc c onpli c e .  Finally, the 

monst er - Llirncul ously trnnsforned froLl " a bloated moribund Caliban" 

into " a  dainty Ariel" ( p . 453 ) - bounds into bed and announc es that 

" The play is now virtually over ; but the charac ters wil l  dis cus s i t  

a t  great length for two a c ts r:1o re . "  ( pp . 45 5-6 ) Throughout the a c t ,  

authority and probability are thus t o s s ed aside wi th gay abandon ,  the 

effect being one of j oyous rel ease . 

The s e t ting for A c t  2 c ontras ts c ompl etely wi th that of the 

previous ne t .  The curtain ris es on 

h sea b each in a mountainous c ountry. Sand dunes ris e  t o  a 
brO\v whi ch cuts off a vievr of the plain b eyond, only the 
SULilli t  of the dis tant mountain range whi ch bounds it being. 
visible . �n amy hut on the hi ther side wi th a klaxon 
elec tric horn pro.ie c ting from a b oo..rd on the m:tl l  shows that 
we are in a Dili tu.ry canto onnent . Oppos i te the hut i s  a 
par ti - c�:our od bathin� pavilion with a folding s to o l  beside 
the ent \.:'!££. • (p . 4 57 

In the shadow of a pnln troe 11 s i ts a Bri tish Col onel in a deck c hair, 

peaceful ly reading the we ekly edi tion o f  The Times ,  but wi th a 

revolver in hi s eguipment . "  Before l ong the nurs e ,  the burglar and 

Miss Mopply , nov1 disgui s e d  res pec tively as a li'rench c ountes s ,  her 

gentleman friend and her native s ervan t �  onerge fros the ba thing 

pavilion. The s e t ting can therefore b e  interpre ted as nn i ronic 

emblem of the Bri tish Empire be tween the world wars : 0�1 the fringe 

of s ome ali en terri tory two tooporary s truc tures satiri cally 

synbolising Power and Pleasure are juxtapo sed agains t each o ther , 
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and both arc erec ted on sand . 

The a c tion of i�c t  2 (for des pi to the f-1ons ter 1 s threat there is 

s ome ) c onfirms thi s impres s i o n .  Though Col onel Tallboys appears 

" every inch a c omonndtng offi ce:r,'; and is under the inpres s ion that h e  

i s  such, everything i s  in f .:1 c t  run b y  the ubi qui t ous Private �1e ek, nn 
81 

affectionate p:J:C'trni t of T .  E. Lawrence . The c onfli ct b e tween 

Tallboys and f.loek is introduced in the opening novenent of A c t  2 and 

re s olved in i ts third and fino.l movement 1·Thon r1e ek effortle s s ly assumes 

authority to deal wi th a tribal raid and Tallboys decides to turn his 

full attention to painting wa terco l ours . Thus this drand of th e plot 

again underlines the prcnise o f  the play that the old authorities are 

no longer val i d .  Struc tura]_ly the two novenonts sand•..ri ch c. l ong 

central one c ontaining s ono of the discussion threatened a t  the end of 

Let 2 by the mons ter. The par ti ci pants arc the ers tvihi l e  nurse ,  

burglar and patient . and their d i s cus s i on ( though s ane o f  i t  takes the 

fnm of long speeches nnd s tntenents delivered in turn) revolves around 

tvTO main topics : the bored�m of plDesure-seeking nnd the Dlarming 

s exual freedon of the pos t-•mr generc.tion • 
.Act 3 is s e t  in a weird :::_ands c[l.pc � presuoably further al ong the 

c oas t .  Shaw 1 s  des crip tion rends : 
1. ng.rrow ga_L.l_ezt_din� d_mm �2... th� ber1ch through_ _ID.asses of soft 
brown sands tone . pi tted \vi th na tural gro t t oe s .  Sand and big 
_s tones in the f_orogrouncl. Two of the gro ttoes are accessible 
fror.1 the beach bv r.1ounting fron the s tones , whi ch nake rough 
pln tfo rB� i�_j[ro nt of rude archi tec ture nnd givi ng them fancy 
nanes . The one on tho right , ;s :you descend the rough path 
through tl�np i s  tc.ller ·chan i t  is broad, end has a natural 
pillar and n s tone lil!:e ::.n altar i:g._i_i,_ giving n C'o thic 
sugges tion which has been nssis ted_Qy_��ocking the t op of the 
opening into sone thing like a pointed arch, and surmounting 
i t  with the inscription SN PAULS . 'illle gro t to to the left is 
r:1uch wider. I t  contnj '21 r� bench l ong engugh to ncconnod�te 
two persons, i 1§ re cesse��r� i l luqina�ed rosily by bulbs 
1-Trapped in pink paper ; and sone scbolnrlv soldier hns carved 
ab ove i t  in Greek charac ters the vrord (lycxm.rp vf.. , b enea th whi ch 
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is wri tten in red chal�; THE ABODE OF LOVE, under wl:.!_ich again 
s ome ribald has a,dded in white chalk , NO NEED TO \'lASTE THE 
ELECTRI C  LI GHT .  

·ep:--4-giJ-.-- . ·-- ,-

The two c ontras ted gro ttoes on ei ther side of the 'harrow gap" re call 

in n curious way the nrny hut end bathing pavilion which were 

s iuilarly jux taposed in the pr0vious s e tting ,  but thi s ti@e the rough-

hewn brown sands tone shapes s11gges t  survivnls fro@ a bygone age . 

The probabili ty is  that the gro ttoes in fac t  represent the ren..r1 -.nts 

of the religious and moral beliefs of pre-war Europe , for each is 

occupied by a character v<hose bent , in a Shavian sort of way, 

indicates this : " Sn  Pauls "  by the fanatical elder whose fai th in a 

univers e governed by Newtonian physi cs has been shat tered by 

Einstein ' s  theory of relativi ty, and " The Abode of Love" by a s erious 

sergeant preoccupied with puzzline out the value of the Bible and 

The Pilgrin ' s  Progress in the wake of the Great War . Jus t as the 

symbolic grottoes forn the background to the s cene , the noral f'_Tld 

philosophical perplexi ty of these two older charac ters provides t�e 

background for the discussion during thi s act.  The central 

question for everyone here is the one quot ed from The Pilgrin ' s  

Progress by tho sergeant and repeated by thG elder, "Vlhat ous t I do 

to be saved? "  

Thi s final act i s  therefore more s erious in tone than the 

previous ones . The younger people have learilt that freedon wi thout 

responsibility is no t enough, and the older ones ( including Tallboys 

and Mrs Mo pply) that their beliefs have proved inadequate . Shaw ' s  

s tr ateg"J here is  to bring the genern. ticns toge ther (us ing raeans which 

are as nrbi trary as the res t of the .-c.c tion) so that tentn ti ve 

nrrangenents can bo nade about the fu ture . Though he des cribed the 

ne t as " a  torrent of s ernons " ( indeed the original subtitle of the 
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play was " ll.  <fullection of Stage Semons by n Fellow of the Royc.l 

Society of Liternture"82 ) , each new entrnnce is calculated to 

surprise  the nudience and change thG focus of attention . Thus in 

the opening sequence when Sweetie  the nurse finally nanages to s top 

the sergeant ' s  sermonising by getting hin to kiss her, the elder 

(who has been vmtching then unobserved fron his grotto ) suddenly 

b:1rsts into the scene "1-Ji th a fanatical diatribe.  He iu his  turn 

cones unexpectedly face to fnce with the burglfrr who nonchalantly 

greets hin as his son and then takes over the stage for a bitter 

attack on his · · pbringing and. .2 blntr.nt confession of his crininal 

activities . This conpleted , there is  .:mother shock c.s the patient ' s 

nother, �rrs Mopply , appears pursuing Colonel Tallboys through the gap 

and along the bench . They diso.p::_:;cnr fror:1 s ight for the nonent but 

are followed by Miss r·iopply who steys to lanent her inability to shake 

off her oother . 

The turning point of the act cones when Mrs Nopply and the 

colonel return, and the latter, driven to distrnction, " turns at bay, 

and brings down his unbrc:L!:�c).<._Q_:t:l_.n_oo:r}h§§_l!opply' s hel Bet . " 

( p. 5 1 3 ) I t  is the fulfillnent of n prophecy nnde enrly in the play . 

by the doctor, and though initinlly i t  horrifies everyone present 

( except the colonel ) this outrage agninst accepted standards of 

decorun clears the nir for n roc.lis�  :'. c  nppraisal by the chnrncters of 

what they ous t now do with their lives . Thoro i s  one nore shock 

entrance as Meek nrrives on his ootorbike with "a  noise like that of 

a nachine gun • . • ( vlhich ) increc.scs to  shattering intensity as it 

approaches . "  ( p . 5 1 4 ) He functions as a oodern deus ex nnchina in 

snoothing out arrangenents for the decisions •rhich the characters 

no11 nake . Tho colonel (honoured with a K . G . B .  of I'leok ' s  contriving, 
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and sup:plied by hin wit h  adequate stocks of watercolour paints ) 

decides to return to E�1gland ; the sergeant and Sweetie pai r  up to 

see what night cone of n union between his " top s torey" a:d. her 

"ground floor" ; and I1rs Jl[cpply , returning to the scene of her 

assault c. changed v<Onan , agrees to j oin forces with her daughter 

( whon she no longer recognis es )  t o  found a sisterhood of wonen v1hose 

obj e c t  will be to " cl ec.n up thi s fil thy v10 rld o.nd keep it c lean . 11 

( p . 5 1 1 ) 

Of the original t ri o  of young people ,  only L.ubrey, the burglar

clergyoan, rena.ins incorrigibl e . Throughout the play he has indulged 

his passion for inpronptu s ernoni sing ,  nnd at the end he inci tes 

another of Shaw ' s dispersal ��dings by giving tongue yet again . One 

by one the other charac ters s teal silently away as Aubrey ' s  gif t  

takes possession of hin and h e  preaches on and on , bereft of faith 

or affirnations , unti l  he is enveloped in fog and darkne s s . The 

tenptation, of course , is to vi ew thi s ending as o.n enblen of Shaw ' s  

own predicanent after a life t ic.e of dl'D.Lmtic prea ching . However , 

in a finnl note to the play he cakes it  abundantly clear that the 

ending was written in a s piri t of consci ous self-parody and that his 

synpathies were no t wi th the r scally preacher but " the l'l'onan of 

actio.!!. "  ( p . 528) Though h e  hiuself c ould not point the way out o f  

the noral anarchy of the p'"ls t-vmr worl d ,  he believed that the younger 

generation night find a pc.th through " the narrow gap" synbolised in 

his setting,  tho gap between dis illus i onnent and des pai r .  
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VI I I  

There i s  no doub t thnt Shmv 1 s influenc e on the draoa o f  his 

conte�pornries and suc cessors was profound . Pinero , N·i th L!l:.'Y 

Lrthur Jones and o thers , pione ered n worthy endeavour to re-es tablish 

drane. as a seri ous art fon:1 in England , but Shaw was the 

revolutionary vlho , virtually s ingle-handed , mve:p-t aside the prevailing 

conventions nnd created a genuinely 1 1 new dre.na" . 1'li thou t hi s plays , 

innpiration and support it is  doub tful vlhother the efforts of Grein, 

Vedrenne and Granville-Bnrker vmuld have c ome to ouch , and even after 

ltTorld vlar I f'haw in hi s sixties nnd s eventi es c ontinued to lead the 

way though there were fe•;l left to follow hin. The full ex tent o f  

hi s  influence i s  incalculable , but s ooe general conoents relating t o  

his b road influence on s truc ture in modern English drama are required 

to conc lude the firs t part of thi s s tudy and lead into the s econd .  

That Shaw ' s ess ential c ontribution •:ms t o  11 'open up" English 

drana is surely beyond doub t .  Though he always took account o f  

prac ticali ties ; he c ont'l istently o p:r;ns ed arbi trary restric tions on 

forns , atti tudes or ide as . �l.s v-rG have seen., hi s cri tical deoo li tion 

of the 11 s erious11 well-nade vlay �>Ins oo tivnted as nuch by convi c tion 

as expediency - a fac t vlhi ch goes s oue way towards explaining the 

effectiveness of tho. t pe.r ticular car::tpaign . Shmr di d no t put a 

s top to t;w 1vri ting of 1-rell-nade 11lays , bt.lt after Pinero few English 

playwright s  nttenpted to us e the forn for anything r1o re weighty than 

detec tive thril lers and dra'·�ing-roon c ouedies . 1� signifi cant 

exception who se work >vi l l  be di s cussed in Part T1vo was T. S .  Eli o t ,  

b:.'.t , like i'h; _ ;., i n his early plays , he parodi ed the f o m  and 

c onbined i t  wi th o ther s truc tural nethods . 

The wel l-nade play i s  no t ,  however , the only type of 11 enc losed" 
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draBa ti c s truc ture . O ther f orns of tightly-pa t terned single-ac tion 

drama are possible , especially if an overt cause-and-eff e c t  pa ttern 

c eases to be mandat ory . �fuen, indeed , causal liru{ing is abandoned,  

playwrights nay '\.Yell feel the need to c ompensate for i t s  absence by 

enphatic pat t erning ancl " punc tc: . .  a t ion" of the ac tio n .  Freed fron 

the chains of caus�li ty such plays are l ikely to be oo re o pen to 

various interpre tations than a well-nade play , bu� thei r s truc tures 

tend to be noro syrr10 tri cal and thus becone self-enclo s ed . /.s will 

be d<mons trated in Part 'fvro � thi s  has happened in the plays of Hn.rold 

Pint er . 

Perhaps inadvertently , Shmr had s one influence on this develo� 

oent too , though he c mv hins elf as a dran£'..tic s tory- teller rather than 

a pat tern-onker . Sooe c o::-men ts on ous i c  in hi s es say enti tl ed " The 

Sani ty of Ar t" aro rel evant h ere : 

• • •  the nooent you t ry t o  oake an ins truoontnl cooposi tion 
fo llmv a s tory , y:-u are forced t o  o.b:mdon the de c o ra tive 
pa ttern forns , s ince �11 patterns c ons ist of s ooe forn which 
is repeated over and over again , and 1-1hi c h  c ons i sts in i t
s e lf of a repoti tion of hl"o s ini lar halves , , , a s to ry does 
not repeat itsel f ,  but pursues a con tinuous chain o f  fresh 
inc ident and corres pondingly vr.ri ed eootions . 83 

Draoa i s  no t as lioi tod as nus i c  in this respe c t ,  but tight pl o tt ing 

(as in Pinero ' s  s o c ial dranns ) undoub tedly inhib i ts the invention of 

" fresh incident and c orres pondingly varied eoo tions " - hence Shav1 1 s 

di s taste f o r  the well-onde play . 1.\s -vre h.:-.ve s een , however ,  in 

oany of Shaw 1 s plays the narra tive oloeont is subordinated to a free-

wheeling interchange of vi ews , nnd >vhon in his central disqui si tory 

plays and later ox travaganz�s talk threatens to overwhelo action i t  

would seen only a s ho rt s te p  t o  nogc. ting the poss ibili ty o f  oean-

ingful ac tio n . In fac t ,  as has been sho-vm by analys is of the 
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particular , Shnw wc s wnrning hi s l".udionces agnins t such a view. 

Neverthe less , the apparent unJernining of c nusality enbodied in 

these plays antic ipa tes tho nornl clioato whi ch was to find its 

ul tinate expres s ion in lilai ting for Godo t . 

Shaw ' s  pers onnl belief i n  the exis tence of a Life Force s e ek-

ing to knovT i ts e lf through i ts crer-t tior.s prevented hin fron ever 

subscribing to the belief that there 1vas " No thing to be done . 11 84 

The i deo. of the Life Force underlies hi s drana and was the basis of 

hi s " open" approach . L.s plo.ys are fer fron being sha!)e l ess , but 

they are full of surpri ses and if these happen to disrupt a pat tern 

which appears to b e  forning ( e . g . , in the latter part of Getting 

Married ) thi s ,  fron the Sho.vio.n point of vimv ,  i s  al l to the good .  

As Prola the pri estess c oonents nenr the end o f  The Sinpleton o f  the 

Unexpe c te d  Isles. " I  toll you this i s  a world o f  niracles no t of 

j ig-s aw puzzlos . For ne every day ous t  have i ts oiracle , and no 

child ous t  be b orn li::.::o any child that ivas ever born b efore . " ( p . 8� 5 ) , 

Shaw ' s  pl� ys exenplify thi s bel i ef . 

Shaw vms no t ,  hmvever ,  a playvTright vrho ignored the practice.l 

realities of the theatre of his tine though he c ons tantly s ought t o  

ex tend the possibil i ti es o f  vrha t c ould b e  achi eved ui t h  the physical 

res ources available to hin . He had , perforco , for the greater part 

of hi s career to wri te plays sui table for s taging in pro s c eniun 

theatres in which " pictori nl s cenery ;vas supplanted as to indoor 

s cenes by the bui lding and furnishing of renl roans on the stage . "
85 

The eff e c t  of this was to di scourage the s t�ging of plays requiring 

more than a single s e tting to each ac t .  I t  therefore was no t until 

the later years of his career that he "\'TilS ab le to experioent ouch 

wi th nulti-s cene foros , and even the� l ioi tati ons in the design and 
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facili ties of theatres ( to say no thing of the conservatisn of 

audiences ) re s tric ted nin . In nn article cmti tlcd " Plo.yhouses and 

Plays " , published in 1 . 926 in the Ne-vr York HerL"..ld Tribune, he noted : 

The cinena has res tored to the stage the dramatic forD us ed 
by Shakes peare : the s tory told wi th utter di srognrd for 
uni ty of place in a rapid succession of scenes , prac tically 
unlinited in nunber, uninterrupted by wai ts and just as 
short or long as their drannti c interest can bear .  In this 
fre e ,  varied , continuous nanner, alnost anyone who c an tell 
a s tory well can also -vrri to a play . The specific ingenui ty 
needed to force the s tory intc the s trc.i t  waistcoat of three 
or five a c ts wi th one unchanging s c ene in ench is no longer 
needed . 86 

What the cinena had achi eved in sceni c flexibility he expec ted would 

in tine be enulated by the live thentre . "No theatre , "  he 

prophesied, '�s nore likely to be generally us eful in the future un-

l ess its s tage i s  s o  cons truc ted that i t  can pr esent a play in 

fifty s cenes without a break . " 87 
Such a s tage was no t available to 

hin, but a nugber of hi s later works ( including Farf etched Fables , 

wri tten at the age of 92 ) anticipate the nul ti-scened episodic forBS 

favoured by a nunber of c o:atenporary l)laywrights including John 

il.rden . 

I t  is no t ,  however , nec essary for a play to be nulti-scened for 

its s tructure to qualify as " open" . Shaw , as hns been denons trated 

in thi s  chapter , used " open" s tructural ncthods throughout his long 

career des pi te the fact that,  s cenically-speaking , his own practice 

vari ed fron " the ultra-class i c  to the ultra-opera tic ' fron plays 

such as Misalliance where the ac tion is continuous wi thin a single 

s e tting, to others such ::\S Back to Methus elah where the unities are 

thrown to the winds . llhen, however, he does focus on n microcosn, 

as in Hear tbreak Hous e ,  he does s o  i n  a mmner lvhi ch emphasises the 

variety of personali tics and points of view vThi ch it contains . This 
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is also true , as we shall se� of the crowded mi crocosms portrayed 

in the plays of Sean O ' Cas ey .  

I n  hi s monograph on Shuw, Professor Eric Bentley has jus tly 

no ted that 

Shaw ' s  handl ing of i deas is " of the theatre" mos t  obviously 
because he so well knovTs hovr to confront spokesmen of 
different outlooks . To thi s task Shaw brings his un
equalled gift of s;yrznpathising vri th bo th sides . He once 
said that he has no soul because , Proteus: ::.ike . he can see 
the world only through the creatures he c reates each Of 
whom differs from the o ther . Thi£ is no t a mat ter of fair
mindedness merely. I t  is a mut ter of a particular oentality, 
a particular way of observing life . 

This fascination wi th the myriad poss ibili ties of life cnn also b e  

c learly s een in the drama of Sean O ' Casey and John Arden. I t  is 

the hallmark of the " o pen" playwright .  
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NOTES 

All citations in my text from Shaw ' s  plays are to The Bodley Head 
Bernard Shaw Collected Plays with � Prefaces ,  vols . 1 - 6 ,  
ed . Dan H .  Laurence (London, 1 970 - 1 973), hereafter cited as 
�. The citations are followed by parenthetical reference to 
the page number of the appropriate volume of this edition: 

Volume I 

Volume II 

Volume III 

Volume IV 

Volume V 

Volume VI 

\fidO'\fers I Houses ,  The Philanderer, r.�rs Warren f s 
Profession, Arms and the Man, Candida, You Never 
Can Tell , 

The Devil ' s  Disciple, Caesar and Cleopatra, Captain 
Brassbound 1 s  Conversion, Man and Superman, � 
Bull ' s  Other Island. 

Major Barbara, The Doctor ' s  Dilemma, Getting Married. 

Misalliance,  

Heartbreak House, Back to �1ethuselah. 

Saint Joan, The Apple Cart , Too True to be Good, 
On the Rocks, The Simpleton of the Unexpected 
Isles. 

The edition of Shaw ' s  plays which has been used for the scenario 
graphs is the one-volume The Complete Plays of Bernard Shaw (London, 
1 965 ) .  

1 ,  " The Author ' s  Apology, " Our Theatres in the Nineties , I ,  p . vii . 
As in the notes for the previous chapter this collection will 
be cited as Q!li. 

2 .  "Mr. Pinero ' s  New Play" , .Q!!!, I ,  p . 60. 

3 . illi· p . 65 .  

4 .  "Preface to  Three Plays by Brieux, " Collected Prefaces of 
Bernard Shaw (London, 1 934), p. 205 . 

5 .  "Preface t o  Back t o  Methuselah, "  BHBS , p . 337 . 



6 .  Martin rileis el ' s Shc.w ancl the Nineteenth Century Thec.ter (Prince ton , 1 963) docuncmts this s totenent very fully. 
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7 .  " Posts cript after Tl·wnty-Five Years t o  Back t o  Nethuselnh, " JlliB.S , p.  685 .  

8 .  Henderson, The Table-talk of G . B . S .  (London, 1 92 5 ) , pp . 76-7 . 

9 .  " How Shnw vlri tos his plays , "  Sheffield Daily Telegraph, 
August 1 5 , 1 934 . Cited by hrchibald Henderson in George 
Bernarc� Shnw : r1an of the Century (N.Y . , 1 956 ) , p . 748 . 

1 0 . The Old Drr�nn and the New ( London, 1 923) , pp. 352-3 and 354-5 . 

1 1 .  OTN , II , p. 83 .  

1 2 . Cited by Hesketh Pearson, Bernard Shaw - His Life and Personality (London, 1 961 ) ,  p . 282 . 

1 3 . George Bernard Shaw : Mnn of the C entury, p. 749 .  

1 4 . " The Art of Rehearsal : .::t Private Letter to an Irish Colleague in 
Response to a Reques t for l.dvice and Infornation" (N . Y . , 1 928) . 
Reprinted in Directors on Dire c ting, ods . Toby Cole and Helen 
Chinoy (London, 1 964) , p. 1 97 .  

1 5 . Ci ted by Hesketh Penrson, C . B . S .  11. Full-length Portrait (N . Y . , 
1 942 ) ' p .  1 96 . 

1 6 . Meisel ,  op. cit . , p .  443.  

1 7 . Fron nevrspaper criticisms ci tod by Shmr in "J.ppendix I of the 
1 893 Preface to  \Vidowers ' Houses ,- " Collected Prefaces , p. 675 . 

1 8. " 1 893 Preface to  \Vidmvers ' Hous es, " BHBS , I ,  p. 44 

1 9 . Ibid ,  p. 46 . 

2 1 . Shaw nnkos this point specifically in a letter to 1ilillinn l�rcher, 
dated 30 l1ugust ,  1 893. See The Collec ted Letters of Bernard 
ShawL 1 874-1 897 , ed. Dnn H.  Laurence (N.Y . , 1 965) , p . 403. 

22 . OTN, I ,  p . 46 .  

2 3 .  None of  Shaw ' s  first five full-length plays contain nore than 
s ixty sequences , c.nd this figure is rarely exceeded in his 
later full-length plays . 

24 . .As Sha1·1 renarkccl in c. letter to Ell en Terry, dn ted 1 0 Augus t ,  
1 897 : " The real difficulty i n  that scene i s  no t f.'[rs vlarren ' s  
talking but Vivie ' s  listening. " Collected Letters, 1 874-1 897, 
p . 795 . 
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2 5 .  See the full discussion of this by Professor Eri c Bentley in 
" The Making of a Dranntis t , 11 G . B .  Shnw : A Collection of Cri tical 
Essa.ys, e d .  R .  J .  Kaufnann (N�'ir Jersey, 1 96 5) , pp . 57-6 6 .  

26 � vlillinn l"..rcher , despi te hi s lovl opinion o f  Shnw ' s  drnnatic 
crnftsnnnshi l; ,  regc..rded Candida ns "be;yoncl all doubt a li ttle 
ons terpi o c o  -- s one thing very like a no del of c ons truction and 
developnent . 11 (J.ho_ Old Dra.nc. and the New , p . 347 ) 

27. Soe G. B. Shmr 11 Tho Quin tessence of Ibsenisl!l11 in Ma,jor 
Cri tical Essny_:'3 (London , 1 932 ) , pp . 1 38-9 .  

28 . See Ellen Torrx c..nd_£ornnrd Sha� :  A Correspondence , ed.  
Christophor St . John [London, 1 93 1 ) , p. 248. 

29.  Meis ol , Shav��s_}he Nino t�onth-Century Theater, p . 254 . 

30 . Letter to r1rs Ri chard Nansfi e l d ,  8 June , 1 897 . See 
Collected Le tters 1§74 - 1 897, p . 71 8 .  

32 . Shnw writing about hinself i n  a letter to 1'lil lian Archer , 2 3  
February, 1 893 . See Coll��ted Letters 1 874- 1 897, p .  383 . 

3 3 .  Major Critical�, p. 1 35 .  

34 .  Ibi.cl, pp. 1 38-9 .  

35 . Eri c Bentley , ]erlJ.Ql'.s1�1l�E (London, 1 950) p .  1 1 8 . 

37 . Shm.; nnlces tl1is point un:mbiguous ly in hi s Epi s t l e  Dedi catory 
to Man nnd S1�J2�F.P.Q".l : 
" . • •  if any gcntl cnrm point:'1 out thr.t neither thi s epis tle 
dedicatory nor the drer.m of Don Junn in the third net of the 
ensuing conecly is sui·c,::.blc for innedinte produc tion at n 
popular thec.tre ,,re need rw t contrndi c t  hin. Napoleon 
provided Tc:.lnn >·ri th n pi t of kings , with whc.t effect on 
Talna 1 s  ac ting i s  no t re corded . As for ne , what I have always 
wanted is a ��i t  ·J� .. ph:'.losop��ers ; and this i s  c.. play for such a 
pi t .  11 BIIJ2.§_, I L  p . 5 1 8 

38. The Sa�:r.S'lD:Y .... Revi_�J!� 1 2  Novenber , 1 904 . 

3 9 .  M..t.rgery N.  Horgnn , The 9J:wyian Pla�ound ( London,  1 972 ) , p. 1 24 . 

40 . See Mo rgnn , op. ci t . , p. 1 29 .  

4 1 . " Fa c ts about 11<}jor_j3arba_r_9. , "  The Sun , New York , 26 Decenber 
1 91 5 . BHBS� I I I , p .  1 Y4 .  

42 . Bernard F . Dukoro , Bornnrd Shnw, Djroc tor ( London, 1 971 ) , p . 1 1 9 . 
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43 . Meisel , � cit . , p. 294 . 

44 . The letter is  dated 7 October, 1 905. See Collected Letters , 
1 898-121 2 ,  ed . Dnn H .  Lnurence (London, 1 972) , p.  566 . 

45 . The letters nro dntoJ., l"espcc·civoly, 1 and 2 October, 1 905 .  
See Collec�ed Letters , 1 898-1 91 0 ,  pp . 564-5 . 

46 . Collected. Letters , 1 898·-·1 91 0,  p. 588 

47 . See BHES , III ; p .  439.  

48 . Ibi�, p .  665 . 

49 .  �nard Shaw , p .  1 28 

50 . The Shnvian Playground., p . 1 77 .  

5� • Bernard Shmr, p.  1 34 . 

53 . Margery N . Horgan in !he Shav?� P+ayground ( p. 1 95 ) states that 
the play is organized " into a succession of episodes ( in 
duologue ) , each teroinating in an incident which brings other 
characters on stage for n choric interlude , "  ' these  being 
"Mechanical features of the Greek fom. " The influence of 
Greek dranntic foro is clear enough, but Hiss Morgan overstates 
her case .  As the scenario graph denonstrates , Shmr 1 s  blocking 
of the vlny is ouch noro infernal than she clains . There are 
several duologues which are folloued by " choric interludes !' but 
there are a nunber of other duologues which are not - to say 
nothing of various sequences involving three ann four characters . 

54 . A .  �L Gibbs , .§hm� (Edinburgh, 1 969) , p. 58 

56 . §haw, p. 52 . 

57. See Mnrgery H o  Horgan ' s The Shc.vian Playground ( pp . 1 91 -2 ) for 
conpn"ative discus:Jion about this setting and the conservatory 
setting of Act 1 of Granville-Bo.rker ' s  The Mndras House . 

58. Morgan, op. cit . , p. 200 .  

59 .  This is underlined by Mc.zzini ' s  sententious rennrk after the rush 
of introductions , "Hovl little it tells us after all ! The great 
question is not who we are but whc.t 1ve are . " (BHBS , V,  p. 94 ) 

60. "Bernard Shaw on Heo.rtbre-.k Hous�ll , Sunday Herald, London 23 
October 1 92 1 . See DHBS , V ,  p. 1 84 . 

6 1 . mm§., V, p. 22 . 
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62 . See BHBS, V, p. 1 46 .  

63 .  Archibald Henderson, George rnard Shaw : Man of the Century, p .625. 
64. The thenatic sioilarities be�1een the plays are discussed by 

Eric Bentley in Bernard Shaw, pp. 1 33-1 40. 

65. "Preface to Heartbreak Houser '" BHBS , V, p. 1 5 . 

66 . Ibid, p. 22 . 

67 . Ibid , p.  28 . 

68. G4 Wilson Knigh� in The Golden Labyrinth (Lo�don, 1 962 } � . 353 , 
onkes this point generally about Shm11 s settings but does not 
consider specifically how Shaw uses such contras ts to point the 
thenatic  developnent of his plays . 

69. Morgan, op. c i t . , p . 229 .  

70 . Henderson connents in George Bernnrd Shm1 : Man of the Century 
( pp .  601 -2 ) , " Shaw disclains the real authorship of Saint Jonn. 
He asserts that it lms written by Joc.n herself . He says ' I  
liave done nothing but arrange her for the s tage . "  In fact ,  
Henderson notes , Shaw did follow closGly the contenvornry 
reports of the trial and the rehabilitation uneart�by 
Quicherat .  

71 . T.  R .  HenE4 The Harves t of Trag dy (London, 1 963) , p. 246 . 
72 . See Renderson, op. cit . , p . 600 . 

73 . Meisel notes in Shnw and the Nineteenth-Centurv Theatre ( p . 407) 
thnt "Proteus is recognisably Ransay :f.incDonald and Boarnerges 
is recognisably John Bu!'ns . "  The list could ,  no doub t ,  be 
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74 . See " The Eternal Aeninst the Elxpedient : Structure and Thene in 
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Chapter 4 

Sean O ' Casey and John Arden : Variations on " Ope:d Form. 

I 

Barnard Shaw ' s  claim that the theatre has i ts own apostolic 

sucoession1 
is borne out by the drama of Sean O ' Casey ( 1 884-1 964) 

and John Arden ( b . 1 930 ) . Though each of these later playwrights has 

his own distinctive stance and manner, they may be reckoned among the 

foremost of Shaw 1 s  spiritual heirs. Both , like Shaw, are un-

mistakably " open" playwrights : full of vitali ty, interested and 

involved in a wide range of public issues , rebellious against re-

strictive conventions whether of life or art , and thoroughly original 

in their use of dramatic techniques . Their plays , even when the 

subject matter and tone border on tragedy, seem crammed with life, 

and if at times their s tructures appear confused or the individual 

details too simplis tic the sheer energy of the writing usually more 

than compensates for such flaws . 

The sense of spiritual kinship between O ' Casey and Shaw is , not 

surprisingly , especially strong. After O ' Gasey left Ireland they 

2 became firm friends and s taunch defenders of each other ' s  work.  

Among the many tributes 0 1 Casey paid Shaw, the following is typical : 

That was the great man ' s  first attribute -- his deep-felt Irish 
nature ; his winsome wit ,  his ready laugh that had always in 
it a faint , at times full and fierce .  chord of anguish, heard 
easily by the quick ear and felt as easily by the understanding 
heart ; the spirit of divilment in hims his relish for an 
argument ; his ready rebellion against all quiet submission 
that surged around every sham creed outworn, wearing away the 
brightness in the souls of those who cried out their firm or 
faked belief ir. them. 3 

Apart from stylis tic details , this passage might equally well have been 

1-1ri tten by Shaw about 0 '  Casey. 

Their careers had a good deal in common. Both grew up in Dublin 



1 60 

Pro tes tant fami lies , both became voluntary exiles from Ireland and 

wro te mos t of th�ir plays in England , both attacked capi talism and 

the " Es tablishment" , and al though they both rej e cted orthodox 

Christiani ty ( and orthodox anything e lse for that mat ter) a strong 

sonse of moral and even :-'" ligious crusading underlies their writing . 

Bo th were late s tarters as pla�vrights but c ontinued wri ting until 

the end of their long live s ,  both vigorously attacked the commercial 

London s tage for i ts shallowness and especially its pseudo-realism 1 

and , to end a po tentially much l onger list of c omparisons , b o th soon 

abandoned naturalism and experimented wi th various " open" forms 

culminating in individual �rpes of symbolic fantasy. 

Of cours e there were differences too . The poverty Shaw experienced 

during his Dublin chi ldhood was genteel compared wi th O ' Casey ' s  bi tter 

s truggle for existence. 4 
Equally significant i s  the fac t that Shaw 

left Dublin at the age of twenty and es tablished his li terary reputation 

entirely in England . O ' Casey did not leave Dublin until he was in his 

mi·-'.-forties , by whi ch time he had acquired a reputation as a 

naturalistic Irish playwright whi ch was to dog him for the rest of his 

life. Shaw was free to experiment and devel op in his own way , even 

though the s tandard cri tical vi ew of hiJTl 1-1as that he was an unpredictable 

eccentric who could no t be tnken seriously. O ' Casey, however, in 

s eeking to develop his art had to  battle agains t his Dublin reputation 

and the charge that by leaving Irel and he had cut himself off from the 

s ource of hi s inspiration. 

These differences obviously contributed markedly to the differences 

in tone nnd emphasis be tween the two pla�vrights . S ha'I'T in his 

wri ting, whe ther plays or cri ticism, usually has a light touch even 

when his intention is thoroughly serious , and, furthermore, is always 
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willing t o  play d evi l ' s  advocate . There is plenty of laughter 

in 0 I Ca s e �T . 'b u t"  s trong anger as well , and there is never any doubt 

Far from apologising for the raucous derision 

wi th which he attacked what he regarded as repression or s tupidity, he 

gloried in it by adopting the persona of the Green Crow : 

Some Latin wri ter once sai d ,  " If a cro'l'l c ould feed in qui e t ,  
i t  would have more mea t . "  A thing this Green Crow c ould 
never do : i t  had always , and has s till , t o  speak and speak 
while i t  s eeks and finds its foo d ,  and so has less meat than 
i t  might have h�d if only i t  had kept i ts big beak shut.  
Never mind : many have listened t o  i ts caw, s ome lis ten 
s till . • •  5 

O ' Cas ey ' s  fierce pride and aggressive individualism made him a 

" loner" all his life . He refused to conceal the s eamier side of the 

Eas ter Week uprising in The Plough and the Stars and aroused the fury 

of the Dublin audience and press ; he refused to gloss over the Abhey 

Theatre ' s  rej ection of The Silver Tas s i e  and e ffecti"ely cut himself 

off from his native s tage ; he refus ed to pander to the naturalism-

and-water c ommercial theatre he found in London and found himself 

virtually without a theatre at all . Thi s charac teri s tic lack of tact 

i s  also apparent in what J ohn Gassner has referred to as the " ill-

timing" of a number of the pos t-Dublin plays : 

The Star Turns Red came out in 1 940 during the Soviet-Nazi 
pac t  lvhen Communism ' s  s tock had dropped sharply in the Wes tern 
world. His milder Red Roses for Me, a rec olle c ti on of the 
Dublin Trans port Worker ' s  s trike of 1 91 3 , appeared in 1 942 when 
a flare-up of c onfli c t  between labour and capital was too 
dangerous to the war effort to be tolerated . On the surface ,  
Cock-a-Doodle Dandy is indiscree tly uncomplimentary to the 
Church of Eire . Perhaps the chi ef example of poor timing was 
the appearance of Purple Dus t ,  an uproarious traves ty on the 
British, when England was enduring the bli t z  �nd facing 
Hitler al one .

6 

Shaw, on the o ther hand , reali ::lOd that " Truth telling i s  not c ompatible 

wi th the defence of the realm"
7 

and made no attempt to have Heartbreak 

House _ s taged until after the Great vlar. O ' Casey ' s  refusal to make 
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such concessions is one of the main reasons why his pos t-Dublin plays , 

despite their vitality and originali ty, have been given few 

professional productions in England and Ireland . 

Arden ' s  career t o  date offers s ome inte res ting parallels . 

Like Shaw and O ' Casey mos t  of his plays have had a rough handling from 

mos t of the newspaper critics , and like O ' Casey he has no t shrunk 

from public disputes with theatre managements . Though Arden des cribes 

himself as " shy and diffident"
8

, he apparently has s omething in his 

temperament of the s tubbornness and pugnac i ty commonly asso ciated 

wi th Yorkshiremen. These quali ties (reinforced by the mili tancy of 

hi s I rish wife and collaborator , Margaretta D ' Arcy) have recently been 

demonstrated by his public pro tes ts over the alleged refusal by 

managements (no tably the Ins ti tute of Contemporary Arts which presented 

The Hero Rises Up in 1 968 , and the Royal Shakespeare Qompany which 

s taged The I sland of the Mighty in 1 972 ) to allow him an adequate 

voice in the produc tion of hi s own plays . His dis trust of managements 

is als o  apparent in many of hi s published s tatements and interviews . 

In 1 964, for example , he commented in a newspaper article : 

I t  is becoming more and more cler..r to me that i t  i s  impossible 
for workers in the Bri tish theatre ever to f inish their job 
properly • • • •  Once a play has passed into the hands of a 
companys the pressures of time and money will combine to ensure 
that it will be presented in a manner so slapdash and un
considered , that if i t  were a ship to be put to sea or a build
ing to be l ived in, a prosecution for dangerous negligence 
would inevitably follow .

9 

Though plays by Arden have been presented by mos t  of the maj o r  sub

sidised companies in Bri tain ( inc luding the Royal Court� the Glasgow 

Cit izen ' s  Theatre , the Royal Shakes peare Company and the National 

Theatre ) he has , therefore , tended in recent years to write for 

community, ama teur , and fringe groups . Whether he •rill cut himself 
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off completely from the maj or c ompanies as O ' Cas ey did from the 

Abbey only time will tell . But l ike Shnw and O ' Casey before hio, 

he i s  l ikely to follow his own Path regardless of e i ther hos tile 

criticism or vrel l-meaning advi c e .  

Before c oBparing O ' Casey and Arden ' s  atti tudes to drama and 

dramatic techni que i t  i s  worth noting that b o th playwrights have 

publi cly s tated their admiration of the o ther ' s  work. Arden has 

l isted 0 ' Ca� ey in a Tulane Drama Review interview wi tl1 half a dozen 

1 0  
modern European playwrights rThos e work hns had an impact on him ; 

O ' Casey i n  the lns t essay he c omple ted before hi s death i n  1 964 ,  

11 The Bald Primaqueera" , s ingles out Arden as the only one of the 

new genera tion of English playvrrights worthy of wholehearted prai se . 

O ' Casey ' s  essay is an attack on the life-denying negativir-::1 of the 

new English playwrights who in his j udgement were dedicnted to 

propagating " the las t gospel acc ording to Artaud . "
1 1  

Pinter and 

David Rudkin, for example ,  are c ompared as foll ows : 

Rudkin works barehanded ; Pinter wears gloves so that no t 
even a finger-print is deposi ted in the �rri ting . Rudkin 
roars l ike any sucking dove . Prim Pinter i s  gente e l ,  he 
rarely shouts , but uses tho voi c e  like the sibilant purr 
of a Siamese c a t ,  ready to change to the dangerous hiss o f  
a snake a t  any minute . His quicker dial ogue • • •  i s  like 
the hamnering of a woodpecker ' s  beak agains t the trunk of 
a tree ! His s lower tens e is like the tap tap tap of the 
s ti ck of Tiresias . Pinter doesn ' t  behead his Eersonae 
non gratae wi th a hayfork !  [Thi s happens to a character 
in Rudkin ' s  Afore Night Come . / He pulls them to pieces 
in hi s pauses ;

-
th�one ki

-
lls_, wi th a shou t ,  the o ther in a 

sil ence . 1 2  

After observing that none of the new avant-garde playwrights appeared 

to l ike peopl e ?  plant s or animals , O ' Casey turns wi th evident relief 

to Arden :  

Arden, of c ours e ,  wri tes about a vwrkhouse donkey , but he 
i sn 1 t one of the av.ant-ga rde and doesn 1 t deal only wi th 
nons ense and savagery. Indeed , i t  seems to me that 
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Serj eant Husgrave ' s  Dance is far and away the f inest play 
of the present day , full of power . pro tes t ,  and frantic 
compassion , notwiths tanding tha t .  on i ts firs t  presentation , 
i t  was scowled and scoo ted from the theatre by mos t  of our 
intelligent and unintelligent drama cri ti cs . I wonder why� 
What dazzling Freudian id or idiom Si'lept this rej ection into 
them , maki�g theo rej e c t  the denunciation of war ' s  horrors , and 
led them to embrace the plays which despise and hate life.

1 3  

No doubt as O ' Casey wro te this tribute he remembered the Abbey ' s  

rej e c ti on of his own anti-war play, The Silver Tassi e ,  but i t  is also 

clear tha t  in this final essay he vras saluting a kindred spiri t .  

Both O ' Casey and Arden heve advo cated in their public s ta tements 

and endeavoured to prac tice in their plays an art which is at once 

public and poe ti c .  Rej ec ting a c laim by Kingsley Ami s that the theatre 

is "a conceited and inconsiderable place where good wri ters are 

destroyed by the world" , Arden commented in a 1 964 TLS article 

enti tled " Poetry and Theatre" : 

The example of Shakes peare , Marlowe , Jonson, and o thers shew 
that i t  was once possible for poets to adapt their work ei ther 
for private circulation or for public performance wi thout 
diminutio n of its quality • • •  Aris to tle said that the heroes 
of tragedy should be princes and governors , upon whos e  actions 
the fate of society hung , and , granted the changes in s ocial 
organi Sation s ince his time , I think that this i s  a rule that 
s till holds good • • •  Poe tic commi tmen t  . • •  mus t  be applied to 
a vision of the world in action which can be conveniently 
represented by actors on a s tage • • •  Thus the workings of 
politics , the exposure of s ocial evils , the manners of a 
particular s ec tion of s ociety, may all have a place ( and a 
s incerely felt place ) in a play which is no t basically about 
them at all . They are all themes of public import and may 
s erve to publi c l y  illustrate the poe t ' s  prime preoccupation, 
the celebrati on of his Muse and her part in his pers onal world .

1 4  

Against this passage may be set two from essays by O ' Casey : 

There is a l o t  to be said for the opinion that all ,  o r  mos t ,  
of the older greater works , i f  no t loaded , are s trongly 
tinted with s ocial significance ;  that they comment on and 
often condemn , the activity and manner of their time, In 
England alone , from Chaucer and Langland up to Auden and T . S .  
Eli o t  the life we have lived , religious . civi l and poli tical , 
and the life we live , have been examined and commented on 
according to the period in whi ch the life was 1 i.ved and the 
works wero wri tten . The thinker, the playvrright and the 
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poet have shared in the s truggle for the rights of wan ; and 
if they didn ' t  wield a sword at least they carried a banner . 1 5 

Be the effort a success or failure , I aim , as I have always 
aimed, at bringing emotion and imagination on to the stage , 
in the shapes of song, dance , dialogue and scene ; each 
merging wi th the other as life does ; for life is never 
rigid • • .  1 6 

The difference between O ' Cnsey ' s  more mili tant s tance and Arden ' s  more 

exploratory one is obvious from these quotations (many more along 

similar lines could be quoted) , but both vrri ters are nevertheless in-

voking the same general ideal of drm�a based on the snme tradition. 

A d .  t t f th . .j..., f t d t 1 '  1 7 . 1s as e or e p1 C ullre- rame s age an na urn 1sm lS 

common to both playwrights . O ' Casey ' s  attacks on these conventions 

was full-throated and uncompromising : 

And now the stage has become a pi cture-frame , a fourth wall ,  
a lighted box in which the actors and actress es hide them
selves as much as possible from the people • • •  Again, the 
pic ture-frame stage has driven speech from the stage s and the 
next step will bring actors to the playing of plays in dumb
show. Already they are among the w hisper-and-I-shall- hear 
boys . They have lost the power to raise their voi ces , and 
indeed, taking mo st of the plays we have on the s tage now, it  
is just as well that the dial ogue should be reduced to  a 
mutter. But it  is s trange that a man should be allowed to 
raise his voice, and should feel no self-cons ciousness when 
he does so at  a street corner, on a public platform, in the 
solemn House of Parliarnent 1  or even in the House of God ;  but 
no man must be allm'l'ed to raise his voice on the stage . 1 8  

Arden has been less aggressive on this topic -- perhaps because his 

contemporaries have been 'I"ITi ting more interes ting and varied plays 

than the drawing-room comedies of C owat'r'L and J.�onsdale which aroused 

O ' Casey ' s  ire 1 9 -- but he has plainly stated his preference for the 

open stage time and again. The �ollowing comment from his intro-

ductory note to The Happy Have� is typical : 

The unsatisfactory organi zation of the English theatre in 
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general and the archaic design of i ts bui ldings continually 
hams tring any attempt on the part of dral!latists and 
direc tors to open out the conventions of the draraa ; and I 
must record my grati tude to Bris tol Universi ty and its 
Department of Drama [which s taged the original produc tion 
of The Happy Haven 7 for making i t  possible to prove to my
s elf that the leanings I have l ong had towards the open 
s tage and its dis ciplines were justifiable in pr�c tice as 
well as in theory . 20 

Arden ' s  success in o pening out the conventions of the drama -- in 

large measure a mat ter of revivi11g the use of pre-naturalistic 

dramatic conventions -- will be considered further in a later section 

of the chapter , but , in pass ing, i t  is worth no ting his agreement with 

O ' Cas ey on the subj ect of the 11whisper-and-I-shall-hear boys . " He 

has , for example,  on s everal occasions express ed his di sapproval of 

T . S .  Elio t ' s  attempt to merge verse with naturalis tic-s ounding 

dialogue , maintaining that theatre-poetry (like all the other elements 

in a vi tal thea-trical produc tion ) mus t " be s trong, and hard at the 

2 1  
edges . "  

Wi th Shaw, O ' Casey and Arden mus t  be reckoned among the mo st 

ambiti ous of modern Engli sh pl ayv1rights for they seek in their work 

for a res toration of the drama as a publi c  art celebrating the com-

plexity and multiplicity of life . All three playwrights have drawn 

freely on tradi tional modes and c onventions in creating their own 

dist::_ :)0 tj ve varieties of " open" play. Trro further passages by 

00:1. ey and Arden meri t quotation to emphasise this point and preface 

an examinati on of the particular struc tural methods used by each . 

O ' Cas ey : 

The ne-v1 form in drama will take quali ties found in classical , 
romanti c �nd expressionist plays , will blend them together, 
breathe the breath of 1ife into the new form and create a 
new drama . I t  will give rise to a nm'l' form of ac ting , a nel'l 
form of produc tion, a new response from the audience ; 
author, actors and audience will be in communion 1-ri th each 
o ther -- three in one and one in three . If a play is what 
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i t  be played before a c ommuni ty of thousands or a 
c ommuni ty of ten. Gay, fnrci cul , comical or tragical 

1 67 

i t  mus t b e ,  no t the commonplace portrayal of the trivial 
events in tho life of this man or that woman, but u 
commentary of life i tself . This is the main thing to 
be done i f  the drama of today i s  to be in the mains tream 
of the great drama of the past .  To achieve thi s ,  the 
veneration of realism , or,  as Archer called i t ,  pure 
imi tation mus t cease ,  and imaginati on be crowned queen of 
the drama again. 22 

and Arden : 

The essential artificiali ty of the public s tage will become 
apparent again • • •  People mus t want to c ome to the theatre 
because of the artificiali ty,  no t despite i t  • • •  I am 
pleading for the revival of the Poetic Drama, no less . 23 

I I  

Whatever else may be questioned about the drama of Sean O ' Casey , 

the " openness" of his approach to playwrighting is beyond dispute . 

Even the Dublin plays -- The Shadow of a Gunman ( 1 92 3 ) , Juno and the 

Payco ck ( 1 924 ) and The Plough and the Stars ( 1 926 ) -- show a pro-

gressive reaching-out to widen the range and s cope o f  the ac tion 

portrayed . This is apparent in terms of s truc ture as well as of 

s tyle and content . 

David Kraus e notes in his full-length s tudy, Sean O ' Cas ey: 

The Man and his Works : 

The extent to which O ' Casey gradually mas tered the 
dis ciplines of dramati c  form can be seen in the development 
of his craft >'li th each succeeding play. At the beginning, 
in The Gunman, he probably had more genius than talent -
a daring and original insight into the tragi-comic life of 
his characters , but a rather cautious and conventional 
approach to the form and devel opment of the a c tion. He 
confined his characters to a single s e t  in a tenement room, 
using only two acts both of whi ch are cons truc ted in 
s imilar patterns of inter-linking episodes • • •  If anything 
there is probably t oo much s imilari ty in this recurring 
pat tern of action within the confines of a nine teenth
century box-set ; too much unity in the s ense that the 
repeti tive pat tern of both acts has a tendency to b ec ome 
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mechanical . There is ,  to be sure , a vigorous and varied 
movement in tho play, but it arises from the propulsive 
life of the characters not the conventional arrangement 
of the form . 24 

In Juno and the Paycock Krause notes 0 1 Casey 1 s  " re-location of the 

main plot in the comic characters" (a feature which was to become 

sonething of a trade-mark in many of the later plays ) and his use 

of " the more flexible three-act structure" \-Thich allowo the audience 

to "see the Boyles in contrasting moods , s truggling and roistering 

in tragi-comic conflict  with each other and their fricnds."25 The 

Plough and the Stars , however, marks the culoination of this stage 

of O ' Casey ' s  career : 

I t  is in �w Plough that 0 ' Cascy achieves a firm control of 
his craft .  Structmrally he allows himself a more flexible 
use of time place and action -- The Gunman covers two days 
in one set and two acts , � covers two months in one set 
and three acts , Ttie Plough covers six months in four sets and 
four acts . The interaction between the characters is more 
complex , and since we see them in a greater variety of moods 
and situations , the individuals stand out in sharp relief 
against the tragi-cooic Fanorana. 26 

A comparison between the scenario graphs for The Gunman and 1h£ 

Plough (Figures 1 4  and 1 5 ) reveals at a glance the increasing com-

plexity of O ' Casey ' s  structural technique. The jump from twenty to 

over a hundred sequences is proof enough, but more important is the 

way the playwright in the later play varies the appearances of his 

basic ensemble of eight major characters to change the focus of 

attention and avoid the simple mechanical linking of episodes which 

Krause rightly criticises in The Gunman . (A good example of this 

increased technical sophistication is the way in which O ' Cnsey 

punctuates the expository conversation bet..Teen Fluther Good and Mrs 

Gogan at the begiru1ing of Act 1 by the comical series of entrances 

and exits of Peter Flynn 11 dhressing hinself up in his canonicals" 
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for the " Great Demonstration" . ) A more extensive use of off-s tage 

voices and sound-effects in The Plough, together wi th a somewhat 

increased use of characters who make only one or two appearances 

( though the Barman and Rosie who provide the continui ty in Act 2 

are too important to be dismissed as supernum eries ) obviously con-

tribute to the impression that we are watching a whole society at 

war. 'lhe key to this effect�  however, is the handling of the bas i c  

ens emble -- and especially the c omic quartet o f  Fluther Good,  Peter 

Flynn , Mrs Gogan and the Covey. Ano ther factors of c ours e ,  is ( as 

Krause notes ) the increase in the number of se ttings , but as O ' Casey. 

like Shaw , was obliged to wri te for proscenium theatres where the 

rule was no more than one setting to an act. this particular 

progression could no t go on indefini tely. O ' Casey was therefore 

obliged to adopt other means in order to expand the scope of his 

drama still further. 

What these were to be is s trongly sugges ted in The Plough by 

the use of express ioni s ti c  elements such as " the s ilhouette of the 

Speaker wi th his passionate rhetoric flashing intermittently through 

Ac t 2"27 to suggest the fanati cal , impersonal patrio tism behind the 

Eas ter Rising. Denis Johns ton 1-1as virtually alone. among cri tics 

at the time of the play ' s  original produc tion in seeing which way 

O ' Casey was going : 

• • •  it is becoming increasingly clear that as a reali s t  
h e  i s  an imposter. He will tell you the name and address 
of the person who has made each individual speech in any 
of his plays but we are no t deceived • • •  His dialogue is 
becoming a series of word-poems in dialect,  his plots are 
disappearing and giving place to a form of undisguised 
Expressionism under the stress of a genius that is much 
too insis tent and far too pregnant wi th meaning to be 
b ound by the four dismal walls of realism . It will be 
interes ting to s ee how long he will try to keep up so 
outrageous a pre tence . 

28 
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Some two years later 0 ' Cas ey confirmed Johnston ' s  insight with 

the nakedly expressioni sti c second �et of The Silver Tassie ( 1 928) 

and after this never returned to the naturalis tic s tyle for a full-

lc.mgth play. The scope of hi s aobi tion and his des ire to break new 

theatrical ground are apparent in his comments in his autobiography 

on the genesis of The Silver Tassi e .  

He would show a wide expans e o f  war in the mids t o f  timorous 
hope and overweening fear ; amidst a galaxy of guns ;  
silently show the garlanded horror of war • • •  And he would do 
i t  in a new way. There was no importance in trying to do 
the same thing again, letting the sec ond play imi tate the 
fi rs t  and the third the second . He wanted a change from 
what the Irish critics had call ed burlesque , pho tographic 
realism,  or slices of li.fe , though the manner and method of two 
of the plays were aa reali stic as the s cents s tealing from a 
gaudy bunch of blossoms . 29 

Even though the effectiveness of the e econd ac t in the context of the 

other three comparatively naturali stic ac ts has been a matter for 

debate ever since the play was wri tten,
30 O ' Casey ' s  change of manner 

was now unmistakable . However, as Krause has no ted .. he " did no t 

become a doctrinaire Express ionis t" or " construct a theory of drama 

to explain his experiment .  He had found a ne'I'T form, no t the 

ultimate form of drama, and he reshaped i t  and modified it according 

to its funct ion in the symbolic s econd act . "
3 1  

Non-realis tic 

s tagecraft predominates in his subsequent plays but expressionism is  

only one of the �yles he fus es wi th others to achieve , ultimately, a 

new form of c omi c fantasy. 

The post-Dublin plays are experimental and differ widely in 

their detailed technique , but they do have a number of broad features 

in c ommon. To quo te Krause again, O ' Casey " in all his plays us es 

multiple plots in a l oosely unified form, mingling comic and tragic 

themes , farcical and melodramatic incidents , and playing them against 

each o ther in ironic counterpoint . "
32 

In later plays , however ,  
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uni ty is achi eved less through plo t  and chara c ter than by the use 

of various symboli c devices and pat t erns . All these plays have a 

central symbol whi ch inspires or sums up thei r action .  These 

symbols supply the ti tles and are usually pres ent in the 

ac tion as props , scenery, s ound effect or as a charac ter . 33 The 

titles of The S ilver Tassie and Red Ro ses for Me belong t o  ballads 

which are sung in the plays and also refer to important props , " the 

s tar turns red " in the sky on Chris tmas morning as the vmrkers fight 

on agains t the Fas cis ts f " the drums of Father Ned" s ound out to 

enc ourage the young peo pl e  preparL1g f or the To s tal , and the " c ock-a-

doodle dandy" cuts his capers in Marthraun ' s  house and garden. Thes e 

ti tle-symbols inform the action of their plays � they do not enclose 

i t  - except very broadly in 11/i thin the Gates where the Park presents 

in microcosm the life and world outside the gates . 

In addi tion to the ti tle-symbols , progres sive modificati ons 

in the settings o ften underline the emo tional pa tterns of the plays . 

This technique is used in Juno and the Payco ck where the living-room 

of the Boyle ' s  tenancy is firs t s een to be sparsely and poo rly 

furni shed, then vulgarly over-furni shed and decorated , and finally 

s tripped of nearly everything . In the symbolic plays such s cenic 

c omment is given greater s tress. Religious i conography silently 

and ironically c omments on each of the four ac ts of The Silver Tassie : 

in Ac t 1 i t  takes the form of the " altar" dis playing Harry Heegan ' s  

foo tball medals and the cross-spar of the troo p-ship mas t  seen through 

tlu:i centre window above the " altar" ; in Act 2 the setting is a ruined 

monas tery with a figure of the Virgin and a damaged life-s i zed 

crucifix to one side . whi l e  at the back " in the centre where the 

span of the arch should be. is the shape of a big howi tzer gun" ( p . 35 ) 
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-- the new god ;  in the hospital setting of Act 3 is another 

statue of the Virgin and each bed has suspended over it "a  chain 

'\Id th a wooden cross-piece" (p. 57 ) to enable weak patients to pull them

selves into a sitting posture ; and finally in Act 4 over the football

club festivities which the crippled Heegnn can only watch hung three 

long lanterns which "suggest  an illuminated black cross with o.n inner 

one of gleaming red. " ( p. 80 ) In Purple Dust the great room of the 

Tudor-style Irish mansion in which the effete English businessmen, 

Stoke and Poges s hope to live as country squires is progressively 

demolished by their Irish workmen even as it is cluttered up with · more 

and more imported antique furnishings . But the most spectacular 

�odifiCfl.tio.n of a setting in these plays is in Oak Leaves and Lavender 

where Dame Hatherleigh' s  great room changes into an emblematic 

factory to suggest the transfomation of England by the Second 1forld 

War. 

A related type of scenic modification which O ' Casey used in a 

number of the symbolic plays is based on diurnal, seasonal or climatic 

progressions . Nature was important to him and be exploited the 

pathetic fallacy shamelessly. In Within the Gates the device is 

used in an extreme form with the four scenes of the play being 

arranged into a combined seasonal and diurnal cycle ; the firs t 

scene takes place " On a Spring Morning" , the second " On a Summer 

Noon" , the third "On an Autumn Evening" and the last " On a W}nter' s 

Night . "  (p. 1 1 6 ) 'Though the action of the play shows a progress 

into darkness with the Young Woman dying at the end of the play, the 

cyclic pattern suggests that the life and beauty which she 

represents (and which are emphasised in the final scene by her dance 

with the Dreamer) will return. The pattern� h01'1'ever,  overshadows 
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the rather abs trac t charac ters s o  that the play proj e c ts less life, 

in fac t ,  than O ' Casey ' s  earlier " realis tic " · dra. .aa . In the later 

comi c fantasies his us e of such patterns is simpler and less obtrusive . 

The three acts of Purp�e Dus t ,  for exampl e ,  contain a progress into 

winter paralleling the impinging of reality onto the bus inessman ' s  

dreams of an aristo cratic re turn to Nature . Act 1 is s e t  on " an 

autumn morning . cris p  and fair" , ( p . 3 ) . Act 2 on " a  cold and mis ty 

morning" , (p. 4G )  and Act 3 is punctuated by " the s ounds of falling 

rain and swishing winds . "  (p .83 ) . Similar patterns appear in Cool� 

Doodle Dandy and The Drums of Father Ned .  

Although they share the broad s truc tural features which have been 

outlined, the symboli c plays can be divi ded into one or o ther of two 

categori es acc ording t o  tone and sub j ect-matter. The first group, 

the pol i tical mo ralities ,  include vli thin the Gates ( 1 933) , Th� S tar 

Turns Red ( 1 940 ) ,  Red Roses for Me ( 1 942 )  and Oak Leaves �nd La�ender 

( 1 946 ) ; the second group , the comi c fantasies , c ompri s e  Purpl e Dus t 

0 940 ) Cock-a-Do o dle Dandy ( 1 949) , The Bishop' s Bonfire ( 1 955 )  and The 

Drums of Father Ned ( 1 959 ) . 34 Generall� critics sympathetic to O ' Casey 

regard the fantas ies more highly . Though all the plays share the snmo 

general theme -- the conflict between the forces of repression and 

tho s e  who s trive for a ful ler and more j oyful life -- the moral i ties 

tend rather blato.ntly to c lass ify the charac ters as good or bnd 

according to whe ther they support communi sm o r  capi tali sm . In the 

fantas i es thi s political b ias is less apparent ( though those in 

authori ty ,  no tably the pries ts , generally come off badly) and, more 

importantly, a s piri t of c omical satire informs the symboli sn .  

Audiences will accept much more from a playwright when he makes them 

laugh than when he lectures -- a point which Shaw elways b ore in 
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mind but which O ' Casey sometimes forgot .  In none of his plays , 

howeve�. is the comic spirit so vividly present and in charge of the 

action as in Cock-a-Doodle Dandy. Here O ' Casey ' s  dramatic vision 

and methods combined to create an action which follows i ts own 

unique rules but rThich is eminently effective and theatrical . 

III  

Cock-a-Doodle Dandy was O ' Cnsey ' s  favourite?  and he thought his 

best play. 35 David Krause has aptly described it as " a  fantastic 

extravaganza, a satiric parable which celebrates man ' s  freedom and j oy 

in the life-sized image of a dancing bird out of the beast-fable 

tradition. " 36 The play also conveys a fierce denunciation of the 

killjoy influence of the priesthood on Irish society. Between 1 91 1  

and 1 947 . as Professor William Armstrong has noted in an introduction 

to the play, the population of Eire decreased by 1 50 , 000 and many of 

the emigrants were young ltlen and women who left " to escape the re-

pressive influence of the type of parish priest who restricts the hours 

of dances and the number of occasions where members of the O?posite 

sex may meet . " 37 This ,  in brief , is the background to the main con-

flict of the play : a semi-allegorical struggle between the forces of 

repression and joy -- the former led by the bigoted Father Domineer, 

and the latter symbolized by the enchanted Cock which, in O ' Casey ' s  

words : 

dances and crovm. rousing up con1motion among the young and the 
souls zealous for life � and cons ternation and hatred among 
those who demand denial and the necessity to keep the mind 
well within the dark ; rousing up controversy between the 
courageous and all who are afraid of others and equally afraid 
of themselves . 38 

The form of the play, however, enables it to transcend its 

application to social conditions in mid-century Ireland . Writing 
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about Cock-a-Doodle Dandy in a New York Times article prior to the 

play ' s  American premiere in 1 958 . O ' Casey claimed : 

The play is symbolical in more ways than one . The action 
manifests itself in Ireland, the mouths that speak are 
Irish mouths ; but the spirit is to be found in action 
everywhere ; the fight made by many to drive the joy of 
life from the hearts of men ; the fight against this fight 
to vindicate the right of the j oy of life to live 
courageously in the hearts of men. 39 

This is true . The symbolic setting, the folk-tale quali ty of the 

characters , the fantastical nature of the incidents , and the 11 open" 

s tructure which freely juxtaposes comic and tragic elements , all 

combine to give the work universality. 

The origins of O ' Casey' s  fantasy form go back to a sketch 

which he wrote in 1 923 and which was staged at the Abbey Theatre less 

than six months after The Shadow of a Gunman, his first  naturalistic 

full-length drama. Entitled Kathleen Listens In, this "Political 

Phantasy in One Act" poked fun at the Irish factions which were still 

at loggerheads after the partition of the country and the 

establiaPment of the Free State of Eire. The first-night audience,  

according to the playwright , 

received it  in dead and embarrassed silence , and it was the 
one and only play ever produced in the Abbey that did not 
receive even a single handclap. Like the Arabs , the 
audience folded their tents (minds ) in the night,  and 
silently stole away. 40 

Perhaps because of this ,  O ' Casey did not bo�her subsequently to 

include the piece in his collected plays ; but in 1 961  he gave 

permission for it to appear in the Tulane Drama Revie1r1 and wrote a 

brief introductory note to emphasise that the existence of the play 

proved that the " ph::mtasy" form had been active in his t:�ind "before 

the 'major ' realistic plays were written ; tho ' most cri tics maintain 

that the fantasy began nfter I left Dublin . 11 4
1 



1 76 

In Kathleen comic fantasy is used for the purpose of 

poli tical allegory. The ac tion is neatly summarised in a sympathetic 

review whi ch appeared in The Irish Statesman on October 6 th, 1 923 : 

It is unnecessary to explain a play where the heroine is 
Cathleen 1  the daughter of Houlihan , and the charac ters are 
a Free S tater , a Republican ,  a businessman, a farmer� a 
labourer .  The mordant idea of the play i s  found in the 
s pec tral Gaelic League , under the figure of a feeble old 
man in kilts -- who receives solemn homage from the 
ac tors 9 whenever he appears , but is voted a nuisance and 
a lunatic �1hen his b ack is turned . The climt:> ... "IC of the 
c omedy is reached when at the height of the shouting for 
Cathleen ' s  suffrages the Boundary Ques tion s talks by 
playing on a big drum the appropriate nir. 42 

The farcical incidents which make up the piece might appear now to b e  

wi thout rhyme o r  reason , but in fac t they parallel the contemporary 

quarrels and events fairly closely. The point that O ' Chsey was try-

ing to make t hr ou g h comedy. was that the brawling of the sui tors 

was threatening to drive Kathleen ( Ireland ) out of her mind and wreck 

the Free S tate house barely after the Houlihans had acquired the 

freehold . 

For the mo s t  part s imilari ties between Kathleen and Cock-a-Doodle 

Dandy are general rather than particular . The form of the later play, 

though its episodic appearance relates it to the earlier one , is 

obviously much more complicated and there is no thing in Kathleen to 

correspond with the animating spirit of the Cock .  As for the back-

ground of Cock-a-Doodle Dandy, O ' Casey has s tated that 

almost all the incidents are fac tual -- the priest that struck 
the blow, the rough fellows man-handling the young, gay girl � 
the bi tter opposi tion to any sign of the strange ways of a 
man with a maid , the old , menacing fool ,  full of f� ls e  piety, 
going round inflicting fear of evil things on all who lis ten 
to him ; and l above all , through the piety, through the 
fear , the never-ending ques t for noney. 43 

Here , however, he is dealing wi th more universal issues than in the 

earlier play and thes e " fac tual"·  incidents are primarily illustrative 
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of a theme rather than an allegorical revamping of historical �ents 

Nevertheless allegory of a kind was still intended as the striking 

correspondence between the settings of the hTo plays makes clear. 

Both of these specify a garden, b�cked by a low wall with a gate in 

it , 44 and part of a house with an outside door and upstairs windows 

visible . The symbolic status of each establishment is underlined by 

flagpoles in the �ardens from which fly the Irish Tricolour. In 

Kathleen the house belongs to the archetypal family of O ' Houlihan 

(Miceawl , Sheela and , of course,  Kathleen) and represents the newly 

formed Free State . Significantly its upstairs windows are broken 

and further damage is inflicted inside the house during the play. In 

Cock-a-Doodle Dandy Michael Marthraun ' s  almost identical house is 

stated to be situated in Nyadnanave , which Krause points out "means 

in Gaelic ,  Nest of Saints and • • •  also contains the ironic pun, 

Nest of Knaves . " 45 Professor A:rms trong goes a step further and 

suggests that the name "may also be a wry comment on the traditional 

description of Ireland as ' the land of saints and scholars . ' " 46 

Be that as it  may, the house and garden (backed nou by Marthraun ' s  

" lucrative bog" ) clearly represent Ireland some twenty-six years after 

the political squabbles satirised in Kathleen. Though the conflict 

in Cock-a-Doodle Dnndy has a wider and more general application, o· r Casey 

was evidently concerned here to show that Ireland was once again in 

danger of destroying itself . 

The central characters of the play (leaving aside the symbolic 

figure of the Cock) are Michael riarthraun and Sailor Mahan -- yet 

another of the pairs of quarrelsome " oul ' butties" in the O ' Casey 

canon. They are the local capitalists in Nyadnanave . Mathraun 

has acquired two hundred acres of peat bog by marrying his s econd 
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wife Lorna, and has not only become well-to-do through exploiting 

this dowry but has been made a Councillor and a Justice  of the Peace . 

Nahan has also become wealthy through the bog as he owns the fleet of 

lorries which carry the turf:. to town. Both men are middle-aged but 

are quite different in appearance and temperament . Michael is "well 

over sixty years of age, clean-shaven, �. and grim-lookin_g" , while 

Mahan "is a little over fifty, s touter than his companion. and of a 

moro serene countenance • • •  There is.maybe1 a touch of the sea-breeze 

in his wuy of talking and his way of walking•' (p. 1 22 ) . They are 

central to the play in two different ways . They remain on s tage 

together for mos t  of the action and thus have a choric function. 

But they also function as a kind of dual morality protagonist , for 

the main action of the play is ,  in effect ,  a struggle for their souls 

( though there is little hope for Michael ' s ) between the opposing 

forces of joy and fear . In addition, they have a third role --

that of providing much of the comedy as they are the principal butts 

of the Cock ' s  pranks .  

Most of the other characters can be quickly classified a s  be

longing to one or other of the two camps in the struggle .  The 

followers of the Cock include Loreleen, Michael ' s  daughter by his 

firs t wife Marion the maid , Robin Adair the Messenger, and, as she 

gathers courage , Lorna. The folk pnllad origin of the characters 

of Marion and Robin is obvious , and it s eems likely that the name of 

Loreleen, the character mos t  closely identified with the Cock, is 

derived from the siren of the Lorelei . All of these characters 

wear costumes in which green and red , the colours of life , are 

prominent ,  and the Cock himself has "bright-green flap5like l"lingl!" 

and a "big crimson crest flowers over his head . " ( p. 1 22 ) The 
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agents of Father Domineer include Shanaar and �ne-Eyed Larry, the 

1 s t and 2nd Rough Fell ows ( though at their firs t appearance thes e 

two show a po tential for blarney) , the Sergeant , the Bellman and the 

Porter. The dying invalid Julia and her father mus t be reckoned 

s imply as victims of the clerical es tablishment s but, of cours e 1  in 

a sens e this applies to Yirtually all the charac ters . 

Structurally the play has a simple framework whi ch a llows plenty 

of scope for comic improvisation �nd the juxtaposition of thematically-

telling incident. The ac tion is divided into three long 11Scenes" of 

approximately equnl length . The first takes place in the morning, 

the second �cnd mid-day , and the third at dusk . This s as we have 

seen � is a familiar O ' Casey pattern whi ch here , of course parallels 

the progress of the village into s piri tual darkness . The play begins 

with the Cock dancing in the morning sun and ends wi th the las t  of 

his followers walking into exile . vii thin the scenes the organise tion 

is episodic , a succession of illustrative incidents any one of which, 

according to Robert Hogan in The Experiments of Sean O • casey, " almost 

could have another incident substituted for it. " 47 Hogan ' s  11 almost" 

is necessary, ho't'l'ever s for two reasons . There is,  as we shall see , 

a principle behind the fantas tic happenings in the play: the Cock 

worka through the power of the imagination, ridiculing the secret 

fears of his enemies by translating them into ludicrous reali ty. 

This principle provides the succession of episodes wi th a kind of 

comic logi c .  The other general point to b e  made about the arrange-

ment of the episodes is that O ' Casey has contrived it so as to build 

an effect of increasing ro mic and emotional intensity, and in Scene 3 

the s tructure becomes more complex w� th s trands of ac tion inter-

weaving and overlapping. 



F I G U R E  1 6 :  Scenario graph of COCK-A-DOODLE DANDY by Sean O'Casey 

SCENE 1 I SCENE 2 

The f ront garden of Marthraun's 
house, N yadnanave. Morning 

SCA L E :  1 cm = 5 pages tex t (Co l l ected Plays) 

The same. A lternoon. 

( K E Y  On stage .. ] 

SC ENE 3 
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The scenario graph of the play ( Figure 1 6 )  illus trates how 0 1 Casey 

has "blocked" the appearances of his char�cters to achieve this sense 

of developillent .  The centrali ty o f  the rol es o f  Michael Marthraun 

and Sailor Mahan is apparent, both being on s tage almos t  continuously 

until their paths diverge in the final scene . The episodic litiking 

in the firs t  two scenes ( cf .  �igure 1 4 )  is also clearly suggested by 

the graph as each new maj or sequence s ees the commencement of a new 

episode . Generally in the larger-s cale pat terning of the scenes , 

s everal successive episodes may be considered as a group to comprise 

a movement. (r.ios t of these movements begin and end wi th a cock crow 

or the actual appearance of the Co ck . ) The increase in theatrical 

impac t of the successive episodes in Scenes 1 and 2 is sugges ted by 

the increase ( generally speaking) in the number of charac ters on s tage 

as each scene progresses . The larges t  groupings come in the final 

sequences and are accompanied by a sharp change of tone .  I n  Scene 3 ,  

however, the 11 blocking" becomes much more complex as episodes 

involving different cherac ters are interwoven into the s truc ture of 

the first movement rather than presented in a simple linear manner . 

The greatest concentration of chara�ers in Scene 3 c omes about three

quarters of the way through, o.nd then in the final movement the play 

has a dispersal ending similar in structure to tho se of Shaw ' s  " Third 

Manner" works but more bi t >cer in tone . For the finer points of 

O ' Casey ' s  structural methods in the play, however, we must now turn to 

the text . 

O ' Cnsey ' s main c oncerns in S cene 1 are to es tablish the opposing 

forces in the conflict and the mechanism by whi ch the fantasy is 

animated . I t  is  obviously significant that the firs t figure to 

appear is the Cock and the last is  Father Domineer. The Cock ' s  
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appearances in the play, except for one longer one ,  las t for only 

a few seconds at a time as he i s ,  s tri c tly s peaking, no t a 

character but a force , the moving spiri t behind the fantastic japes 

and transforoa.tions l'l'hi ch take place .  His initial dance in 

Marthraun ' s  garden es tablishes this : 

Some li ttle distance away, an acc ordion is heard playing a 
d.::.nce tune, nnd, a. few moments after the Cock comes 
dancing in4£ound the gable of the house, circle� the dignified 
urn, and disappears round the f•rther end of the gable-end as 
the music ceases . 

He is of a. deep black plumage, fitted to his agile and 
s lender body like a glove on a lady' s hand ; yellow fee t and 
ankles , brigh t-green flaps like wings nnd a s tiff cloak 
falling like a tail behind him. A big crimson crest flowers 
over his head . and crimson fla a han from his ·aws . 1Y..§. 
face has the look of a cynical jes ter . pp. 1 2 1 -2 

Introduced before any of the characters have appeared, the Cock ' s  

presence in the play jus tifies the way in which the fearful 

imaginings of charac ters such a s  Michael Marthraun take on 

ridiculously visible forms . Dialogue and s tage-business are 

intimately linked in the patterning of the fantasy for literary 

metaphor is thus likely to become dramatic fact at the drop of a hat 

_. quite li terally as will be seen later ! 

After the prelude of the Cock ' s  dance , the first movement of 

the play gets under way when Michael Marthraun and Sailor Mahan 

come into the garden, each carrying a chair from the hous e .  They 

virtually camp in the garden for all of this scene and the nex t ,  as 

Michael is too scared to remain in the house where he can hear s trange 

whispers , " whispers good for neither soul or body . " (p . 1 23 ) I t  is 

evident that these whispers proceed from his own serual fears which 

have been aroused by the return from London of hi s grown-up 

daughter, Loreleen �  Michael s tates that he doubts that he is her 

father and that he dreads meeting her, then goes on to confide in 
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Mahan that : 

Since that one come back from England, where evil things 
abound, there ' s  sinis ther signs appearin ' everywhere, evil 
evocations floatin ' through every room • • •  there ' s  always 
a s t ern commotion among th ' holy ob j ects of th ' house , when 
that one , Loreleen , goes sailin ' by ; an invisible wind 
blows th ' pi ctures out, an ' turns their frenzied faces to 
th ' wall ; once I seen th ' s tatue of St Crankarius s tandin ' 
on his head to ci rcumvent th ' lurin ' quali ty of her 
presence ; an ' another time , I seen th ' image of our own 
S t .  Pathrick makin ' a skelp at her with his crozier ; fallin ' 
flat on his face ,  s tunned,  when he missed ! ( p. 1 24 )  

Ano ther of Michael ' s  hallucinations , ari sing from the s�me source , 

is  his belief that he has seen horns sprouting from the head of his 

young second wife , Lorna , as she sat looking at her face in her 

mirror . Sail or Mahan, being a nore broad-minded and better-

balanced individual , is at firs t  s ceptical of all this . Never-

theless , Michael ' s  hys teria is catching, and wi th the Cock around it 

is not long before these sexual imaginings take on forms whi ch can 

be perceived by the audience and in due course even by Mahan . 

At first the unuifes tations are aural . They begin with Michael 

pointing to Lorna 1 s windmv and connenting : 

Up there in that room she often dances be herself , but 
dancin ' in her mind wi th hefty lads , plum ' d  wi th youth , an ' 
s purred with looser thoughts of love . (As he speaks , the 
s ounds of a gentle waltz are heard, played by harp, lute, or 
violin ,, or by all three , the s ounds coming, apparently, 
from the room whose window is above the porch. Bitterly) 
There� d ' yo hear that , man ! Mockin ' me . She ' ll hurt her 
soul if she isn ' t careful . ( p . 1 2 5 ) 

Mahan does no t comment directly on the music so it  is  an open 

question whether he hears i t .  H e  and the audience could perhaps 

imagine tl�t it comes from a gramophone , but in fac t  Mi chael ' s  

reference to Lorna as "plum ' d with youth, an ' spurred >vi th looser 

thoughts of love " suggests that the Cock is obligingly laying on 

the sound effects . 

The lus ty cock crow uhi ch coincides wi th Lo releen ' s  entrance 
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shortly after thio is sioilarly cued. Michael has just gone into 

the house to fetch a bottle of whiskey which he hopes will soften 

Mahan up for a business discussion about n wages increase which 

their workers e.re demanding, when he reappears suddenly, "� 

mouth twitching, his voice toned to fear and hate" , to announce that 

Loreleen is coming down the stairs. He begs Mahnn to sit down and 

ignore the girl, and when Mnhnn mks him if he is in his right mind 

replies "Ay, as sure as I am that a cock crows ! "  am I sure ; 
s�A<�ck.nly 

Thereupon, 11::.::A....:::;C.:::.O.:::.Ck:;.
1"'' 

c;;:.;r�o::.:WS:.:.:::.....;l::.:u::.::s::..;t::.::i:;.;:lo.�Y�a:.::s�L:.:::o.:.r..:::e;::;.l.:::.ee;;:.;n�a::.P.r;.Pt:.:e::.:a:o:r:..:s:....:i::.:n:...:t:.::h:::.:e:....:::d:.::o..:::o.:.rw=ny"-

of the porch. "  ( p. 1 27 )  The crow suggests the close identification 

of the Cock and Loreleen (she \'Tears a " saucy hat • • •  its shape 

suggestive of a cock ' s  crimson crest" ) and thoroughly alarms Michael . 

Mahan, however, does not hear it and Michael , when he realises this , 

tries to cover up by claiming that he has heard nothing either. 

The second episode , thus introduced: illustrates an important 

theme which complements the play ' s  main one of the conflict between 

bigotry and joyousness :  the corruption of men ' s  souls brought about 

by 11 the never-ending quest for money. 11 ·48 It  is here that Sailor 

Ma.h.an is most a t  risk ; he is no bigot or killjoy like ?-Iichael but 

he does share his greed. Its corrupting power is demonstrated in 

two ways in this movement : by the quarrel between Michnel and Sailor 

Mahan over which of them should bear the brunt of paying the extra 

wages demanded by their workers , and by the behaviour of two of the 

latter-- the 1 st and 2nd Rough Fellows . Loreleen ' s  presence during 

the quarrel between Michael and Mahan silently points out how 

money-grubbing causes men to turn their backs on beauty and joy. 

This is then emphasised more forcibly when the two Rough Fellows 

enter.  In tu� each strides into the garden pushing Loreleen 
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aside, then s tops when he reali ses her beauty and sugges ts that she 

wai t for him until he has finished speaking to his boss . Loreleen, 

however, replies ironi cally, " I ' m no t good for decent men. The two 

old cronies will tell you a kiss from me mus t be taken undher a 

canopy of dangerous darkness . "  She kisses a hand to them and goes 

out the gate . The Rough Fellows threaten Michael and Mahan with 

s trike action unless the old men give them the extra shill�ng they 

are demanding, and only then turn to follow Lore leen. However,  as 

they do so they see "A c loud dlosin ' in on her, flashes lile lightning 

whirl in ' roc.And her head , an '  her whole figure rtpplin "' as ( off-s tage ) 
she appears to turn into " a  fancy-bred fowl" , and 11 The crow of a cock 

i s  heard in the dis tance . "  ( p. 1 32 ) Taking this as a warning " of 

what th ' Missioner s aid last night that young men should think of good-

lookin. ' things in skirts only in th ' presence of, and undher the 

guidance of , old and pious people" , the two Rough Fellows hurry fear-

fully away in the opposite direction. The evil alliance between 

· money and bigotry is thus showh to corrupt both the young and the old 

in Nyadnanave . 

The second movement begins with a continuation of the argument 

between Michael and Mahan, and the arrival of the old religious 

fanati c ,  Shanaar. 0 ' Casey describes this character as seemingly 

" ' a very wise old crawthumper ' ,  really a dangerous old cod . " ( p. 1 1 9 ) 
His wisdom is really a mixture of bog Latin and supers ti tion, but he 

is regarded by Michael with great respect .  Hearing that Mahan has · 

been unmoved by Miohael ' s  talk o f  evil forces ,  Shanaar begins to tell 

s tories of how birds had l ed pious men to damnation, and does so 

with such convicti on that soon all three men are actually hearing the 

cries of the birds and the s obs of the damned .  When asked by 
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Michael what he would do if "a hen goes wrong" , Shanaar replies : 

The one thing to do, if yous h� the lmowledge, i s  to 
parley with th '  hens in a Latin dissertation. If among 
th ' fowl there ' s  an illusion of a hen from Gehenna, it 
won ' t  endure th ' Latin . • • •  She bus ts asundher, an ' 
disappears in a quick column of black an ' blue smoke7 a 
thrue ear ketchin ' a screech of agony from ita centre ! 

His boast is immediately followed by a sudden outburst :  

A commo tion is heard wi thin the house : a loud cackl�. 
mingled with a short sharpened crow of a cock ; � 
breaking of delf ; the half-angry. half-frightened cries 
of women. A cup, followed by a saucer, flies out through 
the open window, over the porch , past the heads of the 
three men , who duck violently; and then crouch , amazed and 
a little frightened. (p. 1 38) 

Marion the maid rushes to the door crying out that s ome bird is goiDi 

berserk inside the house :  " It ' s  sent th '  althar light flyin ' ;  i t ' s  

cl awed th ' holy pictures ; an '  now i t ' s  peckin ' at th ' tall-hat! " 

(This las t detail is the most dreadful outrage to Miohael for the tall

hat is the symbol of his official status and respec tabili t,y.
49 Its 

replacement causes a great d eal of commotion in Scene 2 . ) The men 

are all too s cared to help Lorna who has barricaded herself under the 

bannisters . Instead Michael orders Marion to fetch Father Domineer, 

but as she turns to go she runs straight into the arms of the post 

office Messenger s Robin Adair. He ki sses her and then , as the 

commotion inside increases , dashes into the house while Shanaar sends 

up a fervent prayer in his best bog-Latin which provokes a climac tic 

outburst :  

The head of the Cock, wi th its huge crimson comb, is 
suddenly thrust through the window above the porch, and 
lets out a violent and a triumphant crow. Shanaar 
disappears behind the wall, and Michael and Mahan fall flat 
in the garden as in a dead faint. (p. 1 4�) 
Then there is silence,  and wi th some puffs of blue-black smoke 

(but no 1 1bus tin ' asundher" ) Robin reappears leading the Cock whi ch 

follows meekly at the end of a green ribbon� Robin explains to 
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Lorna who is s till fearful that there had been no danger and if she 

had given the Cock her hand instead of throwing saucers i t  would 

have led her " through a wistful and wonderful dance. " Lorna is  not 

convinced but Marion looking admiringly at the bird declares : "Sure 1 

he ' s  harmless enough when you know him" , thus prompting the key line 

from Robin : 

Just a gay bird, that ' s  all .  A bit unruly at times , but 
conthrollable be th ' right persons . ( p. 1 44 ) 

He urges the Cock (paraphrasing a poem by Yeats ) , 50 " Go on comrade, 

lift up th ' head an ' clap th ' wings , black cock , an ' crow ! " There-

upon the Cock lets out "a mighty crow which is immediately followed by 

a rumbling roll of thunder. " Then Robin leaves with the Cock , both 

doing a jaunty goose-step .  

T4is episode of course,  brings the fantasy and its significance 

out into the open. The Cock represents a healthy urge which if "a 

bit unruly at times " is " conthroll.::tble be the right persons . "  

Obviously Michnel and Shanaar are not among these,  and Sailor Mahan 

has now been infected by their fear. Lorna,  too , is frightened as 

yet,  but Robin and (with his help) M&rion clearly have the right 

attitude .  Behind the riotous and fantastic comedy which has been 

, expertly stage-managed by O ' Casey is not only a clear point of view 

but some shrewd psychology. 

The final movement of Scene 1 consists of two starkly contrasted 

episodes . The men come warily back into the garden and Lorna calls 

Marion into the house to help tidy up . Before she goes in Marion 

directs a few well-chosen words of ridicule at the men for their 

co>'mrdice,  and Shanaar, before he too departs , warns Michaei to order 

Marion to dress more modestly 11for  th ' circumnabulatory nature of  a 

woman ' s  form often has a detonatin '  effect on a man ' s  idle thoughts . "  
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The remainder of the episo;<l .a ironically illus trates this s entiment . 

Michael and Mahan begin to flir t wi th Marion when she brings in the 

whi skey bottle and whil e  she goes out again to fetch the soda the two 

old men exchange complimentary remarks about her , the mos t  

s ignificant being Ma.han ' s enthusiastic claim , " I ' d welcome her, even 

if I s een her through the vision of oul ' Shanaar -- wi th horns .growin ' 

out of her head . " Marion reappears on this cue wi th, of course ,  

horns ac tually s prouting from her forehead . The men do no t s ee them, 

howeve r �  until they slyly ask for a kiss and Marion orders them t o  

"Up an ' take i t ,  before yous grow cold . "  

They rise from their chairs. foolish grins on their faces , 
settle themselves for a kiss, and then perceive the change 
that has taken place .  They flop back anto the chairs, 
fright and dismay sweeping over their faces • • •  their hands 
folded it front of their chests, palm to palm, a s  if in 
prayer. p . 1 5 1 )  

" :f.1a.rion looks at them in some as tonishment" , being unaware of her 

horns , but Michael and Mahan are too frightened at this manifes tation 

of their gui lty c onsci ences to pursue their dalliance any further , 

The second epis ode '- of thi s final movement involves the sending 

off of Lorna ' s  invalid sis ter Julia on a pilgrimage to Lourdes . 

There i s  nei ther comedy nor fantasy here , merely a bleak and 

melancholy sham as the dying girl ' s  relatives and the village 

dignitaries ass emble to see her off on her hopeless quest for a 

miracle . Saros Cowas jee in hi s monograph on O ' Casey claims that 

this incident ( which is completed at the end of the play) and the one 

involving Father Domineer which ends Scene Z have no proper place in 

the play ' s s truc ture and no real purpose beyond allowing 0 1 Cas ey " to 

have a thrust at the c lergy and to ridicule Catholic faith in saints 

and miracles . n 51 Though O ' Casey did indeed regard belief in such 

miracle s  as a delusion , 52 the charge of ridicule can be ruled out as 
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Julia ' s  disillusionment is treated with compassion. \'Jhat is 

implicitly criticised here is not the Catholic faith but the fact 

(according to O ' Casey) that in Ireland it is overshadowed by a 

distrust and fear of life . Thus the episode . though only tenuously 

linked into the rest of the plot, 53 is relevant thematically. The 

melancholic disbelief which underlies the strained and surface 

optimism with which the procession sets out,  contrasts strongly with 

the joyousnesa which Father Domineer and his followers are so 

determined to suppress 9 and prefigures the atmosphere of desolation 

which prevails over Nyudnunave at the end of the play after they have 

succeeded. 

When the curtain rises on Scene 2 s  " the sunshine isn ' t  guite so 

bright and determined" and the garden is emptys "illl,, apparently, 

having gone to see Juliu away on her long, long journey. " (p. 1 56 ) 

In a few moments , however. the opening movement begins when Lorna and 

Marion come back talking despondently about Julia ' s  chances as they 

go into the house.  Then Michael and Mahan return and sitting down 

at the table with the unopened whiskey bottle quickly get involved in 

an argument about whether, ns Sailor Mahan puts it , 

th' skipper aloft an ' his glitterin ' crew is goin ' to bother 
their heads about a call from a tiny town an ' disthrict 
thryin-1 : hard to thrive on turf {compared with] • • • th' piercin ' 
pipin ' of th ' rosary be Bing Bang Crosby an ' other great film 
s tars . ( p. 1 57 )  

Robin Adair hurries in and tries to ask the pair a question, but is 

ignored by them until he paraphrases a remark by Mahan and states 

that "Honour be th ' clergy ' s  regulated by how much a man can give ! "  

This heresy infuriates Micha.3l who declares . "With that kinda talk, 

we won ' t  be able s oon to sit steady on our chairs" - only to have 

his immediately collapse under him. Mahnn is rash enough to repeat 
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the s entiment, and a s econd later he too comes crashing to the ground. 

I t  i s  clear that the C ock is at work again s o  i t  is no surprise when 

Robin reveals that he is looking for the bird which he suspe c ts has 

come thi s lvay. Pausing only to kiss Marion, he hurries off in 

pursui t when he hears i ts triumphant crow in the dis tance . 

Shanaar has alerted the whole vi llage to the drendul danger in 

its midst nnd the Civic Guard is out s couring the c ountryside for the 

Cock .  Michael and Mnhnn decide to s tay out o f  harm ' s  way i n  the 

garden, but even there they are no t immune . During the next three 

episodes they are terrorised by the Cock ' s  c omic japes . Firs t  the 

whiskey bottle won ' t  pour and then i t  turns red-hot . A Porter 

arrives bearing a new tall-hat for Michael .  but announces that while 

he was bringing i t ,  " s omeone sho t a bullet through i t ,  east be wes t ! " 

Another sho t goes through the hat while the Porter is s peaking and he 

dashes off in a p::mic noments before the Sergeant appears wi th a rifle . 

The Sergeant fearfully tells how he has sho t nt the C ock three times 

and how the firs t two bullets passed clean through the bird without 

harming i t .  At the third sho t ,  however , 

� flash of red lightning near blinded me ; an ' when it got 
light again , n second afther, there was the demonised 
Cock changin '  himself into a silken gloss ified tall-hat ! ( p. 1 71 )  

A few seconds later this fantastic incident is reversed on s tage , for 

as llichael and Mahnn draw away from the perforated hat , the Sergeant 

demonstrates how he had raised his gun, and --

The garden is suddenly enveloped in darkness for a few moments . 
A fierce flash of lightning shoots through the darlmeSSi � 
hat has disappeared, and where it s tood now s tands the Cock. 
While the lightning flashes, the Cock crows !ustily. � 
the light as suddenly comes back to the garden, P.nd show·s that 
the Cock and the hat have gone, Michael and Mnhan are seen to 
be lying on the ?}ound, and the Sergeant is on hi s lmees as if 
in prayer . (p. 1 72 
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The business is uproarious farce , but it is significant that every 

time the Cock appears Michael and Mnhan do a prat-fall . One of 

his principal functions is to mock their inflated sense of self-

importance,  which, of course ,  is also why the attempt to shoot him 

appears merely to puncture the tall -hat. 

The second movement begins in a more subdued manner with the 

three men cowering in the garden, unable to calm their nerves because 

the whiskey bottle is still enchanted. They are frightened still 

further by the appearance of the Bellmnn ( traditionally employed not 

only for crying the news but for pronouno��g incantations to keep 

,.way elves and hobgoblins54) . He passes by loudly ringing his bell 

and shouting : 

Into your houses ell ! Bar th ' doors , shut th ' windows ! 
Th '  Cock ' s  comin ' !  In th ' shape of a woman! Gallus , Le 
Coq, an� Kyleloch, th ' Cock ' s  comin ' in th ' shnpe of a 
woman! Into your houses , shut to th ' windows , bar th ' 
doors ! ( p. 1 75 ) · 

However this ominous warning does not forebo� more mischief but a 

magical sea-change of atmosphere , for it  is now time to show the 

beneficent quality of the force which the Cock represents . Michael 

begs Mnhan to sing � shanty to bolster their flagging spirits , and 

the old sailer does so in a voice whi ch quavers occasionally, As 

he sings� 

Despite the fear in Sailor Mahan ' s  voice it is as if his sea-shanty 

with i ts imagery of ships and spices : palm-trees and pirates hns 

recalled a world of romance alien to the narrow little community. 

Loreleen ' s  magical entrance thus introduces the climactic episode 

of the scene , a vision of life not as joyless repression but as an 
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enchanted dance .  

Dramatic tension in this episode comes from the resis tance of 

Michael to the vision. Loreleen pretends that the men are 

practising their singing for the fnncy dress ball that night and 

calls Lema and Marion from the house to j oin the entertainment . 

Lorna is dressed as a gypsy , Marion as a gay Nippy, and both come 

forward into the golden glow which now encompasses Mahnn and the 

Sergeant as well .  Only Michael s tands out agains t the ligh t ,  

shouting bitterly about the des tru�ion o f  his tall-hat . E:e i s ,  

however, told by Lorna that the hat was delivered safely more than 

an hour ago and Marion proves the truth of this by offering i t  to 

him " noble in its silken glossiness . " ( p. 1 80 ) He is s till too afraid 

to touch it,  but borna pours from the whiskey bottle for the girls 

who offer up a toast to " Th '  Cock-a-Doodle Dandy" and persuade each 

of the men in turn to drink. "A l ook of delightful nnimation" ( p. 1 82 ) 
comes onto the fnces of Mahan and the Sergeo.nt , and " a reckless look" 

steals over Michael 1 s  as he grnbs the glass from Mnrion and drinks 

greedily. Robin appears on the pathway outside "playing softly a 
(). 

kind of. dance tune" ( p; 1 82 ) on his accordion. " The magicnl power 

of the drink cnuses Michael firs t to offer double the wage increase 

demanded by Mahan ' s  drivers (Mnhan with equal generosity says he will 

not take a penny from Mi chael ) , and then to put the tall-hnt on hi s 

head and lead 1'1arion into the danc e .  This is built to a climax by 

an imaginative use of s tage-craft : 

AB Michael puts his arm around her <tmi st) the ornament on 
her head rises into a graceful curvu1g horn , but he does 
not notice it.  At the same time. the Sergeant, having 
put an arm around Lornu, moves in the dnnce too . � 
he does s o ,  the ornament on her head, too, becomes a 
curving horn, but he does no t notice i t .  Then Mchan 
goes over s teal thily to Loreleen, who is watching the 
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others , and stabs her shyly in the ribs with.a finger. � 
turns , smiles , takes hold of his arm, and puts it round her 
waist .  Then the two of them join the others in moving�round 
to the beat of the music, the cock-like crest in Loreleen ' s  
hat rising higher as she begins to move in the dance. 
After a few moments , the dance quickens . the excitement g�ows, 
and the men stamp ou.t the measure of the music fiercely, 
while the three women begin to whirl around them with ardour 
and abandon. While the excitement is at its height, a loud, 
long peal of thunder is heard. and in the mids;t of it, with a 
sliding, rushing pace , Father Domineer appears in the gateway, 
a green glow enveloping him as he glares down at the swinging 
dancers , and as a,,lusty crow from the Cock rings out through 
the garden. le;.� 
The dancers , excepting Loreleen. suddenly stand stock still ,  
then fall on one knee , facing the priest, their heads bent in 
shame and some dismay. Loreleen dances on for some few moments 
longer, the music becoming softer, then she slowly ends her 
dance to face forwards towards the priest ,  the Messenger con
tinuing to play the tune , very softly. very faintly nmr. (pp . 1 83-4 ) 

This , as Professor Armstrong has pointed out , is the turning-p9.int 

of the play for Loreleen and the women "are on the point of humanising 

them ( the men) when Father Domineer enters and breaks the spell. 11 55 

The final movement of the scene sees an abrupt change in tone and 

subj ect-matter. The priest ' s  bitter condemnation of the dancing and 

Michael and Mahan ' s  abj ect  repentance follow naturally on the term-

ination of the dance , but immediately after comes the second of the 

incidents to which Cowasj ee and others have taken exception. Father 

Domineer suddenly turns his attention to the matter of one of Mahan ' s  

lorry drivers ( a  man not previously mentioned in the play) who is 

apparently living in sin, and orderq Mahan to dismiss him. Mahan 

demurs ,  but then the lorry driver himself enters and the priest takes 

up the attack directly. When the driver refuses to give up his 

woman Domineer loses control of himself and 

in an ungovernable burs t of fury • • •  lunges forward, and strikes 
the Lorry Driver swiftly and savagely on the side of the head. 
The man falls heavily; lies atill for a moment ;  tries feebly 
to rise i. falls down again1and lies gui te still . (p .  1 88) 

The man, of course,  is dead. The scene then ends quickly wi th the 
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pri es t pro testing that he had only intended " to adminis ter a rebuke" 

and claiming in extenuation that he has "murmured an act of con-

tri tion into the poor man ' s  ear11 , to which Robin replies (playing very 

s oftly) , " It would have been far fitther , Father , if you ' d  murmured 

one into your own. " 

Thi s ,  although based on a true incident , is a savage episode and 

one canno t blame Irish C�tholics for obj ecting to it . I t  is also 

tactically clumsy because of the lack of preparation and the stylistic 

jump from Domineer ' s  entrance in the manner of a pantomime villain to 

the s tark realism whi ch follows . The shock is hard for an audi ence 

to take . Nevertheless in the patterni11g of the play the epis ode , or 

s omething like i t ,  is necessary. Krause puts the point well when he 

comments ,  " this brutal act of violence • • •  indicates that Nyadnanavery 

can be ruthless as well as ridiculous . The satiric sport continues 

in the final s cene , but the comedy is noli darkened by tragic 

implications . " 56 

The change of tone is immediately apparent when the curtain rises 

on Scene 3 :  

I t  is towards dusk in the garden now . The sun is setting and. 
the skY shows it . The rich blue of the sky has given place to 
a rich yellow, slashed with green and purple.  The flagpole 
s tands black agains t the green and yellow of the sky, and the 
flag, now, has the same sombre hue • • •  the house has a dark look , 
s ave where a falli shaft from the sun turns the window above 
the porch int o a golden eye of light . p . 1 90 

The "golden eye of light" in the surroundillg gloom sugges ts , of c ourse ,  

the dwindling potential for joy which yet remains in Michael ' s  house 

but is to be finally extinguished there in the course of the scene . 

The capture and humiliation of Loreleen marks the exac t point at which 

thi s  happens , for afterwards there are no magical j es ts to relieve 

the bleakness of the events which end the play . Up until this point , 
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however, the Cock gives his enemies quite a run for their money. 

As was noted earlier, the blocking of this final scene is more 

complex than the earlier two . In Scene 2 comic business ,  especially 

with the enphanted whiskey bottl� is developed over several episodes , 

but Scene 3 makes use of a more complicated technique of overlapping 

incidents and encounters , togebher wi th a more rapid succession of 

entrances and exi ts ,  as the action accelerates towards the climax. 

After the climactic episode in w·hich Loreleen is banished, however; 

the pace of the action slows down for the final series of departures 

which is interrupted only by the melancholy return of Julia before the 

last of the Cock ' s  followers , Robin Adair, goes after the others and 

�-1. .. -Jhael Marthraun is left alone on stage. 

For some time from the beginning of the scene " the sounds of 

drumming, occasionally pierced by the shrill notes of a fife, can be 

heard" and Lorna reveals in the opening speech that all the police 

and the soldiers are out hunting for the Cock, "with th ' bands to give 

them courage . "  (p. 1 90 ) The tempo of the onstage action is slow at 

first .  Michael has gone with Father Domineer to  fetch bell , book 

and candle to exorcise the house �  leaving Mahan sittir� at the table 

miserably totting up the figures of his expected losses now that the 

workers are on strike and his best lorry driver is dead. Illogically 

he blames the Cock for his troubles ,  and on cue the bird 

suddenly �lides in, weavin� a way between Mahan at the table ,  
and Lorna, circling the garden, and finally disapearing round 
the gable end of the house ; the dance tune softly keeps 
time with his movements . (p. 1 91 ) 

Neither Lorne. nor Marion, who are also present r see the Cock, and i ts 

appearance to Mahan alone may be taken as foreshadowing the attempt 

he makes shortly to have a rendauous with Loreleen. 

Now O ' Casey begins to juxtapose sequences relating to several 



1 95 

plot strands and groupr; of characters . fhchael enters with Father 

Domineer and his assistant , One-eyed Larry, and they go ins ide the 

house to purge i t  of i ts " evil influences" . Mahan .. Lorna and Marion 

remain in t re  garden, and a few moments later " The roll of� drum is 

heard and a great boo-ing. " Marion rushes to the wall and exclaims 

that Loreleen is running towards them, "hell for leather. " 11 Loreleen 

• • •  dashes through the gateway to Lorna, who catches her in her arms . 

Clumps of grass and sods of turf, and a few stones follow Loreleen in 

her rw�h along the road . While Father Domineer is preparing his 

exorcism within the house ,  a wi tch-hunt , for which he is largely 

responsible, is btulding up outside . Lorna and Marion dash down the 

road to give the villagers a piece of their minds , thus leaving Lore-

leen in the garden with Sailor Mahan. 

Having established an angry mood of mob violence in the surround-

ing countryside and foreshadow·ed a bitter conflict within the house,  

O ' Casey allows a brief interlude in the fragile peace of the garden. 

The old sailor , partly out of sympathy for the girl and partly out of 

desire for her, offers to give her money to flee the country if she 

will meet him that night in the Red Barn. Though he claims his 

" sails  of love are reefed at last" , he goes somewhat s tiffly through 

a series of acrobatic movements as he speaks " to sho"l'r Loreleen the 

youthfulness of his old age . " These actions , like the conversation 

which they counterpoint , " though not done in a hurry, are done �uickly 

as if he wanted to say all he had to say before any interruption. 11  {f' 1Cj5) 
After a long period of uneasy collaboration wi th Michael , Sailor 

Mahan is now going his own way . but time haS almost  run out for him. 

Mahan ' s  proposal is still unresolved , however, when the proceed-

ings inside the house erupt into noisy confusion; It is a repeat of 

the eviction episode in Scene 1 ,  but with Father Domineer taking the 
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place of the Messenger the damage and destruction is on a vas tly 

greater scale : 

The house shakes ;  a sound of things moving and crockery 
breaking comes from it ;  several flashes of lightning spear 
out through the window over the porch ; and the flag-pole 
wags drunkenly from side to side . Marion and Lornn appear 
on the pathway outside the wall , and hurry along into the 
garden .just as One-E;yed Larry comes running out of the house ,  
his face beset �ri th fear • • •  

One-Eyed Larry (excitedly) . I t ' s  sturtin ' in earnest!  
There ' s  a death-sthruggle goin '  on in there ! Poor Father 
Domineer ' s  got a bad black eye , an ' Niclcy Jl1arthraun 1 s  coat 
is torn to tntthers ! (p . 1 96 )  

This is  merely the beginning of  the battle ,  a " death-struggle"  which 

though presented in comic terms clearly suggests an Irish Armageddon. 

One-£yed Larry gives a running commentary as " The house shakes worse 

than before , and seems to lurch over to one side . " (p . 1 97 )  His 

words build to a frenzied climax in which the real nature of the con-

flict is made manifes t :  

I t ' s now or never for them an '  for us . They ' re terrible 
povmrful spirits .  Knocked th ' bell outa me hand, blew out 
th ' candle, an ' tore th ' book to threads ! Thousands of them 
there are, led be th 1 bigger ones - ICissalass > VelvetJrighs , 
Reedabuck� Dancesolong, an ' Sameagain. Keep close . Don ' t  
run .  They might want help . (Screeches like those of barn 
owls are heard from the house, with the u too-vthi t, too-whoo"of 
other kinds 1 the cackling of hens, and the loud cawing of 
c,rows . Frantically pushing his >my to the back of the others ) 
Ooo� Let me get back, get back! The house shakes again ;  
the flag-pole totters and falls flat ; blue and red lightning 
flashes from the window, and a great peal of thunder drums 
through the garden. Then all becomes suddenly silent • • •  ( p. 1 98) 

There is a suspenseful pause before Lorna sees something coming from 

the house and all the watchers ( except Loreleen who has been calm and 

unperturbed throughout )  race for the shelter of the garden wall . 

Only their heads appear above it �  as Father Domineer and Michael limp 

from the house , battered and begrimed but elated.  The priest claims 

victory and tells the women to go in and tidy the house . apparently 

oblivious of the fact t��t it has been all but destroyed and that the 
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Irish flag lies in the dust .  

But in fac t  the battle i s  not over yet .  Hearing from 1Jiichael 

that Loreleen reads "evil books " , the priest furiously orders them to  

be brought from the house for burning . Copies of Voltuire and 

"Ullisississies , or s omething" are produced , but Loreleen snntches 

them away and runs off down the road . The flen are suddenly powerless 

to move their limb s ,  and tho Cock " springs over thevall , and pirouettes 

in and out between them as they s tand s tuck to the ground . "  The 

Sergeant appears and in attempting to point his gun at the Cock menaces 

in turn Michael and Mnhan. The scene suddenly goes dark as 

two squib-like shots are heard , followed by a clash of thunder • • .  
The returning light shovrs that Father Domineer is no t there ; 
that Michael and Mahan are s tretched out on the round · � 
that One-Eyed Larry is half over the w&ll • • •  p. 2 02 

This sudden reversal ends the first movement of the scene . 

Domineer has been carried off by the Cock and Michael and Mahan 

accidentally sho t by the Sergeant, though miraculously the bullet 

( bigger than a cigar) has done thcfl no harm. (The realis tic 

Father 

justification for this rout of the representatives of righteousness is,  

no doubt,  Loreleen 1 s escape vTith the heretical books . ) However, the 

C o ck ' s  triumph is only temporary. Though Mahan, after a final qunrrel 

wi th Michael over the wages issue,  sets out to help Loreleen, word s oon 

arrives that the priest has been rescued . 

The final s +age of the fantas tic battle cones 1-d th the raising of 

a magical wind . Michael is blown all over the garden but Lorna and 

Marion are unaffec ted by the blas t .  A cumulative series of entrances 

by Father Domineer ' s  allieo , each desperately battling agains t the 

gus ts , emphasises the build to the final climax. The firs t to  arrive 

is One-Eyed Larry. He is blown along the road and into the garden 

("holding on tens ely to the wais tband of hi s trousers " ) shouting that 
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Father Domineer has been "snatched from the claws of the demon Cock .  

an '  carried home safe on th'  back of  a white duck! " In revenge � he 

claios , the Cock has 

raised a fierce \<Tind be th ' beat of his wings , an ' i t ' s  tossin 1 
cattle on to their backs ; whippin ' th ' guns froo th ' hands of 
Civic Guard an ' soldier; so thnt th ' guns go sailin ' through 
th ' sky like cranes ; an ' th ' \<lind ' s tearin ' n t the clothes of 
th ' people.  I t  1 s only be hard holdin 1 that I can keep me o1m 
trousers on! ( pp. 206-7 ) 

In a moment the Bollnan is blown in , ringing his bell and holding onto 

his waist-band, as he shouts for everyone to tnke cover from the Demon 

Cock which is 11 rippin ' th ' clouds outa th ' sky, because Father Domineer 

was snatched mmy fron hira, an ' carried home , fit an ' well , on the 

back of a speckled duck! " A furious nrgument over the colour of the 

duck breaks out between One-eyed Lnrry and the Bellman, 57 and then 

the Sergeant is blown in minus his trousers and with his face there-

fore "almost convulsed with fear and shame. " ( p . 208) He adds to the 

confusion by announcing that the priest was saved by a barnacle goose, 

and then is sent by Michael into the house to pu t  on a pair of his 

trousers . No'I'T Robin the Messenger arrives , s oftly playing his 

accordion and unaffected by the wind which has increased to a gale 

but disturbs nothing in the garden except the other men who again 

"grip their waist-bands and begin to make sudden movements to and 

fro, as if dragged by an invisible force. " ( p. 2 1 0 ) . Finally the 

Sergeant comes from the house ('\'Tearing to rHchael ' s fury his " best 

Sunday black" trousers ) but is immediately caught up by the wind and, 

like the others , battles desperately to preserve his respectnbility.  

The panic is at i ts height v1hen Father Domineer appears o.t the gate-

vmy. 

A gust of wind, fierce and shrill, that preceded him, declines 
into a so.d >mil, and ceases al together,leaving a sombre silence 
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behind i t .  Father Domineer ' s  hair is tossed about ; he has 
a wild look in his eye s ,  and he carries a walking-s tick to 
help him surmount the limp from the hurt he got when he was 
warring i'l'i th evil spirits . 

Father Domineer (s tormi ly) . S top where yous are! No hidin ' 
from the enemy! Back to hell wi th all bad books , bad plays , 
bad pic tures , and bad thoughts ! C o ck o '  th ' north , or c o ck 
o '  th ' s outh , we ' ll down darry doh down him yet .  Shoulder to 
shoul der 9 an ' step t ogether against th ' onward rush of 
pagani sm! Boldly tread , firm each foot , erec t  each head ! ( p . 2 1 1 ) 
The magi c wind is thus revealed as,  in reali ty, the self-induced 

hys teria of the priest and his followers . The only way of abating i t ,  

therefore, is by means of a s capegoat , and one i s  now provided . The 

comedy is over as , led by Shanaar, the two Rough Fellows drag in Lore-

le en. 

She has been caught in a car with Sai l or Mahan trying to put his arm 

around her. The crowd has pelted Mahan back to hi s home_, whi�e_,..,,_.,. __ _. 

Rough Fellows have man-handled her to the Pries t ( s tealing in the 

process the five pounds whi ch Mru1an had given her to ge t out of the 

country) . Fortunately Robin is on hand t o  prevent further physi cal 

harm coming to Loreleen, but Father Domineer (who ignores the the ft ) 
rains down curs es on her head , then orders her to trudge into banish-

ment wi thout money o r  fresh clothing. She do es not go alone : 

As Loreleen reaches the gate, Lorna runs out of the hous e .  
She is wearing a dark-red cloak, and carries a gre en one 
over her arm . She has a fairly large rucksack strapped 
on her back . 

Lorna calli as she runs out of the house • Loreleen !  
Loreleen ha�ts but does no t turn her head . Loreleens I go 

with you ! (Lorna shoves Father D omineer aside at the gate-
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Ttm.y, ' nourly knocks .J>2w.nno.r over, and hurries to Loreleen. 
Draping the green cloak over Loreleen ' s  shoulders) I go wi th 
you, l ove . I ' ve got a s throP� pair of shoes in the sack you 
can put on when we ' re free from th 1 Pri est an ' his rabbl e .  
Lift u p  your hear t ,  lass : w e  g o  n o t  towards an evi l ,  but leave 
an evil behind us ! ( They go slowly out together. ) ( p . 2 1 7 ) 
Loreleen 1 s  banishment concludes the second movement of the scene 

and , in effec t ,  brings the c onflict of the play to an end . The brief 

final movement has , therefore , s omethir.g of the nature of an epilogue . 

Father Domineer leaves , telling Michael as he goes , " th '  demon is 

conquered- you can live peaceful an ' happy in your own home now. " 

But the home is wrecked and Michael ' s  wife and daughter have left 

him . Shanaar acts as a Job ' s co ' .fc: .  ter whi l e ,  in counterpoint� the 

Mess enger plays s oftly on his accordion and sings : 

Oh, woman gracious , in golden garments , 
Through life ' s  dark places ,  all glintin ' go ; 
Bring man , in search of th ' truth tremendous , 
Th 1 j oy that ev ' ry young lad should lcnow . (p . 2 1 8) 

Despi te her love for Robin , Marion now decides to follow the o ther 

women because "a whi sper of l ove in this place bites away some of the 

soul ! "  Shanaar then makes a furtive exi t when he s ees Julia being 

brought back on her s tretcher. Thus only Robin and Michael remain in 

the garden as she is silently carried in , " c overed with a rug, black 

as a winter ' s  sky • • •  its s ombre hue • • •  enlivened only by the chalk-

whi te face of the dying girl . 11 In contrast wi th her departure , there 

are no crowds or digni taries to greet her now. The Messenger gives 

her what he c omfort he co.n , and then, af ter she is carried away , takes 

up his accordion and foll ows after hi s lov e ,  playing and s inging 

softly as he goes . The young and lively are leaving Ireland , and 

only the dying or the dead in s piri t  remain. 

This ,  as Krause remarks , " is no t a very joyous conclusion for 

a play about joy . " 58 I t  does no t ,  however, negate the " openness" of 
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Like Shmf in Heartbreak House , 0 1  Casey 

is offering a grim warning of the consequences of negativism (here 

deliberate rather than involuntary) at the same time as he passionately 

affirms his positive values . The ending, therefore , should not be 

taken literally as expressing a view of hopelessness and pessimism. 

In fact the last words that the audience hears from the stage are those 

of the Messenger ' s  love song which, even in exile, will continue to be 

sung . Of far greater significance than this detail 1  however is the 

enchanted Cock whose Dionysiac presence do�inates the play and whose 

triumphant crow calls the tune of most  of the action. 

Technically, perhaps , the play may not appear quite as " open" as 

some of O ' Casey ' s  other works (such as Jhe Plough and Within the Gates ) 

where the episodic patterning is "blocked" more in terms of the whole 

ensemble of characters . Here for most of the action the two " oul ' 

butties" hold the centre of the stage i@parting a considerable measure 

of linear continuity; and, moreover, the nature of the conflict tends 

to polarise the charactors into two broad groups . Nevertheless the 

structure does draw attention to a variety of characters with 

different attitudes and shades of opinion, and the episodic pattern

ing enables O ' Casey to make sudden shifts in tone and subj ect-matter 

which emphasise various fncets of the central conflict .  If , super

ficially, the struggle behreen the opposing sides appears to be too 

much of a black and white affair, a closer look at the text reveals 

a number of clearly marked diotinctions between the degrees of 

innocence and culpability of the various characters . By his unique 

interweaving of fantasy and reality and his use of a rich variety of 

contrasted character types , O ' Cascy turns Marthraun ' s  house and gar

den into a microcosm which is representative not merely of Ireland 
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but of everywhere the forces of freedom and repression j oin in 

confli c t .  For thes e reasons Cock-a-Doodle Dandy i s - undoub tedly an 

" open" play in s truc ture as well as s piri t .  

Finally i t  should be noted that 0 1 Casey 1 s  s tyle of symbolic 

.fantasy , though original in conception and execution, mves a good 

deal to the traditional fo rms and ingredients of comic theatre . 

David Kraus e has drawn attention t o  a number of these which may be 

de tec ted in the play : 

The fantas tic village of Nyadnanave , that Nes t of Knaves and 
Quacks , was conceived wi th s omething of the irreverent 
mockery that l ed Ari s tophanes to ridicule Athenian mythology 
when in The Birds he created Nepheloc cygis ,  that Cloud.Cuckoo 
land which is literally and figuratively, for the birds . 
O ' Cas ey ' s bedlam of hocus-pocus miracles and prat-falls follows 
the tradi tional antics of the music-hall and circus theatre , 
the low comedy of Plautus and Shakespeare and Boucicault . 
Religious quacks like Shanaar and One-eyed Larry have their 
s ecular counterparts in Plautine and Jons onian c omedy. Irish 
buffo ons like Marthraun , Mahan , the sergeant , the Bellman and 
the Porter, can be f ound in Boucicaul t ,  and they have their 
Anglu-Saxon counterparts in Shakes peare . In fact,  all these 
tradi tionally c omi c devices and charac ters have been reshaped 
and recreated with the mark of 0 1 Casey 1 s  originality: his 
theatrical ins tinc t for uninhibited fun, hi s mock-heroic 
deflation of the pompous and the absurd.

59 

To these elements from popular theatrical traditions mus t be added 

those from ballads , folk s ong and dance and local mythology whi ch are 

simi larly worked by O ' Casey into the fabri c of the play. Only one 

contemporary playwright has demonstrated a comparable capaci ty to draw 

copi ously from such a varie ty of tradi tions and s tamp the finished 

work with the unmi stakable mark of his own outlook and personality. 

That playwright i s ,  of c ours e ,  John Arden. 
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IV 

What I am deeply concerned with is the problem of trans
lating the concrete life of today into terms of poetry that 
shall at the one time both illustrate that life and set it 
within the historical and legendary tradition of our 
culture . 60 

This s tatement from " Telling a True Tale" an essay written by 

John Arden in 1 960 , is a key one for the understanding of his dramatic 

ni� . Each of the elements in it is important and needs to be con

sidered separately (as well as , finally. in coliibir.�.ation) in order to  

appreciate the special quality of  his " open" technique. These 

elements , to res tate them a little more fully and in a slightly 

changed order 9 are : Arden ' s concern vri th the " concrete" (i . e .  public) 

issues of today; his use of the hard-edged techniques of traditional 

forms ( especially the various types of popular and traditional ballads  

but also medieval , Elizabethan and Victorian theatrical forms ) ; and 

his employment of this material and these forms not for the purpose of 

propaganda but for " the celebration of his lt1use and her part in his 

6 1  personal world. " 

Although the form, s tyle and settings of some of Arden ' s  plays may 

disguise the fact ,  virtually all his plays relate to significant con-

temporary issues and events ; The Waters of Babyl on ( 1 957 ) was " partly 
62 

a satire on MacMillan ' s  Premium Bond Scheme" ; Live Like Pigs ( 1 958) 

"was based on something which happened in Barnsley • • •  when a council 

house was given to a family of squatters" ; 63 " one of the things that 

�1 ( 1  ) . c ,. 64 
set off Serjeant � usgrave ' s Dance 959 was an incident 1n yprus • ;  

The Happy Haven ( 1 960)  is about the treatment of old people in 

ins ti tutions ; The Workhouse Donkey ( 1 963 )  deals wi th the politics o f  

Arden' s  home town, Barnsley ( the chief constable controversy being 

"based upon a row they had in Nottingham a few years ago"65) ; 
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Arden ' s  reading of " Conor Cruis e  O ' lkien ' s  book about Katanga" 66 

provided the impetus for Armstrong' s Las t  Goodnight ; and ( to move to 

a more recent play ) The Ballygombeen Beques t ( 1 972 ) is specifically 

concerned with the contemporary poli tical troubles in Northern Ireland 

" because lie [Arden and Margare tta D ' ArciJ were living next door and 
67 saw it happen and wanted to help . "  The same contemporary con-

sciousnes s  permeates the apparently remote his torical subjec t-matter 

of The Business of G ood Government ( 1 960 ) , Left-Handed Libert[ ( 1 96 5 ) , 

The Hero Rises Up ( 1 96 9) and �ne I s land of the Mighty ( 1 972 ) . As 

Professor John Russell Erown has c ommented : 

Behind Arden 1 s  sinple, s trong and ac tive figures lies a 
concern for general problems of contemporary so ciety : 
pacifism> public welfare , heal th service,  management � 
public images and personal values � poli tical expediency, 
work , intellectualism , protes t ,  and so forth . In writing 
a play, l�den is concerned to illustrate atti tudes and 
explore a problem. 68 

Arden ' s  exploratory attitude to hi s subject-mat ter needs to be 

s tressed . Although his political sympathies lmve become more overtly 

left-wing in recent years6 9  he has for the mos t  part maintained a 

s crupulous cri tical detachment in his treatment of the charac ters and 

si tuations in his plays . This , as John Russ ell Taylor has pointed 

out , has frequently confused and ups et audi ences and theatre cri tics : 

His work would be perfectly easy for audiences if he attacked 
morality ;  that would be sho cking (even now, s ince c on
ventions s til l rule when convic tions have flagged ) , i t  would 
be ' provocative ' ,  and mos t important of all it would imply 
by categorically rej ec ting c ertain s tandards that these s tandards 
nevertheless existed - there would s till be clear, dramatic 
blacks and whi t e s ,  oven if they did no t ah<ays come in the ex
pected places . But ins tead , and much more puzzlingly � he 
recogni zes an infini tude of moral s tandards , all vTi th their 
claims to consideration and all qui te distinc t from the 
individuals who hold them and try, more or les s imperfec tly, 
to put them into practice . 70 
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Commenting on these observations , .�den has s tated : 

This is just the way my mind naturally runs . I ahmys 
resent plays in which the audience is broug.ht in by the 
author to take one side of the ar&ument . I feel that the 
extremely involved problems that 1'1e are up against today 
-- war, sex, or whatever -- are so complicated that you 
can ' t  just divide them up into black and white . It  is 
the job of the playwright to demonstrate the complexity,  
to try to  elucidate it by the clarity of his demonstration. 

71 

1rlri ting plays for Arden is�  therefore , not so much a matter of 

providing himself with a public platform from which he can promulgate 

his ideas as a means by which he can discover and , to some extent , 

crys talliz e them: 

All the time I find I am writing,  partly indeed to express 
what I know, feel ,  and see , but even more to tes t the truth 
of my knowledge , feelings and vision. I did not fully 
understand my own feelings about pacifism until I wrote 
Serjeant Musgrave : nor about old age until I wrote � 
Happy Haven. Even yet ,  both plays seem to leave �uch un
resolved about the questions they raise.  I see myself as 
a practitioner of an art which is both Public and Exploratory. 
The e�ploring is done in public and is therefore full of 
danger. 72 

Arden ' s  usage of traditional poetic and theatrical techniques ,  

together with historical settings in many o f  his plays , has been of 

the utmost importance to his aim of demonstrating and elucidating 

" the complexity • • •  by the clarity of his demonstration. "73 The 

direct,  concise narrative technique of the ballad, where " the 

colours are primary" , the characters are seen "at  moments of alarm-

ing crisis , comic or tragic" , and the "action goes as in Japanese 

films -- fron sitting down everyone suddenly springs into furious 

running with no faltering, intermediate steps"74 , imparts a quality 

of immediacy to  his handling of dramatic action. Ambiguity in his 

plays comes no t from the blurring of details but from the jux-

taposition of sharply-contrasted images . Professor Brown has noted 

how, for example, each new character enters in a manner which 
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instantly defines him :  

In Arden ' s  plays • • •  entries are bold, explici t, efficient. 
The dramatis t ' s  job seems to be that of bringing a new 
figure on s tage , labelled clearly and func tioning directly. 
Each new charac ter is thero in his own right , s peaking and 
acting, as well and as efficiently as he can ,  on behalf of s ome 
notion or idea as c onceived by the author . 75 

Thi s i s  essentially what happens in ballads , whether folk , s tree t ,  or 

music-hall ,  and it is als o  the pr actice in many tradi tional forms of 

drama , including Plautine farce , moralities , humours c omedy and melo-

drama . Shaw and 0 ' Casey among modern playwrights introduce their 

characters in a similar manner . On the o ther hand , the method is 

alien to naturalis tic drama whi ch, more often than no t ,  is primarily 

c oncerned wi th the s tudy of character rather than the portrayal of 

action. 

Arden ' s  characters waste no time on introductions because they 

have much to do in a short time . Here again his reliance on " open" 

s taging te chniques drawn from various presentational forms of theatre 

and drame is important .  Though he carefully suits the nature o f  the 

s taging to the particular s tyle and period of the individual plays , 

the variety of theatrical te chniques he has called on for the rapid 

juxtaposi tion of characters , scenes and incidents is as tonishing : 

" groove and shut ter" s cenery in The Waters of Babylon, the " exploded 

house" setting in Live Like Pigs , Eli zabethan 1 1open" s taging in The 

Happy Haven and ( in a more c omplex manner) The Workhouse Donkey, 

medieval mansions in Arms trong' s Last Goodnight, and Brechtian title-

curds or projec tions for the scenes in The Hero Rises UTh are merely 

s ome of the mos t  s triking pres entational dovices used . In addi tion, 

charac ters frequently address the audi ence direc tly, ei ther in s ong 

or s peech, and in a number of the plays (notably The \'/aters of 

Babylon , The Happy Haven , The Workhous e Donkey, Arms trong' s La s t  



K E Y :  

FIGURE 1 7: Scenario graph of THE WATERS OF BABYLON by John Arden 

ACT 1 

Krank's 
house. 

ACT 2 

SCALE : 1 cm = 5 pages text (Penguin ed i tion) 

On stage .. Ginger crosses a! 
above the stage Bl 

ACT 3 

Basement area Town Hal l .  



207 

Goodnight , Lef t-Handed Lib erty and The I sland of the Mighty) 
principal charac ters are used as presenters of much of the action. 

This use of presenters and dire c t  addre ss serves to bridge tho . 

gap be hm en stage and audi torium � and also helps to provide continui ty 

for the many scenes and epis odes in a typi cal Arden play. 

As the foregoing comments sugges t ,  the s truc tures of Arden ' s  plays 

are both varied and c GOplex . These quali ties , indeed, go a l ong way 

toward explaining why none of the major plays has been well received 

by critics and audiences at its firs t  showing. However .  certain 

general fea tures in the ltblo cking" patterns do tend to recur . A 

brief dis cus s ion of the " blocking " of three of the plays - 1h.2, 

Waters of Bubyl on, Serjeant Musgrave ' s  Dance and Arms trong' s Las t 

Go odnight -- will s erve to indicate some of these recurring s tructural 

features before The Workhouse Donkey is analys ed in detail as a 

charac teris tic example of Arden ' s  " open" form of drama. 

The 1faters of Babylon (see Figure 1 7 ) , the firs t of J ... rden ' s s tage 

plays to be produced, i llustrates s everal typical features of hi s 

theatrical patterning in a fairly extreme 1 if c omparatively 

rudioentary , form. Though the li st of charac ters is short ( compe.red 

wi th tho se for many of the later plays ) , the pluy has a peculiarly 

fragmented quali ty which ari ses partly from the sharp contrasts in 

pers onali t ies and mo tivati ons betwe en each of the charac ters , and 

partly from the extremely episodic nature of the ac tion. Some half-

do zen different locations are required in the course of the play� to

ge ther with several short linking episodes whi ch are scenically 

neutral . Arden ' s  suggested use of the " groove and shutter" 

te chni que of s cene-changing and hi s practice of often having 

chara c ters remain on s tage during the cha1�es keeps the action going, 
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but do es not disguise the epis odic character of a play in which each 

charac ter contributes hi s own sub-pl o t .  Frequently ,  indeed , the 

s taging is designed to emphasise the vari ety of plots , int�rests and 

attitudes whi ch are confli cting wi th each o ther. Notable examples 

of this are the Speaker ' s  Corner scene with Cal�gua, Loap and Henry 

Ginger simultaneously cra ting from their s tands , and the basement 

s c ene in whi ch Krank ' s  mis tress es descend on him one af ter another 

while Faul s e ts up his bomb factory and Henry Ginger walks silently 

back and forth across the s tage above . 

The ��agmented quali ty of the play i s  no t ,  however, indicative 

of s tructural incompetence on Arden ' s  part , even though it does make 

the uc tion( s ) difficul t for the audience to follow. It is , in fac t ,  

express ive of the personal vision and experience o f  the central 

character , Sigismnnfred Kranki ewic z; (Krank) , who lends a double life 

as pimp and archi tec t .  This fact immediately results i n  a sharp 

c ontrast be tween the two bas ic movements of Act 1 ,  the firs t set for 

the most part in his lodging house-cum-bro thel and the s ec ond in the 

architect ' s  office . The problem of keeping a protagonist ' s  Je kyll ·./ 
and Hyde existence in motion would be enough for mos t playwrights 

but Arden complicates matters further by raising the spec tre of a 

previous career of Krank , thereby involving him no t only in personal 

problems but in municipal and poli tical ones as well . Thus , though 

Krank acts as the presenter of much of the action he is qui te unabl e 

to control i t .  His personal philos o�hy i s  summed u p  in a s peech he 

makes (violently) to an activi s t  competrio t :  

The world i s  running cad in every dire c tion. 
It i s  quicksilver, shattered here,  here,  here, here, 
All over the floor. Go on, hurtle over i t ,  
Chas e i t ,  dear Paul . But I choose to follow 
Only such fragments as I can easily catch, 
I catch them, I keep them such time as I choos e ,  
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Then roll them a"imy and fol l ow ano ther .  
Is tha t philosophy? I t  is n reas on, anyway • • •  ( p. 81 ) 

Ultimately the struc ture of the play, however, i ronically negates 

thi s c laim . In the f inal moveoent of het 3 the proliferation o f  

confli c ting plo ts , personali ties and interes ts result s  i n  a scene 

of rio tous confusion "iThi ch is eventually resolved only by the 

acci dental shooting of Krank . For the firs t and only time in the 

play , the disparate charac ters achieve a measure of unanimi ty as they 

s ing a four-par t round over the corpse of the protagonis t .  

I n  S erjennt Musgrave ' s  Dance the 1 1blocking 11 pattern ( see Figure 

1 8) is s imi lar in overall shape but more sharply s chem .).tised . Here 

the li s t  of charac ters , though l onger , clearly subdivides int o a 

number of groups rather than remaining a mo tley collection of 

individuals. These groups inc lude the d es erters led by Musgrave , 

the women (Mrs Hi tchcock and Anni e ) , the local authori ti es (the Mayor, 

the Pars on and the cons table ) , the colliers l ed by Walsh, and , at the 

end of the play, the Dragoons . vli thin the groups ( except for the 

last whi ch merely res tores law and order) charac ters are differentiated 

by their temperaments and at ti tudes ( the three colliers for example ,  

are labelled respectively slow ,  pugnacious , and earne s t) , but the 

collective identity of e�ch group nevertheless remains clear through-

out the play. This is refl ected in the scenario graph by the number 

of s hared entrances and exi ts , and is also apparent in the grouping 

patterns indi cated by the stage-dire c tions . Only the bargee 1  

Crooked Joe Bludgeon who functions in the play as a satiric c omment-

ator and agent provocateur, does no t naturally belong to any group 

but s ides wi th each in turn, depending on 'ihere he s pies the main 

chance .  
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The three acts of the play are subdivided into eight clearly-

defined s cenes .  Here , unlike The Waters of Babylon, there is no 

linking of s c enes by charac ters remaining on s tage during the trans

itions ( except for the epilogue s cene at tllG end of Ac t 3) , but a 

sharp cutting from one scene to the nex t . 76 In Acts and 2 the 

scenes al ternate between dark , cold exterior settings (a canal wharf , 

a graveyard , a street at night) and the comparatively warm s e tting of 

the pub bar. This al ternation reflects the bas ic contrast between 

Musgrave 1 s  hard , fanat ical logic and tho " life and love" of Mrs 

Hi tchco ck and .t.nnie .  In the final s cene o f  Ac t 2 this contrast is 

further emphasised by the divie.ion of the s tage " into two distinct 

acting areas" ( p . 56 )  which enables the audi ence to simul taneously 

observe Musgreve ' s  nightmarish outburs ts in hi s bedroom and the en-

counters between Annie and the soldiers in the s table . As in �. 

Waters o f  Babylon, the action of the play culminates in the third act 

with a big s cene involving the entire cast and set on and around a 

public platform. ( In contrast to the night s cenes of Act 1 and 2 

where Musgrave ' s  purpose remains mysterious , i t  is significant that 

this s cene takes place in the clear light of early mor1ring . ) Here 

again the pro tagoni s t ' s  plans go awry , partly from accidental causes 

but mainly because of the conflic ting atti tudes represented on s tage , 

and a precarious unanimity ( here celebrated by a chain dance around 

the central platform) is achieved among the characters because of his 

las t-minute defea t .  However , in this play Arden adds a quiet 

epilogue ( the prison scene ) in order that the paradox betwee11 means 

and end exemplified by Musgrave should remain firmly in the minds of 

the audience when they leave the theatre . 

Ar@s trong' s Las t Good!right ( s ee Figure 1 9) is on a grander, 
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more panorami c s cale than The v1aters of Babyl on nnd S er,jeant 

Musgrave ' s  Dance . I t  requires a massive cas t ( some thirty charac ters 

plus extras ) ,  but thi s divides o b v i o u s 1 y into two bas ic groups , 

the Court and the Borderers , though there are c onflic ting factions 

and individuals wi thin ea ch .  The text divides the action into thre e 

ac ts with a grand t o tal of foarty-two s cenes , but the " s cenes" refer 

to s ignificant entrances and exits rather than to changes of locale . 

Scene shif ting i s ,  in fact , avoided entirely by the use of 

s imul taneous mansi ons . Thes e repres ent the Palace on s tage lef t ,  

the Castle o n  s tage righ t .  and the Fores t ( the dark and tangl ed region 

where treacherous deeds are co� t ted by members of bo th sides ) in 

the middle . In the three bas i c  movements of Act 1 Araen pres ents 

separa tely and in turn episodes s et in each of these lo cations , but 

in the foll owing ac ts he frequently makes us e of two of them, and 

oc casionally all three , s imultanoou0ly.1 • As he hims elf hns claimed77 

and the " blocking" pa ttern in s ome measure confi rms , this is the best 

c ons tructed of hi s major plays . The method of s taging allows an 

easy continuity between scenes , an� at the same tim� the effec ts of 

juxt�posi tion and counterpoint which ms draaatic vis ion demands. 

Arms trong' s Las t Goodnight thus combines the bes t struc tural qual i ties 

of Babylon and r1usgrave and has the additional advantage of an evenly

balanced c onflict between two dissimilar but well-matched antagonists:. 

Lindsay of the Palace and Gilnockie of the Cas tle . Signifi cantly , 

the ac tion of the play ends as it begins78 with a treacherous murder 

in the Fo res t ( Gilno ckie set ting up the firs t murder, and Lindsay 

the s econd ) , foll owed by a brief epilogue s poken from the roofs of 

the Cas tle and the Palace .  

There i s  � further as pe c t  of Arden ' s  struc tural technique which 
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cannot be detected or illustrated by the use of scenario graphs but 

which is of fundamental importance in the patterning of his plays . 

This is a matter of poetic instinct rather than of rational planning, 

his equivalent of 1'/hat Shaw referred to as the "something behind • • •  

[which] turns out to be the real mo tive of the whole creation. u79 
Arden has deacribed this aspect of his work by an analogy: 

The ancient Irish tnroic legends were told at dinner as 
prose tales , of invariable content but , in the manner of their 
telling, improvised to suit the particular occasion or the 
poet ' s  mood.  1ihen, however , he arrived at one of the emotional 
climaxes of the story such as the lament of Deirdre for the Sons 
of Usna or the sleep-song of Crairu1e over Diamaid , then he would 
sing a poem which he had by heart and which was always the same. 
So in a play, the dialogue can be naturalistic and " plotty" as 
long as the basic poetic  issue has not been crystallized. But 
when this point is reached , then the language becomes formal ( if 
you like , in vers� ,  or sung) , the visual pattern coalesces into 
a vital image that is one of the nerve-centres of the play.

80 

The significance of this analogy for Arden ' s  structural technique is 

further clarified by a comment he made during an interview about the 

writing of Serjeant Musgrave 1 s  Dance :  

I had three main visual images - the big market place scene , 
the scene with the soldiers in the stable at  night, and 
the soldiers ' arrival in the town. I find these almost 
'given '  scenes - from the ' muse ' if you like -- then the 
intellectual work comes in fitting them together : in finding 
out which characters are supposed to be in which scene , and 
how the scenes join up, I reach the hard-work-process of 
putting them together. This ,  of course , may result in the 
alteration of the original conception -- indeed it  usually 
does . I have always been surprised at the amount of my 
original play which has been retained from the draft I sent 
out . Sometimes I feel that a good deal more could have 
been changed. 81 

This use of visual and poetic images frequently imparts an under-

lying , almost subconscious , level to the structure and meaning of 

Arden 1 s plays . The images tend, in fact, to be drawn from the rich 

store of ' British '  folk tales , myths and legends which fascinates 

him and informs much of his work. Thus,  for example, images in 
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Ser.jeant Husgrave ' s  Dance suggest  the influence of the medievnl Mummer ' s 

Play of Plough Monday, traditionally "a  mime slaying of winter" , 82 and 

Musgrave ' s dance i teelf may well imply "a  grotesque parody" of the 

Christian equivalent of this ritual -- the Crucifixion. 83 Behind the 

contemporary themes and the extremely complex " blocking" pattern of 

The Workhouse Donkey, a similar mythic substructure operating through 

the force of "vital images" , may be detected opening out still further 

the meaning of the play. 

V 

Arden ' s  stRted aim in The Workhouse Donkey was to 

• • •  set on the stage the poli tics , scandals , sex-life and 
atmosphere of Barnsley, as I remember shocked Conservative 
elders talking about it in my youth, and -- while avoid
ing libel actions -- to deal with local personalities in 
a raucous Aris tophanic manner that would develop a poetic 
intensity from its very looseness . 84 

Although many of the characters and certain key incidents nrc derived 

from the town ' s  past ,  he considers the p�ay to be a modern one : 

I mean when i t  comes down to local politics , I would say 
that this is fairly accurate : somewhat simplified in order 
to squash it on to the stage . If one was writing a novel , 
one could get much more what you might call contemporary 
detail , but basically speaking you take a town like Wakefield 
or Pudsey or Barns� or any of those , they ' re run by 
councillors who are mostly elderly men ; the Labour Parties 
are pretty conservative up there ; they ' ve been based on a 
kind of Trade Union backing �nd there ' s  also a pretty strong 
non-conformist attitude to life , and it ' s  all a sort of a 
hangover from the nineteenth century. I may have exaggerated 
slightly for the purposeG of the play but I don ' t think that 
I ' ve given a false picture .

85 

The nineteenth-century flavour of the town nevertheless assisted him 

to create a more effective microcosm \'Ti th sharper and broader con-

trasts than would have been possible had he selected, for example, 

one of the new ,  artificially-created > industrial towns in the Midlands . 

Even Barnsley,  however, proved difficult to compress into manageable 
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bounds for the stage and Arden confesses in his introduction t o  the 

play, "My chosen subject-matter proved both labyrinthine and in

tractable • • •  "86 

The overall structure of The Workhouse Donkey is derived from 

Jonsonian comedy (as are those of several other Arden plays including 

Tho Happx PATen and Live Like Pigs ) . Arden openly acknowledges the 

debt : 

It ' s  based on the sort of Jonsonian type of comedy in which you 
get a fairly large cast , a contemporary theme with s ocial 
comment in it and then an elaboration of plot which is not 
realistic but fantastic �  ending up in a sort of classical shape 
to the play -- you know, the various threads of the plot 
culminating in a big scene at the end, for ins tance ,  in which 
everyone ' s  exposed , and the use of verse to give an extra 
dimension to the goings-on.

87 

The influence of Jonson is clear enough in these respects ,  but when the 

structure of The Workhouse Donkey is compared with that 0f Bartholomew 

Fair (which Arden has mentioned as a model for the s taging of lus play88) ,  

Jonson ' s  overnll frame can be seen as inherently possessing a social 

dimension of meaning which Arden ' a  does not .  The s tructure of Jonson' s  

play recreates the movement of the fair and thus functions effectively 

as an emblem of society when imbued with the spirit of saturnalia. As 

one commentator has put it ,  the play is ,  "Like the fair itself , the 

symbol of the spirit  of festivity, of joyous participation in the 

physicality, folly, and interrelatedness of all men. "89 Barnsley has 

much less coherence and force as a microcosm ;  i t  i s  merely a com-

paratively self-contained community w·i th a distinctive flavour. In-

stead of Jonson ' s  movement from booth to booth with the overall 

setting providing a symbolic context for the action of each scene, 

Arden has to move his action from place to place within his town and, 

in a much more piecemeal fashion, seek to build up a web of relation-
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ships which influences the fate of the central character on whom . 

ultimately, the meaning of his play depends . As for the spirit of 

saturnalia ( the Dionysiac attributes of "noise ,  disorder, drurkonnoss , 

lasciviousness , nudity, genero:.;ity, corruption, fertility and ease" as 

Arden identifies them in his introduction9° ) ,  this again, as will be 

shown later, largely depends on the pers onality and conduct of the 

protagonis t ,  though the playwright suggests "a certain air of 

caricature in the costumes and settings" 91 and incorporates a good 

deal of music-hall song and dance into the dialogue and action. 

Arden ' s  chosen subj ect-matter also gave him a time problem which 

Jonson took care to avoid:  "several years of political intrigue have 

had to be compressed into three hours of s tage-time . " 92 The 

difficulty of doing this successfully (and audiences did find the 

original National Theatre production of The Workhouse Donkey difficult 

to follow93) provoked Arden to speculate in his introduction to the 

play about a more "open" style of s taging than is possible in a con-

ventional theatre : 

• • •  I would have been happy had it been possible for The \•fork
house Donkey to have lasted, say, six or seven or thirteen 
hours (excluding interv�ls ) ,  and for the audience to come and 
go throughout the performance , assisted perhaps by a printed 
synopsis of the play from which they could deduce those scenes 
or episodes which would interes t them particularly and those 
which they could afford to miss .  A theatre presenting such an 
entertainment would, of course , need to offer rival attractions 
as well , and would in fact take on some of the characteristics 
of a fairground or entertainment park • • .  The design of the 
playhous e itself would need careful consideration, as clearly 
members of an audience continually movi Dg to and from their 
seats in a conventional building will cause intolerable dis
traction. But I am convinced that if what we laughably call 
' vital theatre ' is ever to live up to its name , some such 
casual or ' prom concert ' conception must eventually be arrived 
at . 94 

Here again it is not difficult to detect the influence of Bartholomew 

� which in i ts action from Act II on invi tes simultaneous s taging 
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with all the booths being visible at once to the audience . ( It is 

probably wildly unhistorical but nevertheless easy to imagine n per

formance of Jonson ' s  play in which the fair booths were all set out 

in the bear pit of the Hope Theatre and the groundlings mingled with 

the actors while the rest of the audience watched the spectacle from 

the surrounding galleries ! )  But Arden had to make do with the less 

flexible open stage facilities at Chichester , and create the impress-

ion of lively diversity by a succession of scenes pr 

the accepted time-limit of n conventional production. 

ted within 

It  is not 

surprising, +.hat his play seems ( to quote a genial criticism by 

John Russell Taylor) " to force a gallon into a pint pot . " 96 

The scenario graph for The Workhouse Donkey (see Figure 20) is 

the most complex of all those included in this study . The play has 

not only a large cast  and uses a considerable number of entrances and 

exits , but requires some eighteen changes of setting during its 

presentation. However, when its "blocking" pattern is compared with 

those of earlier Arden plays such as The Waters of Babylon and 

Serjeant Musgrave ' s  Dance ,  i t  can be seen that several technical 

devices have been carried over into The Workhouse Donkey whi ch to 

some extent diminish its complexity in performance . There is ,  for 

instance ,  a fluidity in the transitions from one scene to the next 

which is made possible partly through the use of scenic emblems rather 

than full sets , 97 but also through the frequent use of characters 

who remain on stage while the scenery is changed . The most notable 

of these is Dr Wellington Blomax who functions for much of the 

action as its presenter. 

Like the characters in The Waters of Babylon, the fifteen 

named characters " in the Donkey are all very busy indeed" and the 
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proliferation of sub-plots around the main action is intended 1 on 

Arden ' s  own admission, " to suggest  a much larger number of people 

than the cast in fact contains . 11 98 As in Ser,ieant Musgrave ' s  Dance 

and a number of the later plays, the cast lis t divides into a nunber 

of groups -- here identified by Arden as Labour, Conservative, � 

Police and The Electorate ( p. 1 2 ) -- but because most of the characters 

are motivated rather more by self-interest than group loyalty the use 

of these groupings does not greatly simplify the action. The 

characters often enter and exit with the other members of their group, 

but they also operate independently. 

The various scene locations can be broadly classified in a 

similar manner. Labour rules at the Town Hall but much of its 

business is conducted in an informal (not to say underhand) manner 

in the saloon bar of the Victoria and Albert Hotel. Sir Harold 

Sweetman, the leader of the Conserve ti ves .. has to operate from his 

own h�oe , but the shadier side of his activities is represented by 

the Copacabana Club until he finds it prudent to transform this 

establishment into the "Sweetman Memorial Gallery" . The Police , of 

course ,  operate from their Headquarters , and the re�aining settings 

(with the dubious exceptions of Blomax ' s  surgery and Gloria ' s  back 

garden) may be described as common ground. There is , however , a 

goodly amount of visiting (and, on occasion trespassing or even 

invasion) of hostile territory by members of the various groups. 

The act structure , as illustrated by the scenario graph appears 

clunsy and unbalanced. Acts 2 and 3 in the Mothuen edition are each 

only half the length of Act 1 which therefore seems disproportionately 

long. In its first production (by the National Theatre of Chiches ter) 

the play was presented in two parts . Charles Marowitz, reviewing 
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this production,  no ted : 

The play was conceived as a three-acter, and , divided in 
two , the material does no t properly res olve i tself . One 
should either have s caled i t  down to the given time s or 
insis ted on its natural full length . 99 

In theory, the National Theatr e ' s decision to  perform the play in two 

halves makes sens e in terms of the s cript ' s  running time and also in 

thematic terms : Act 1 showing the apparent triumph of the protagoni s t ,  

Alderman Charlie But terthwai te , and Acts 2 and 3 his downfall (or to  

be more precise,  his realisation of hi s true identity) . But this 

s olution does not work out satisfactorily in practice -- not for the 

reason which Marowitz advances , but because the strength of the 

climax at the end of Act 2 ,  (no t to mention the interval of a week 

whi ch is supposed to elaps e before the beginning of Act 3 ) demands 

an intermission at this point in the performanc e .  In s eeking t o  

condense his chosen subj ect-matter " into the bounds of conventi onal 

ac ting time" , Arden clearly failed to achieve a tidily balanced act 

s tructure . 

Tidiness , however, has never been an important virtue in Ardon ' s  

drama. (Nor for tha t matter, did i t  greatly c oncern e i ther Shnw or 

O ' Cascy. ) It is more important to no te the cctesion of the play as 

a whole than to cri ticise a lack of balance in i ts parts . The ivork-

house Donkey achieves shape and cohesion in several ways -- through 

a c omplex wob o f  intrigues depic ted in episodic scenes ironically 

commenting on each other by juxtaposition, through the rich and 

distinc tive flavour of Arden ' s  dinlogue and s ongs , and , especially, 

through his abili ty to make " the visual pat tern coalesce into • • •  

vi tal image ( s ) 11 which arc the " nerve-centres of the play"
1 00 

To 

demonstrate those matters i t  is necess ary to analys e the text move-

ment by movement . Whon this has boon done, i t  should be apparent 
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that the form of the play i s  expressive of the response of the 

community to the hubris and self-dis covery of the pro.tngonis t .  

Th0 firs t movement of Act 1 features a s cene of public ceremonial , 

as does the final movement of Act 3 .  The ceremonies are , res pect-

ively, the laying of the f oundation-stone of the nerT Police Hecdquart

crs and the o pening of The Sw.ee tman I-iomorial Gallery. The ironic 

contrasts wi thin and between these scenes arc numerous . The foun

dation-stone ceremony is combined wi th an official wel come to Colonel 

Feng , the town t s  new Chief Constable and an exemplar of official 

rectitude , but the s t one is laid by Alderman Charlie Butterthwait e ,  

unofficial czar of the Labour Party and " the only man i n  t own who 

really pumps the oil . " ( p . 1 9 ) The Sweetman Memorial Gallery, on the 

o ther hand , is a transmogrification of the Co pacabann Club, an 

expensive s trip j o int whi ch has become a political embarrassment for 

i t s  undercover mmer, Sir Harold Swectmnn. This public whi tmmshing 

is also the occasion of the effective expuls ion from the town of 

b oth Fcng and Butterthwai te . The contrast in the settings emphasises 

the reversals which take place in tho course of the action, but what is 

of even greater importance t o  the patterning of the play is that these 

are the only s cenes in which all the c onflic ting individuals and 

fac tions in the town submerge their differences and ac t with apparent 

unanimity . 

Dr Wellington Blomax is the first character to enter in the play, 

and his opening s peech, given while the o ther inhabi tants of the 

town assemble for the foundation-s tone laying ceremony, emphasises 

the parochial nature of the communi ty which is being presented on 

s tage ,  and somethi ng of i ts ( and his ) dubious moral c harac ter :  



BLm.VUC 
Ladies and �entlemen : let us suppose we go 
From St Pancras to Sheffield, 
To Doncaster from King ' s  Cross : 
By either route to Leeds . 

Enter MASONS 
Not very far to go , for us or the flight of a crow 
But involving geographically an appreciable mutation� ( I  moan in landscape , climate , odours , voices , food . ) 
I put it to you that such a journey needs 
In the roalm of morality an equal alteration. 

220 

Enter WIPER, LilliBER and PC ' s  as Guard of Honour 
I mean, is there anything you r�� believe to be bad? 
If you come to the North you might well think it  good . 
You might well think, as I do , 
That you should change the shape of your faces 
Or even double their number 
When you travel between two places . 

Enter tivic procession • (p. 1 5 ) 

While the official party led by the present Labour Mayor, Alderman 

Boocock , inspects the Guard of Honour, Alderman Charlie Butterthwaite 

(who has previously been Mayor of the borough no fewer than nine 

times ) chats ironically with the masons about the new Chief Constable 

and the ceremonial 1·1hich is going on . Indicating his own rob� he 

comments , 

We may be garn�hed up like the roast beef of old England, 
but we haven ' t�forgotten all realities yet ,  I hope . 
Blimey, look a� that !  Left right,  left right , one two 
three, and how long have you been in the force,my fine 
fellow? Jolly good. Jolly good,  give that man three 
stripes ! Eh, the police force : we can ' t  do l'lithout ' em, 
but my God how we hate ' em !  ( p. 1 7 ) 

This is a significant lead-in speech for it  underlines Butterthwaite ' s  

consciousness of the artificiality of the occasion and the falsity of 

his own part in i t .  He proceeds t o  demonstrate this publicly by the 

speech he makes before laying tha stone and his bois terous horseplay 

as he does so.  This deliberately crude behaviour, counterpointed by 

the primness of the Conservative members of the official party and 

the rigid appearance of the police Guard of Honour, provides the 
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first "vital image" of the play. 

This first episode is  terminated when 11.All stiffen as the bnnd 

breaks into the National Anthem. Then the group begins to break up 

and converse in lmots . "  ( p.20 ) Blomax comes forward again to 

address the audience .  He introduces himself properly� prepares the 

ground for a later scene at the Victoria and Albert, and then 

introduces his (illegitimate ) daughter Wellesley to the audience and 

to Young Sweetman. After this the scene dissolves quite simply 

into a cocktail ��rty at the Sweetmans by the departure of the un

wanted characters and the entry of a maid who brings in a tray of 

drinks . B1oma.x remains " on s tage in foreground" (p . 23 ) during the 

transition, expresses his paternal pride at seeing his daughter 

fraternising with the son of the Tory beer baron, and then exits . 

The cocktail party episode completes the first movement of the 

play. The rivalry between the Conservatives and Labourites , and in 

particular Sweetman ' s  j ealousy of Butterthwai te ' s  power, now comes 

more into the open as Sir Harold sounds out the new Chief Constable 

to see whether he might prove a useful ally. Feng (unlike the 

established members of his force ) proves incorruptible , but takes 

note of SWeetman 1 s  hint about the after-hours drinking of Butterthwaite 

and his cronies at the Victoria and Albert. The inciting incident 

of the play thus prepared for, the movement ends with a complete clear

ance of the s tage as Sweetma.n and his guests exeunt for dinner . 

The second movonent of Act 1 comprises the firs t of the two 

scenes in the play set in the saloon bar of the Victoria and Albert, 

the unofficial headquarters of Butterthwaite and his Labour cronies . 

The juxtaposition of this scene with the previous one provides an 

immediate social contras t beh1een the rival political factions , but 
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the importance of this new scone lies Bainly in the inci ting 

incident wi th which it . ends -- the pol i ce raid whi ch provokes Butter-

thwni te to embark on a course of all-out retaliation agains t both 

Sweetman and Feng. The s cene begins with the entry of s everal 

drinkers and B lomax who proceeds to transac t n li ttle shady medical 

business with one of theu. Arden ' s  skill in the tacti c s  of the open 

s tage i s  particularly evident in the ease vri th which he has Blomax 

slip in a moment from involvement in the s cene to commentator on i t  

when Gloria enters and comes up t o  him : 

GLORIA . For the sake of old times , can we have a little 
word? 

BLOl1AX . Gloria ! Good gracious me ! \le don ' t expect to 
find you these. days slUIIlllling it in the mids t of the 
town in this dreary old boozing-�en ! Gentlemen, 
you all know Gloria! -- Get her a drink! -- I am 
surprised ,  my dear Gloria, tbat you can tear your
self away�from that expensive es tablishment of 

� .. �A!: ( yours out � on the bypass • • •  He addresses the 
audience . ) • • •  known for your information ns the 
Copacabana Club . And this mos t elegant and mos t 
gorgeous lady -- who uas for a space my very close 
friend -- is now the manageress . There you are : 
You all know G loria . vlha t you don I t  know, I 
fancy -- is where the monoy c omes from that keeps 
tba.t c lub going. 1. don 1 t lmovr it either. 

GLORIA . � not going to tell you. 

BLOMAX . What are you going to tell me? ( p. 2 9) 
.And they are back in the s cene again. A similar skill i s  evidont in 

the varying of the grouping during the rest of the s cene : the mock-

t riumphal entrance of Butterthwai te , Boocock and the .Labour 

councillors ; the emptying do>nl to the haru core of Butterthwaite 

and his cronies when the landlord announces clos ing ti!!ie ; and the 

vengeful exi t  of the hard core following the police raid. 

The third movement consis ts of three short scenes dealing wi th 

the immediate aftermath of the various encounters in the two 
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proviouo �cone s ,  cmd is linked by tho �rsona.lity and uqchi_nations of 

Dr Wellington Blomax . In the firs t s cene of thi s movement Wellesley 

is �ng walked ho�e by Young Sweetman, and dis covers that because her 

father is "not persona grata" 'vi th Sweetmun 1 s parents Young Sweet-

man ' s  infatuation for her is likely to be frui tless . Blomax s oon 

enters , and eavesdrops on the conversation .  H e  remains o n  s tage 

after the departure of Young Swee tman and his daughter, passes a 

comment while a quick scenc"-chnnge takes plac e ,  and then " leaves the 

s tage to re-enter directly" ( p . 41 ) into the new s etting of the Police 

Headquarters . There he applies a li ttle pres sure on Superintendent 

\<liper who has put Gloria in the family ,.,ay 'I'Thile receiving paynent 

" in kind" for not interfering with her " libidinous knocking shop" ( p. 45 ) . 

( The use of a s plit s cene technique in this scene to show the outer and 

inner offices at the Police Headquarters effec tively sugges ts the 

publi c  and private faces of the local force . ) Although Blonax 

leaves the stage for the las t part of this s cene , during which Feng 

orders the reluctant Wiper to organise a raid on the Copacabana Club, 

he is back on imLtedintely i t  ends to introduce the following brief 

episode at hie surgery where he promises to help Gloria out of her 

predicru:1ent . This last s cene of the ruovement uhic h.  has centred on 

Blomax • s  machinntions ends wi th his singing a s ong ( " I  can pull out 

my hand • • •  " ) about his devious doings while he dances off the stage 

wi th Gloria. 

The final movement of Act 1 is concerned wi th Buttcrthwai te ' s  

revenge for the raid on the Vic toria nnd Albert .  The movement 

begins wi th a conversation in a rooo in the Town Hall between the 

Town Hall factotuo, PC Leftwich re tired� and Blomax 'I'Tho " enters 

fron the s ide opposite hi s las t exit, carrying a black bag. " ( p . 52 ) 
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Blo::1r.�: h::.fl. c 9qc t9 c.tt.encl -l:;o I�ldnme.n Boocock' s bad leg �he 

Mayor ' s  lameness is sugges tive of his political timidity, a quali ty 

which, in different ways , infuriates both r�s Boocock and Butter-

thwai te.  When Boocock refuse.s to counteno....�ce But terthwai te 1 s demand 

to sack Feng, Butterth-vmi te determines to take mat ters into his 0\m 

hands .  He woms out o f  Leftwich information pointing t o  Sw·ee tman ' s  

s ecret ownership o f  the Copacabana Club and decides to personally 

inves tigate the premises in the hope of uncovering a scandal whi ch may 

embarras s bo th Sweetman and the Police . The Town Hall scene ends 

wi th Butterthlmi te s inging a rowdy ballad about the triumphs of 

Napoleon , and dancing his way offstage wi th Leftwich. Within 

seconds he is back, leading hi s trio of Labour cronies on "A 

preliminary reekin-ayssance" to the " portals of iniquity" ( p. 60 ) - i . e .  

the door of the Copacabuna Club. This short transi tional s cene} 

played at the f ront of the s tage , underlines a plo t  point about Butter

thwaite ' s  shortage of cash, and allows time for the main stage t o  be 

fully set up fpr the big scene inside the club .  He then leads his 

cronies inside and the action into the cli�nc tic scene of Act 1 .  

The following s pe c tac l e ,  in which Butterthwaite with las civious glee 

tinkles the bells and pops the balloons on the o therwise nude dancing 

girls before triunphantly laying information against the conduc t of 

the club to a highly-embarrassed Superintendent Wiper , provides the 

second of the play ' s  " vital inages " . 

The first movement of Act 2 comprises four short s cenes each 

involving one of the various groups and depic ting their reactions to 

the Copacabana raid and i ts immediate consequences . Scene 1 is set 

at Sweetma.n ' s  hous e  later in the night of the raid.  In cont::ao t to 

the cocktail party of Act 1 where Sir Harold entertained the Chi ef 
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Cons table ,  he now receives an unexpected visit fron Superintendent 

Wiper to warn hin of Butter thwai tc ' s  charges ; and , before Wiper 

leaves , Young Sweetman, too , arrives ( in a drunken condi tion) direct 

from the C opacabana Club . The s cene ends wi th a oock-Shakcsperian 

s oliloquy by Sir Harold in whi ch he l�ents the fac t  that in previous 

Mayoral c ontes ts the election has li t on Butterthwai te " no t  once/But 

three tiues three , or nine times nine , I fear11 , but predicts that his 

rival 

• • •  has himself prepared his own trap- door 
And greased hi s easy hinge . Tonight , he did i t !  
All i t  needs now, cagy play and watch 
For luck to rock the lock and hanve the lever 
And he 1 s down! • • • ( p. 74) 

S cene 2 then cuts to the Town Hall where Butterthwai te ri�es rough-

shod over the protes�s of Boocock and lays charges of poli ce c orrupt-

ion before the Press . The device of having characters remain on 

s tage while the s cene change s is then used to provide c ontinui ty into 

Scenes 3 and 4. At the end of the short Town Hall scene , the 

j ournalists move round the s tage to confront Feng, \'liper and a PC who 

enter as the j ournalis ts complete their peranbulation ;  and at the end 

of the Police Headquarters s cene Feng renains on a stage delivering a 

soliloquy about the diffi culties and loneliness of his pos i tion whi le 

a park attendant brings on s everal deck clli�irs . Feng then sits down 

wearily on one of the chairs , Wellesl ey enters , and the park scene 

has begun. This scene , whi ch completes the first movement of Act 2 ,  

features two enc ounters involving Wellcsley : in the firs t she demurs 

to a proposal of uarriage fron Feng, and in the second she berates 

Young Sweetman for his parents ' hypocrisy. The movement ends wi th 

her walking away and Young Sween1an following , calling out after her. 

The second movement is concerned wi th a three-pronged attack by 

Lady Sweetrnan, Gloria and \'lellesley who , for different reas ons , join 
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together to force Blooa.x to foreclos e  on ge.nbling debts oued him 

by Butterthwaito . BloBax , after qui te a long absenc e ,  returns to 

the s tage at the end of the park s cene and resumes hi s role of 

pres enter. His grip is sli pping, hm-rever9 and he is now s een no t as 

the " fixer" but the " fixed" . He guides the audience into the scene 

in Gloria ' s back gnrden7 enjoys a brief monent of triumph vThen he 

catches Wi per l'Ti th his pants down and inforns the superintendent of 

his narriage to Gloria , but then finds himself driven into a corner 

by the wor1en. Lady Sweetnan tolls Wellesley that she can marry Young 

Sweetman if her father abandons Butterthwait e ,  Gloria (who wants 

revenge f or the closing down of her e s tablishment ) tol l s  her new 

husband that his decis ion will deterBine whether his narriage-bed 'Will 

be narrow or uide" , and the hapless Blomx i s  left alone on s tage at 

the end of the s cene to reflect on his dilenwa : 

Well , whether it ' s  one or whether i t ' s  the o ther ,  I s till 
s een to have invited into it the eas t  wind and the wes t and 
they ' re acr�ing like two cntamounts between ny skin and my 
pyjanas 

�e picks up the empty bot tles, pours out the dregs 
into one bottle, and drinks i t .  

Fact of the nat ter i s ,  I l1ave been betraying ny class . 
Wellesley i s  enti tled to the natural advantages of her 
place in s oci ety , the snoo ty l i t tle bitch. I am, after 
all , a comfortable man : and I don ' t  want to be dis rupted. 
When all is said and done , this town is run by an ignorant 
overweening yobbo : and i t ' s  time I s tood up firn to him 
and accepted the responsibili ties of my superior education 
FurtherBoro ,  he owes ne money • 

He goes int o the hous e .  ( pp . 90-1 ) 

The tllird and final novenent of the act builds to and culminates 

in the ac t of hubris which is Butterthwaite ' s  res ponse to the pressure 

Blomax has been forced to bring to bear on hio. The action all 

takes place in the one setting, the room in the To>m Hall . The 

s cene opens vri th a prologue of rapid doggerel in wllich Booco ck ,  
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Leftwich and Councillor Hopefast, joined first  by Councillor Hard-

nutt and then by Councillor Hickleton� gossip furiously about 

Butterthwaite ' a  desperate attempts to borrow money to pay his 

gambling debts . This passage comes to a climax with Hicklcton and 

Hopefast chanting in unison, 11 I  said I wasn ' t  made o ' brass" , and the 

three councillors chorussing the reply Butterthwaite had made to them, 

"He said he bloody knew i t ! " - whereupon the subject of their gossip 

enters and the action of the scene begins . Sweet�an and his henchman, 

P.J . , arrive to protest about Butterthwa.ite ' s  attack on the Police and 

also his blocking of Sweetnan ' s  plans to re-open the civic Art 

GaJ:lery. A minor confrontation follows between Boocock and Butter-

thwaite over the latter ' s  devious management of the Ways and Means 

Committee � lrhich provokes Butterthwai te to sing a tactless song, 11 I ' m  

King of this Cnstle , Barney, / And that by right of conques t  • • • " ,  

before trying (without success , of course ) to borrow money from -

Boocock. The mayor and tho other councill ors then depart , leaving 

only Leftwich on s tage with Butterthwaite for a tolling li ttle exchange : 

BUTTER.THWAITE . Go and lock up. I '\'Ton 1 t be half an hour. 
I 've got some letters to attend to.  

LEFTV/ICH. I say, Charlie ,  is it that bad? 
BUTTERT.ffiiAITE . There ' s  nowt that bad, Herbert , as can' t  

b e  made better wi th a bit o '  pride of achievement in 
some other field. All I want to do is get rid o '  Feng. 
If I can manage that , I don ' t  give a b�stnrd 1 s  egg if 
I spend the rest o '  my life i ' t '  workhouse! 

LEFTVITCH. Well ,  you were born i ' t ' bloody place,  worn ' t 
you? 

� LEFTWICH . ( p. 98 ) 
Leftwich ' s  final comment effectively introduces the climactic 

sequence of the play in which Butterthwai te , l'Ti th Blomax an un-

willing accomplice ,  burgles the Tovlll Hall safe. " He sings, with 

a little dance" , n song describing the persecution he suffered in 
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his youth when he was regarded by hinself and o thers as a "Wor!f-: 

house Donkey" ; and after he has given Blonax his money proceeds t o  

s cetter the rest around the s tage while s till dancing and singing. 

The climax c ones when he describes how he had happened one day when 

walking slowly in a half-s tarved condi tion pas t a pawnbroker ' s  window 

to see his reflection " in a gilt-framed oroulo mirror 

0 what a sho ck , I nearly died , 
I saw ny ears as sranll as these,  
Two feet ,  two hands , a pair of knees,  
My eyebal ls jumped from side to s ide , 
I jumped right round 1 I bawled out loud 7 
You l ousy liars > I ' ve found you out ! 
I know now why you ' re fleeing • • •  

I am no donkey , never was , 
I ' m a naked human being! 

11 

You know, af ter that , i t  was easy 
to buy a sui t of clothes • • •  they 
boy, and there I prospered , there 

• • •  all I had to do was 
cane , they came back, me 
I grew • • •  and you l ook 

�t me now ! ( p. 1 02 )  

This is the third of the play ' s  "vital inages " and its nos t  ironic 09ment 

for even as Butterthwai te recalls the reali zation by himself of his 

human identity he is throwing away the po1ver this gave hin . 

The s cene then concludes rapidly wi th the has tily-batched plot 

for Blomax to provide Butterthwai te with an alib i ;  Leftwich ' s  discovery 

of the robbery ;  and the rapid entry o f  the polic e ,  Boocock,  the 

Labour councillors : Swcetnan, F . J . , an� finally, Feng. The eventual 

rej ection of But terthwai te by the entire coumunity is thus fore-

shadowed in the scene ' s  las t few s econds which, as Professor Brown 

has no ted, receive special emphasis through Arden ' s  device of having 

journalis ts talce " flashlight photographs of eight specified dranatic 

confronta tions in the single s i tua ti on.  11 1 01 

Act 3 consists of hio basic movenents ; the firs t ,  comprising 

the firs t two scenes and raos t  of tho third, shows Butterthwai te 

res isting while the net draws in around him ; and the second, con-
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prising the end of Scene 3 and the whole of Scene 4 shol'l'S his 

deliberate resUI::lption of his f orraer identity of the vl o·rkhouse Donkey. 

Blonax opens the first noveoent with a frightened soliloquy in the 

park tea garden? but soon becomes conscious of police surveillance 

and flees the scene followed by a cons table . Feng who has been 

watching from another table then has another oeeting with Wellesley 

who gives him just enough encourageoent to comprooise him in his 

investigations into the Town Hall burglary, and this encounter is 

followed by another in which Boocock and the Labour councillors demru1d 

his resignation for persecuting Butterthl'rai te. There is a clean 

break to the following scene at the Police Headquarters where Butter

thwaite is holding out against close interrogation, but before long 

two PCs bring in Blonax who has finally confessed to abetting the 

robbery. The tl'l'o �ateur burglars are saved for the moment, however, 

by the arrival of Feng who refuses to accept the cor�ession because of 

the:uoral quandary in which he finds himself after his overtures to 

Blomax 1 s  daughter . Again the stage is cleared completely before the 

next scene at the Victoria and Albert . 

This scene offers an ironic contrast with the Act 1 soene in the 

saae setting,  for both display what Blomax has described as " oxtro.

ordinary neeting( s ) of the working caucus committee of the Labour 

Party" (p.2 1 ) , but the content of the meetings is entirely different. 

In the first,  Butterthlrmita takes the chair as soon as Boocock has left 

the pub , and assumes cor:ll!land whi le Councillors Hopefast .. Hardnut and 

Hickleton "hang upon his words , as is usual : as is dutiful ; as is ,  

after all , only convenient. " (p .2 1 ) In the Act 3 scene , however, the 

councillors , under the chairwonanship of Mrs Boocock,  rapidly proceed 

in Butterthwaite 1 s  absence to vote him . off all the Council sub-
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co!Ilr.li ttees . Boocock, as usual, arrives too late to do nore thun make 

an ineffectual protes t, wlu ch is rej ected by his wife and the 

councillors as thoy exeunt one after the other, and then, " s tamping 

wi th frustration" on his lame leg, he 

s taggers and falls knocking the screen over . 
BUTTER1HWAITE is s tanding at the bar. He is much 
as in the police s tation; but wearing a ragged old 
muffler, and a woollen tarn o ' shanter over his 
bandage . (p. 1 1 7) 

This coup de theatre ends the firs t movement of Ac t  -lr and 

ini tiates the final one of the play.  The falling of the s creen 

reveals Butterthwaite ' s  acceptance of his true identity and his reject-

ion of the hypocritical pre tences of the power gaoe which he had 

played for so long . As Professor Brown aptly c or:unents ;  " Suddenly 

he has found that he is exposed and free,  and he hastens to be as he 

b ' 1  d d ' d  d 11 1 02 egan, pem1� ess nn er� e • Gathering together the riff-raff 

of the bar, whom he now recognises as his equals ,  he leads then all 

into the back bar for a May Day debauchoent , financed by the las t of 

the petty cash in his Pos t Office account . The falling of the s creen 

is thus the prelude to the showdown in the final scene at thA grand 

o pening of " The S\-Teetman Memorial Gallery . " 

The stage is cleared momentarily before the lights cone up on the 

artis tic decor of the erstwhi le Copacabann Club . ( The clean breaks 

between each of the four scenes of Act 3 emphas ises the rapid progress 

of the play towards i ts denouem8nt . ) Blonax again resumes his role 

as presented in an opening speech to the audience : 

And s o  we lead on, to the final c ruel c onclusion 
Compounded of corruption and unresolved confus ion. 
I think the time hns cone to resolve it  if I can. 
Here I stand alone , an enbrangled Englishman 
Nerving myself up in the tornent of my duty � 
The first day of May is the day of Art and Beauty, 
The dus t  of Sw�.�t� thrus t into the eye-balls of you all 
For to wash ytfu��tlii'ter than the whi tewaah on the wall . 
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But out in the dark buck lane 
The great grey cot still wai ts by the nouse ' s  hole • • •  (p . 1 1 9 ) 

The forebodings in thi s speech are rapidly realized. The fornal proceed-

ings of tho opening of the Art Gallery are interrupted firs t by Blomax ' s  

confession to  hi s  part in the robbery, and then by Superintendent 

Wiper ' s  announcenent that Butterthwaite i s  leading a gang of "half a 

hundred others , of the lowest type in town . layabout s ,  tearaways ; every 

man of then half-s eas over ! "  wi th the express purpo se of wrecking the 

gallery. Thi s is the las t s traw for Feng,  already accused of corrupt-

ion, and he resigns leaving Wiper to cope with the emergency. The 

final "vi tal image" of the play cones ivhen Bu tterthwai te breaks through 

the police cordon, accompanied only by a lit tle demons trator who squats 

down at his fee t .  "Overtly decked as a ritual king-victin" , 1 03 

Butterthwai te partakes of the feas t uninvi ted and in a nassive f inal 

s peech,  as Professor Brown notes , 

borrows the words of Jehovah to express his pride and 
scorn, but • • •  knows • • •  that he offers no prooised 
land • • •  He is a s capegoat ,  no t a saviour or redeener ; 
and all traces of hi s exi stence will be covered up. 1 04 

He is finally dragged out , wi th a paper chain round his neck and a ring 

of f lowers on his head , singing the song of his rejection .  The 

remaining charac ters then j oin together to  res olve their differences 

by a series of shady compromises ,  and they too sing a final chorus ex-

press ive of their new-found sol idari ty : 

AL1 
We stand all alone to the no rth of the Trent 
You leave us alone and we ' ll leave you alone 
We take no offence '1-lhere none has been meant 
But you hi t us with your fis t  we ' ll bash you wi th a stone ! 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
And if for TE:::; VlORKHOUSE DONKEY 
We should let one tear down fall 
Don ' t  think by that he ' s  c oming back 
The old sod ' s gone for good and all !  



· Professor Brown observes that in this ending 

Arden has shown his hand, None of the charactem is 
a critical voice or author 1 s  mouthpiece , none is 
obvious hero or SYffipathetic centre , but Arden has 
made his judgement on the world he has created : the 
political and moral issues ' illustrated ' by the 
assembled cast are to be contrasted with qualities 
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of carnival , protest and recklessness and with ti1e 
self-knowledge that comes from defeat and rejection1 05 

This is true , but,  of course ,  it in no way denies Arden ' s  " openness" 

of outlook or technique , any more than similar comments about the 

plyas of Shaw or O ' Casey would deny theirs . "Openness" , as I have 

used the tern, implies a positive attitude to life,  an enjoyment of 

its richness and complexity and a desire to fit it all in if possible ; 

it does not mean the writer l.s.cks opinions of his own. I t  would 

indeed be surprising if the instinctive sympathy of Shaw7 O ' Casey 

and Arden for vitality and hones ty and their dislike of rigidity and 

hypocrisy were not expressed in their plays . I t  is important, how-

ever, that such authorial attitudes be conveyed through the total 

pattern of the action and are not imposed on top of it .  Arden, 

writing of a concept of theatre based on the narrative techniques 

of the traditional ballad, states the point well in the concluding 

sentences of his essay,  "Telling a True Tale" : 

I have found in my otm very tentative experiments that 
audiences (and critics ) find it  very hard to make the 
completely simple response to the story that is the 
necessary preliminary to appreciating the meaning of 
the play. Other habits of playgoing have led them to 
expect that they are goir� to have to begin by forming 
judgements , by selecting what they think is the author ' s  
"social standpoint" and then following i t  to its 
conclusion. This does not happen in ballads ut their 
best .  There we are given the fable , and we draw our 
own conclusions . If the poet intends us to make a 
judgement on his characters , this w·ill be implied by the 
whole turn of the story, not by intellectualized 
comments as it proceeds. The tale stands and it exists 
in its own right . If the poet is a true one , then the 
tale will be true too . 

1 06 



233 

The dif:fi cul t i cs of telling c.. true ·t�le for the col.lto:1po:rary 

tl.1o·· . . trc· ::md h::ving it unders tood lJ�r c ontoi;l:_:Jor::-.ry nudionc os �.r-.; ; 10.inly 

duo, of courso ,  to the frqgocntation �f .� tandards and beliefs in 

c onto;.il)Orr'.F.f 3 o c icty. C or-u: �ontL1<; on this problca, Ardci: h "'.S rennr.ked : 

I t  ltas possible in the Middle Ages for good plays to 
be c ommunal -- how m8� wri ters worked on the York 
Mystery Cycle? -- but there was a shared body of 
belief in thos e days . Now we are faced with 
audiences who , taken as a mass , believe in no thing 
in parti cular; a play has to present its �eaning 
to bo th the sympathetic and the anti-pathe tic at the 
same ti�e . The former. mus t be fulfilled and the 
latter converted, if possibl e .  Thi s demands c 
degree of passionate affirmation on the part of the 
wri ter whi ch canno t be sharod . 1 07 

Every sorious playwright in the modern theatre has hnd to devise his 

own s trategy of coping wi th this problo�, an old one which seems to be 

getting wors e .  Shaw made use of the shock effec t  o f  taking s tock 

conventions and affirming the opposi te ;  O ' Cnscy s ought to nake 

basic affirma.tions through the medium of symbolic fantasy, and Arden 

has endeavoured to demons trate the complex issues of c ontemporary I 

s ociety by c omplicnted parables with a mythic subs tructure . 

The proble� might appear to be less serious for pla��ights who 

choose to concentrate on privute lives rather than public issues . 

Certainly it is no t of great sienificance in the social dramas of 

Pinero who knew his audience fairly well and understood, even if he 

did no t entirely accept i ts c ode of morali ty . But for more recent 
"'-._ 

wri ter� , cons c ious no t only of the lack of positive v�ues in s ociety 

but of the difficulty of achi eving a s ens e of identity in such an 

environment , the problem of effective theatrical co�unication is 

not di�inished by narrowing the focus of the play . This can be 

effectively demonstra ted by analysi s  o f  the struc tural strategies of 

T, S� Elio t and Harold Pinter . 
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All citati ons in my tex t  from O ' Casey ' s  plays are to the Collected 
Plays , vols 1 -4 ( London, 1 949-1 951 ) ,  hereafter cited as OCCP. The 
citations are followed by parenthe tical reference to the page nunbers 
of the appropriate volume of this edi tion. 

Volume One : Juno and the Paycock, The Shadow of a Gunman, 1h£ 
Plough and the Stars , The End of the Beginning, 
A Pound on Demand 

Volume Two : The Silver Tass ie,  Within the Gates , The Star Turns Red 

Volume Three : Purple Dus t ,  Red Roses for Me , Hall of Healing 

Volume Four : Oak Leaves and Lavender, Cock-a-Doodle Dandy, Bedtime 
Story., 'l1ime to Go 

(No quo tation has been necessary fron the plays published subsequently 
to QQQE --- s ee Bibliography, Section A. ) 

All ci tations in my text from Arden ' s  plays are to the individual 
volumes in which they have appeared . The relevant volumes for the 
plays I have discussed in thi s chapter are the following : 

Three plays, introduced by John Russell Taylor ( London, 1 964) 
This collec tion includes The Waters of Babylon, Live 
Like Pigs � and The Happy Haven. 

Serjeant Musgrave ' s  Dance (Loadon, 1 960) 

The Workhouse Donkey ( London, 1 964) 

Arms trong' s Las t  Goodnight ( London, 1 965 )  
(For a comvlete lis t of Arden ' s  published plays to date see Bibliography, 
Section A . ) 

1 .  " The Author ' s  Apology" , �. vol . I ,  p. vi . 

2 .  See, for exampl e,  O ' Cnsey ' s  Autobiographies , vol .  II ( London, 
1 963) , p. 279 and p. 621 . 

3 .  " Sha'W - Lord o f  a Century" , The Green Crow ( London. 1 957) , p . 223 . 
(Two of O ' Casey ' s  o ther articl es in praise of Shaw appear in this 
colle ction : "A Whisper about Bernard Shaw" and " Bernard Shaw : An 
Appreciation of a Fit;hting Idealist" . ) 

4.  O ' Casey has , o f  c ourse ,  written vividly o f  his childhood i n  the 
firs t volune of his autobiographies . For a sunoary of the facts 
relating to O ' Caaey ' s  early years and the condi tions then 
exis ting in the slum areas of Dublin, see David Krause ,  Sean 0 '  
Cas ey: The Man and his Work ( London, 1 960) pp. 1 -1 8 . 



5 .  'T.'hc..: Gr(;QA Crov� :p . 1 :.:i 

6 .  The Theatre in Our Times (NY, 1 954 ) , pp . 241·-2 . 

7 .  Preface to Heartbreak House ,  BHBS , V ,  p. 58. 
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8 . "Who ' s  For a Revolution?" , Tulane Drruaa Review XI (Winter. 1 966 ) 
p .45 .  

9. Guardian, 1 6  I•1ay 1 964.  Cited by John Russell Brown . Theatre 
Language (London , 1 972 ) ,  p . 226 .  

1 0 .  Op. Ci t .  , p. 46 . 

1 1 .  BlD.sts and Benedictions , ed. Ronald Ayling (London, 1 967) , p .70 .  
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Chapter 5 

T. s .  !Jiiot and Harold Pinter : Variations on " Enclosed" Form 

I 

Tim� present and tiQe past 
Are both perhaps contained in t ime future 
And time future contained in tine pas t .  
I f  all time is  eternally present 
All time is unredeemabl e .  ( "Burnt Norton" ) 

These opening lines of the Four quartets by T. s. Eliot ( 1 888-

1 965)  c ould stand as an epigraph for his 01� drama and that of Pinero . 

Appli ed ironically they nay even serve this purpose for the plays of 

Harold Pinter (b ,  1 930 ) .  The precise applicability of the lines 

varies s ignificantly wi th each playwright , but in the work of each 

there is an element of determinism. Pinero ' s  social draoas 

illus trate the thesis that " the future is  ohly the pas t entered through 

another gate" ; Eliot ' s  charac ters believe thems elves to be trapped in 

time and would be were it not for the possib ility of atonement through 

divine grace ;  while Pinter ' s  characters , living in an " eternal present" , 

trap themselves (to paraphrase an obs ervation by John Lahr
1 ) in walls 

cons truc ted of concrete , of language , of philos ophy, to protect them-

selves from a pro tean reality and give theoselves a chance . The 

structures of the plays by these writers reflect the different 

varieties of " enclosure" invo lved . 

Pinero ' s  social dranas , as we have seen endeavoured to show in 

carefully-articulated, but apparently naturalis tic detai l ,  the " i nevi t-

able" resul ts of the contravention by his heroines of the rules of the 

narrow s ociety in l'l'hich they ooved . The plots are developed in a 

tight ( if,  at t ines , sooewhat forced ) causal chain which depends on 

the oesumptions of this code . Even if Shaw had not discredi ted 

Pinero ' s  developoent of the well-made play as � vehicle for s erious 
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social and psychological c ormen t, the form could no t have remained 

unchanged with the dis integration of the c ode , a process whi ch was 

accelerated by the social upheaval of the 1 s t World War. 

In the po st-war world the uncertainty of mo ral values mirrored 

in the loose and apparently haphazard s truc tures of many of Shaw ' s  

" Third l1anner" works , wns reflec ted also in a new type of drawing

room drama, frivolous rather than serious , extrenely symnetrical in 

i ts des ign , and displaying "meticulously neat plot ting and crys tal-

clear articul ation of parts . ";z The acknowledged mas ter of this new 

breed of well-made play, epi tonised in comedi es such as Private Lives 

( 1 929) and Des ign for Living ( 1 932 ) ,  was , of course , Noel Coward . 

His drawing-rooms , even more insulated from the outside world than 

those of Pinero , have been aptly des cribed by John Russell Taylor as 

" nurseries where overgrown chi ldren cM take refuge , safe froi!l the 

world , to play at being grown-ups f or as long as they c are to and on 

exactly what terms they cho os e . 11 3 Though Coward ' s  plays may be super-

ficial and escapi s t  in c ontent , they provide the l ink between Pinero ' s  

s o cial dramas and the " enc los ed" forns used by lUiot and Pinter . 4 

In the light of Eliot ' s  views on the pos t-war English theatre , 

published in The Cri terion and else;-1here . and of his experiments wi th 

a new type of Aristophani c Melodrama in the unfinished f ragments of 

Sweeney Agonis tes , i t  is ir�;l'.ic that he was la ter, mos t  no tably in 

The Cocktail Pa� ty, to nove close to .the surface texture and appear

anc e of the Noel Coward type of drawing-room c omedy which O ' Casey s o  

despised . Though Eliot ' s  dramatic aims were as different from O ' Cas ey ' s  

as the chosen pers onas of the two men - Old Possum and the Green Crow -

his objecti ons to the surface realism of the London c or�ercial s tage 

were even more radical . 
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In 1 923 . for example , Bli o t  declared in a Cri teri on arti cle 

entitled "Dramatis Peroo nae" : 

The realisr:1 of the ordinary s tage is sonething to which we 
can no longer respond , because i t  is no longer real i sti c .  We 
know now that the gesture of daily exis tence is inadequate for 
the s tage ; ins tead of pre tending that the s tage ges ture is a 
c opy of reali ty ,  let us adopt a li tera l  untruth , a thorough
going conventi on, a ri tual .  For the stage --- no t only in its 
remote origins but always --- is a ri tual and the failure of 
the contemporary stage to sati sfy the craving for ritual is one 
of the reasons why i t  is not a living nrt .

5 

In " Eli zabe than Dramatists : A Freface" , published in The Criterion 

early the following year, he rei terated his belief that " the theatre 

has reached a point where a revolution in principles s hould take 

place", and went on to s tate : 

The great vice of English drama from Kyd to Galsworthy has been 
that its aim of realism has been unlimi ted • • •  there has been 
no form to arres t ,  so to s peak , the flow of s pirit at any part
icular point before i t  expands and ends i ts course in the 
desert of exact lik Eness to the reali ty which is perceived by 
the m; a t  commonplace mind . • •  It is essential that a work of 
art should be s elf-consistent ,  tha t an artist should c on
scious ly or unconsciously draw a circle beyond which he does 
not trespass : on the one hand ac tual life is always the 
material , and on the o ther hand an abs traction from real life 
is a n�cessary coudition to the creation of a work of art . 6 

Elio t ' s  desire to discover order and design informing the apparent 

meaninglessness of life is apparent in these quo tations . His later 

drama does , in fact , attempt to serve this aim, but by means less 

overtly theatrical and ri tualistic than he was c ontemplating at this 

time. O ' Casey would lmve cheerfully razed Shaftesbury Avenue to the 

ground, but in his modern comedies Elio t  was to s eek i ts conversion. 

There are a number of hints in Elio t ' s  early cri ticism 1-1hich, 

wi th hindsight,  may be seen as pointing tm-mrds this development .  

His favouri te f�vm of theatri cal art at this time was the balle t ,  but 

in hi s tribute to Mari e Lloyd , published in the first number of � 

Cri teri on, he showed his appreciation of a very different s tyle of 
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performance : 

In the details of acting Marie Lloyd was perhaps the most 
perfec t ,  in her own style,  of Bri tish ac tresses . There are 
no cinema records of her ; she never des cended to this form 
of money-making ; it  is to be regretted , however, that there 
is no film to pres erve for the recollec tion of her admirers 
the perfect expressiveness of her smallest ges tures . But 
it is less in the accomplishment of her act than in what she 
made i t ,  that she differed from o ther comedians . 'rhere was 
nothing about her of the gro tesque ; none of her comic appeals 
was due to exaggeration ; it was all a matter of selection and 
concentration. 7 

The phrases " the perfect expressiveness of her smalle s t  ges tures" and 

" a  matter of selection and concentration" offer significant clues to 

the nature of the art Elio t  was to devel op in his comedies . The 

s pecial bond which Marie Lloyd had in the music-hall wi th her work;ng-

class audience als o inpressed the young Eliot : 

• • •  no other comedian succeeded so well in g�v1ng expression 
to the life of that audience , in raising it to a kind of art • • •  
There is no such expressive figure for any other clas s .  The 
middle classes have no such idol : the middle classes are 
morally corrupt . That is to say , their own life fails to find 
a Marie Lloyd to express it • • •  8 

What the middle classes had , of course ,  was drawing-room comedy and 

the vapidity of this forw merely confirmed their moral decadence .  

But there i s  a hint i n  " Dramatis :Personae" that a partial redeoption 

of even thi s genre might be possible , granted a sure sens e of style 

in the performers : 

If there mus t be telephoning on s tage, Lucien and Sacho. Guitry 
know how to do it  be tter than anybody • • •  but the s pectacle of 
Seymore Hicks telep hcning for months on end is enough to discredi t 
the use of that instrument al together. 9 

In the light of Elio t ' s  use of the telephone as a punc tuating device 

in the structure of The Cocktail Party thi s latter cri ticism �ppears 

ironic --- unless his implied tribute to the Gui trys is kept in mind. 

One final quo tation from Elio t ' s  early dramati c criticism is 

appropriate here as a link between his earlier views and his later 
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practice.  In his "Dialogue on Draaatic Poetry" , written in 1 928, 

one of the speakers comments , comparing the present drama to that of 

earlier periods : 

As for us , we know too much, and are convinced of too little . 
Our literature is a substitute for religion and so is our 
religion. We should do better if, instead of worrying about 
the place of drama in society,  we simply decided what amused 
us . vfuat is the purpose of the theatre except to amuse?1 0  

The negative statement implied in this question exactly sums up the 

point of vien of Noel Coward , but was not one which could be accepted 

by an Eliot who in 1 928 had announced his conversion to Anglo-

Catholicism. Accordingly, in his "Dialogue on Dramatic Poetry" another 

speaker immediately replies : 

It is all very well to reduce the drama to 1 amusc�ent ' .  But it  
seems to me that this is  just what has happened . I believe that 
the drama has something else to do except to divert us . 

What this " someth� else" was to be for Eliot is perhaps best 

summed up in the concluding remarks of his famous address , first 

published in 1 95 1 , " Poetry and Drama" : 

I t  is a function of all art to give us some perception of an 
order in life, by imposing an order upon it • • •  It seems to 
me that beyond the nameable , classifiable emotions and motives 
of our conscious life when directed towards action -- the 
part of life which prose dr�a is wholly adequate to express --
there is a fringe of indefiaite extent , of feeling which we can 
only detect ,  so to speak, out of the corner of the eye and can 
never completely focus ; of feeling of which vre are only aware 
in a kind of temporary detachment from action . . .  At such 
moments , we touch the border of those feelings which only music 
can express .  We can never emulate music , because to arrive 
at the condition of music would be the annihilation of poetry,  
and especially of dramatic poetry .  Nevertholess , I have 
before my eyes a kind of mirage of the perfection of verse 
drama, which would be a design of human action and of words , such 
as to present at once the two aspects of dr��atic and of musical 
order • • •  For it is ultimately the function of art , in im-
posing a credible order upon ordinary reality, and thereby 
eliciting some perception of an order in reality, to bring us 
to a condition of serenity, stillness and reconciliation ; and 
then leave us , as Virgil left Dante , to proceed towards a 
region where that guide can avail us no longer. 1 1 
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It  is above all the perception of order , especially the divine order 

perceived "at the intersection of the timeless moment11 1 2 with the 

visible world, which Eliot sought to convey in his full-length plays. 

The purpose , therefore , of the plays ' highly symmetrical structures ; 

which will be examined in so�e detail , is the unfolding of n pattern of 

spiritual exploration, the end of which is 11 to arri":"e where we s tarted/ 

And know the place for the first time . 11 1 3 

A similar tendency to develop the actions of his plays in symmetrical 

patterns which reach towards a condition of stillness and silence can 

be observed in the plays of Ho.rold Pinter, but in these no ulterior 

shaping forces are permitted. In a speech at the Seventh National 

Students ' Drama Pestival , held in Bristol in 1 962 , Pinter comnented : 

There is certainly a good deal of prophecy indulged in by 
playwrights these days , in their plays and out of them. 
Warnings , sermons , admoni tions , noral judgements , defined 
problems with built-in solutions ; all can camp under the 
banner of prophecy. The attitude behind this sort of thing 
might be SUIDl'led up in one phrase : " I  1 m telling ;y:_Q£! "  

• • •  I can ' t but feel that .we have a marked tendency to 
stress , so glibly, our empty preferences . The preference 
for "Life" with a capital L, which is held up to be very 
different, to life wi th a small 1 ,  I nean the life we in 
fact live •1 4 

There is some common ground here with Eliot ' s  criticism of r�iters 

such as SharT and H . G .  Wells (whom he labelled " Life Forcers" 1 5 ) ,  

but, while his view of life "in time11 was uncompromising, Eliot ' s  

belief in the possibility of redenption through divine grace marks a 

clear difference between his outlook and that of Pinter. 

Pinter, rejecting like Samuel Beckett ( the writer he nost 

admires) all " philosophies , tracts , dogmas , creeds , ways out , truths , 
1 6  answers" ,  attempts to write without presumptions of any kind, 

including any inside lmowledge of his characters . The pattern which 

the action forms becomes of paramount importance because , as Martin 
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Esslin has put i t ,  

All h e  can do is to render a meticulously accurate account o f  
the movement whi e h  takes place , to give a doecr.ipti ..m of the 
situation at the beginning • • •  and to note the changes that 
have taken place at the end . But - if the playwright cannot 
claim to knm.; what hi s characters feel , what makes them ne t 
as they do , what can he comQunicate to an audience? He can 
convey his impression of the s tructure , the pattern of a 
s i tuation, the movement of i ts change as i t  unfolds ,  again in 
a pattern, like the movement of a dance • • •  1 7 

Pinter ' s  plays are therefore an exploration into the unknown. 

Like Eli o t ,  he has written of a feeling about words "which amounts to 
1 8  no thing less than nausea" , but though he has no fai th in a divine 

order beyond the chaos of everyday exis tence he c ontends that " if i t  

is poss ible t o  c onfront this nausea , t o  follow i t  t o  i ts hilt to move 

through i t  and out of i t ,  then i t  is possible to say that something 

has occurred , that some thing has been achieved . " 1 9 Pinter ' s 

characters exi s t  in a moral vacuum, and seek to impose their own 

will and meaning on the people and obj ec ts around them. Words are 

used as weapons in a s truggle to achieve some kind of dominanc e rather 

than as a means of communication which can be accepted more or less 

at face value . Eventually the words and actions punduated by pauses 

and silences , are developed towards the achievement of a final silence . 

Pinter , in his speech at Bristol , commented : 

There are two silences . One where no word is s poken. The 
other when perhaps a torrent of language is being employed. 
This s peech is s peaking of a language locked beneath it.  
That is its continual reference . The s peech we bear is an 
indication of that which we don ' t  hear . I t  is a necessa�· 
avoidance , a violent, sly ,  anguished or mocking smoke-screen 
whi ch keeps the o ther in i ts place .  When true s ilence falls 
we are s till left with echo but are nearer nakedne s s . 20 

The patterning of Pinter ' s  meticulously punc tuated drama traces 

progressions towards final silences in which this nakedness is mos t  

clearly apparent . The actions , as we will see . then become 
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self-enclosed : the recognition of n basic c ondi tion whi ch has 

exis ted all the time but which is only at the final silence fully 

recogni s ed .  But before we c onsider in de tail the s tructural pattern-

ing of thi s ,  perhaps ul tima te ,  form of " enclosed" drama, i t  i s  

necessary to exanine in s imilar de tail i t s  foreshadowing i n  T . S .  

Eli o t ' s  plays , the mo s t  s ignificant of them for this purpose being 

The Cocktail Party. 

II 

Examination o f  the s tructural patterning of T . S .  Eli o t ' s  plays 

rai ses a difficul ty which does no t o ccur ( or no t to the same degree) 
wi th the o ther pla�irights dis cussed in thi s thesis . Pinero and Shaw 

no t only wro te their plays but made i t  their bus iness to produce them 

as wel l , and Arden and Pinter, though they have usually entrusted o ther 

directors wi th the firs t  productions of their ylays . b o th endeavour t o  

keep a close watch on their plays during the rehearsal period . Even 

0 ' Cas ey, wri ting for mo s t  of his career out of direct c ontact w i th a 

theatre , had a flair for the prac tical mechani cs of s tagecraft and a 

good deal of ne cessary s elf-confidence .  Eli o t ,  however, relied very 

heavi ly on his producer, E. MaTtin Browne , no t only for the staging of 

his plays , but for prac tical advice and gui dance as he wro te them. 

The published texts of the plays are thus very much the resul t of a 

collabora tion ,  the ex tent of which i s  outlined in Martin Bro,me ' s  � 

Making of T . S .  Eli o t ' s  Plays . Frequent reference will be made t o  

this acc ount because i t  indi cates a number o f  significant 

modifications in pat terning whi ch Elio t  adop ted on the advice of 

his producer. On balance the c ol labora t ion was a valuable one for 

Eli o t ,  but ,  as we wi l l  see,  i t  involved losses as well as gains . 

The pub li shed t exts of the plays reveal , too , that the mod ifications 



249 

continued after the initial productions in the light of the ex-

perience gained then and in subsequent revivals .  Discussion of 

Elio t ' s  dramati c patterning therefore necessarily implies a discussion 

of the contribution made by Nartin Browne and others . However, 

Eliot was the final arbiter so in that sense the patterning is his 

and will generally be discussed as such. 

A further difficulty in discussing the theatrical patterning of 

Eliot ' s  plays also requires some mention here because it has been the 

subject of a cri ticisn which raises a wider issue which is inportant 

to the developnent of "enclosed" forms in modern English drana. This 

difficulty is the conpara tive spar� of s tage-directions in the 

published texts . In Drama in Perfome.nce .  Raymond Hilliam argues 

that this is a symptom of a basic discrepancy behreen the verse and the 

settings of Eliot ' s  modern comedies : 

If one looks at  the text of The Cocktail Party, in terms of a 
" literary work written in such a manner that it  can be 
directly performed" , one comes to see,  in the end, that it is 
essentially inconplete • . •  A reader may feel that an ordinary 
naturalist play is s o  cluttered up wi th italicised comnent that 
the " clean lines" of The Cocktail Pqrty represent a. welcone 
advance .  But the " cleanness" is not a solution of this problem ; 
it  is , rather, an open evasion. For,  in performance , not only 
does the speech no t stand alone --- all the elements of movements 
sound and design are necessarily added , and radically affect the 
experience of the play ;  but also  the speech cannot be played as 
written,  and for an obvious reason. The ac tors of the 
original produc tion of The Cocktail Party were highly skilled 
and intelligent professionals ,  but they were being asked to do 
the impossible .  For they were given an action which denanded 
that they should P.love , look and sound "like life" but they were 
given verse and a thene , \'Thich, particularly in crisis , were 
not " like life" , but were constructed on a defini te stylised 
pattern. I t  is hardly surprising tha.t the resulting drauatic 
experience seemed disintegrated . 2 1 

This is a serious criticisn for it  accuses Eliot of precisely the 

same weakness which he himself had stated vitiated " English drama 

fron Kyd to Galsworthy" -- that "its aim of realism was unlioi ted , " 
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Nevertheless , as the next section of this chapter wi ll endeavour t o  

deoons trate in detail , i t  is possible t o  defend the s tagecraft of 

The C o cktail Part� on two count s : the indications for enactr1ent are by 

no neans confined. to the " i tali c i s ed cor.nncnt" , and s more importantly, 

the action of the play requires an undernining of the naturali s ti c  sur-

fac e ,  a deliberate effect of " disintegrati o n" .
22 

It is necessary 

firs t ,  l1owever, to consider briefly the rel�tionshi p between s tagecraft 

and s tructure in Eliot ' s  two previous full-length plays , Murder in the 

Cathedral ( 1 935 ) and The Family Reuni on ( 1 939) . 

Murder in the Cathedral , as Raymond Williaos has not ed .
2 3 

comes 

closer to the classi cal ideal of " ac ted speech11 than any o ther play of 

this centur y .  Becaus e o f  the overt rel:i. ::;ious theme and the his to ri cal 

s e tting Elio t  was able to make ful l use of church ritual and to in-

c orporate a chorus whi ch functions not only in the class i cal oanner of 

c ommentating on the action but as a surrogate for the audience or con-

gregation.  There are opportuni ties for fornal oovement i n  a number o f  

the choric interludes whi ch punc tuate the ac tion, and the ri tual o f  the 

church offers further possibiliti es as , for example, in the processi on 

with banners which fol lows the opening chorus of Part II . The f orce 

of the c onvention w·hich Eli o t  es tablishes is such that the abrupt 

change ( physi cally ns well as in the language ) froo ritualis tic ennct
v 

ment t o  public oeeting near the end of the play s e ems nlmos t more 

sacrilegious th· n the murder i ts elf . 

The ritualistic quali ty of the pl�y i s  als o  cppnrent i n  the 

symmetry of i ts design ( see Figure 2 1 ) . The two p�rts of the play 

are of e qual length nnd balance around the intervening sermon in a 

nanner whi ch recnlls the central image of the turning wheel . Although 

within the pnrts the blocking of the appearances of the various groups 
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and figures is no t identical , there are striking similari ties . Each 

part is introduced by the Chorus and next to appear ore the three 

Pries ts . The pat terns then necessarily diverge for Part I requires 

a longer bui ld to Thomas ' s  entrance than does Part II . However, the 

forebodings of the Mes senger who precedes him in Part I are parallelled 

by the threats of th� Knights before he appears in Part II . The o.c ticin 

of Po.rt II whi ch culminates in the murder ie , of course unique in the 

plo.y , but the subsequent t en�tation of the audience by the Knights 

parallel in plncing and intention the temptation of Thomas in Part I .  

Finally, Themes ' s  rej e c tion of the Tempters and his acceptance of the 

will of G od are parallelled at the end of Part II by the Pries ts ' curs e 

on the Knights and by the final chorus of thanksgiving. 

In some respec ts the play can be considered " open" ( i t  i s p  after 

all , a celebration of an event of s ome public s ignificanc e ,  and 

charac ters and groups representing various interes ts and points of view 

are juxtaposed in the ac tion) , but i t  was writ ten for n l imited and 

s pecialist audienc e , 24 the pat terning is tightly controlled, and the 

essential ac tion, as Eli o t  has stated, is 

somewhat limi ted . A man cones home , foreseeing thnt he will be 
killed , and he is killed . I did no t want to increase the 
number of charac ters , I did not want to write a chronicle of 
twelf th-century poli tics , nor did I want to tamper un
s crupul ously wi th the meagre records as Tennyson did • • •  I wanted 
to concentrate on death and nartyrdom. 2 5 

As M.  C .  Bradbrook has remarked , " Elio t ' s  plays • • •  reveal a solitary 

man essaying a public art and • • •  c onsist of a single action, the 

dis t inc ti.ve� act of choi:ee . " 26 This is true of �iurder in the 

Cathedral , the mo st " open" in format of the plays , and i t  is also 

generally true , despi te the author ' s  enuenvour to achieve a greater 

amount of interaction between his charac ters , of the modern comedies . 
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The Family Reunion flarked n radical change of drnnntic node . 

Elio t  nov sought " to take e. thcne of contemporary life 'I'Tith 

27 
characters of our own tiue living in our own world . "  Stylis tically 

the play is obviously a transi ti onal pi ece involving, as Elio t  

frankly adL'litted in "Poetry and Draoa" , a number of difficul t problews 

for the ac tors nnd producer of the original production : 

In retros pect ,  I soon snw that I had given BY attention to 
versificati on at the expense of plot and character. I had ,  
indeed, made sone progress in dispens ing with the chorus ; 
but the devi ce of us ing four of the flinor pers onages , 
repres enting the Family, s onetiu1es as individual character parts 
and sometimes collectively as chorus does no t seen to ne very 
satisfo.ctory • • .  the imnediate transi tion from individual 
characterised part to menbershi p of ' chorus is asking too ouch 
of the ac tors : i t  i s  a very diffi cul t trans ition to acconplish 
Furtheroore , I had in two pass ages used the device of a lyrical 
duet further isolated L -. d the res t of the dialogue by being 
wri tten in short lines wi th only two s tresses . These passages 
are in a selllie ' beyond charac ter ' , the s peakers have to be 
presented as falling into a kind of trance-like s tate to speak 
thelil.

21? 

As Katherine Worth has no ted, nore recent producti ons acc entuating 

rather thnn concealing the unnaturnlis tic eleoents in the play have 

shown that these work with conteoporary audiences a�uned by the drana 

of writers such as Beckett and Pinter to a mode of theatrical 

29 
conmunication "below the level of c onscious thought·. M Eliot , how·-

eve r ,  though intui tively groping in thi s direc tion, was conscious ly 

endeavouring (for his o1v.n purpo ses ) to eDtablish an effect of surface 

naturalism acceptable to the audi ences of Shaf tesbury Avenue in the 

late thirties . I t  is no t surpri sing, therefore , that the play 

denonstrates a neasure of stylistic uncertainty . 

Structurally ,  despite sur:�c e appearances , The Family Reunion 

( see Figure 22 ) has a good deal in conuon with its predecessor. As 

wi th Murder in the Cathedral , i t  cons is ts of two equally-balanced parts 

wi th the protagonist arriving to be confronted by his ghos ts in the 
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firs t part , and �ccepting his des tiny in the second . In the original 

planning of the play this synoetry was to have been underlined by 

parallel settings . ;\ r:raft version of the play includes the following 

no te : 

The action takes place in a country house in the North of England . 
Part I i s  pla.ced in the draw·ing-rooo, between ten nnd dinner ; 
Part rr is in the library of the SnBO house direc tly after dinner 
on the sane day. 'I'he nw roans nay be c onceived as lying on 
ei ther side of a central hall ; so that the disposi tion of doors 
and windows is synoe tri cal . Each part is in three scenes , which 
are played wi thout intcrmi ssion . 30 

Eli o t ,  however:. ·.vas persuaded by Martin Browne to cUs pens e  wi th the 

second setting in fav.our of 'h s ingle monunental se tting to depi c t  the 

brooding power of the classi cal r.1ansion" ,
3 1 

a change whi ch has i ts 

econooi o advantages but depl·_;_ ·v c;S audiences of n useful clue to the play ' s  

s tructure . The " scenes" are perceptible divisions only in the printed 

text ; on s tage the ac tion of each part is continuous . But for the 

reader the divisions do point tovmrds a feature of the play ' s  s tructure 

which is signifi cant in perfornance :  the alternation of ensenble 

(Fanily ) passages wi th s c enes involving only two or three of the 

princip?l charac ters . Though the "Fauily" scenes are only partially 

chori c in technique , this al ternation is again clearly related to the 

patterning of Hurder in the Cathedral. 

What Eliot was up to in The Fauily Reunion hns been wel l put by 

Carol H. Suith : 

'rhe curtain vms to open on the oast conventional of drauatic 
vmrlds ,  the English drm:ing roan, but every device at the 
dranati s t ' s  disposal was to be used as the play progressed to 
shake the audience ' s confidence in the validity of that world 
of surfac e  reali ty as a to tal representation of existenc e . 32 

Thus the alteration fron " realistic" action to choric coonentari es 

deli verad in trance.-li:�3 et�  -:e3 uas in tended to sugges t  the 

spiri tual reali ty beneath the naturalis tic surface ,  and the syometry 
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of the s truc tural pattern the working out of God ' s des ign : in thi s 

case a ri tual of religious purgation . Hol<Iever, fron tl:�e point of view 

of the autli ence ho l'ms wri ting for i t  is doubtful whe ther Eliot 

es tablished a surfnce reali ty >.Yhich 1-ras even renotely credible - the 

" reali s ti c" details in the o pening speeches ( after Any ' s  ini tial dooD

laden and qui te unnaturali stic invocation to Light) are such transparent 

caricature that there is not ouch 11surface reality" to be undernined . 

As one cri t ic rer:m.rked ,  " The audienc e ,  if no t jus t giddy by now , l eaves 

the theatre wi th perhaps a sus piciv rL · that i t  has been in telle c tually 

'had '." 33 In hi s nex t oodern conedy , therefore , tiliot s trove to 

achieve a t1uch no re convincing naturali s tic surface and n nore subtle 

technique of hinting at the s pi�i tual reali ty behind the ac tion . For 

this purpose he developed a s ophisti cated s tagecraft which subtly 

points the gradual revelntion of the circular s truc tural patt ern . 

I I I  

The C o cktail Po.rty in terns of i ts " blocking" ( se e  Figure 23o.) 

appears at first s ight to lack the syooetry of Eli o t ' s  two previous full

length play&--- indeed , it s eens uncho.racteris ticdly i ll-proportioned. 

The firs t  act ( divided by qui ck curtains into three scenes ) i s  t1"1ice as 

l ong as the second a c t  vThich in turn i s  twi ce as long a s  the third . 

This shape , however, is no t the one Eli o t  original ly intended. His 

first s cheoe was for a four-ac t  play which, as Martin Browne realised 

when he read the draft ,  was really a play in two parts wi th a prol ogue 

and an epilogue . 34 I n  order to cut do1m on curtains and intervals , 

Martin Browne sugges ted various nodificntions whi ch eventually resulted 

in the final , rather ungainly , thre e-act pat tern ; but the underlying 

s tructure of the play is ouch clearer if i t  is analys ed ac cording t o  

the divisions of the original scheoe ( see Figure 2 3b ) . It then 
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becones apparent that the basic "blocking" is ,  in fact ,  even oore 

synwetrical than that of the earlier plays . 

The " prologue" (Act 1 . sc.:::�.e 1 ,  in the final text ) balances exactly 

in its grouping of charuct8rs with tho " epilogue" (Act - 4  in Eliot ' s  

first draft ,  and Act · � in the final text ) . In the letter to Martin 

Browne which accoopnnicd the first draft of the play,  Eliot connents : 

Act IV, as I nm·� propose it ,  will repeat the scone , and oos t  
of the personages of Act I .  The only person absent will of 

• course be Celin . . .  The interesting probleo • • •  is that of the 
behnviou:. of the s everal persons >-Thilc Celia is  being discussed . 35 

What Eliot does no t  note in tl'lis letter, though it  is obviously part of 

his design, is thnt Celia 1 s abst:nce in the " epilogue" ex.<'l.ctly parallels 

Lavinia ' s  absence in the " rrologue" . Lo.vin:i.n '  s absence there is  the 

oain point of draoatic interest as is  Celia ' s  a�sonce froo the 

" epilogue" . .  Thcnntically, this bnlance i s  extremely ioportunt for ut 

the tine of the 11 prologue" L.:>..vinia is spiritually " dead" though 

physically alive, while at the tine of the " ey,ilogue" Celia is  physically 

dead but as an influence on the group very ouch "alive" . 

Nor is this the suo of the play ' s  essential syrnnetry. After the 

" prologue" scene and the Ed\vc.rd/Reilly nnd Ed•mrd/Pe ter duologues ,  

the reoninder of Act 1 ( the origina.l Act 2 )  consists b.::J.sically of two 

interviews : the first between Ed'!'�ard and Celia, and the second 

between Edwnrd and Lnvinin . These interviewo are cooplenentary for 

in the first Edward breaks with his nistress and in the second his 

wife returns to hio. Act 2 (originally Act 3) also  consists 

basically of hw interviews vrhich are also CODplenentary and which, 

noreover, parallel the intervieT•TS in Act 1 : in the first Sir Henry 

Harcourt-fieilly lends Ed>WJ.'LL und Lavinia to accept each other and 

their oundane existence,  vlhile in the second he lends Celia to choose 
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a martyr ' s  death . Thi s  intern�l syonetry is very clear fron t he 

original s cenario , but in the final text i t  is to s one degree 

c onpli cated by the addi tion of th e libation scene to Act 2 ,  and by 

the further interventio : _s of the c.. J.nrdians , whi ch !:;lio t ,  working on 

a sugges tion by Martin Browne, 36 .
inc orporated into Ac t 1 .  �owever, 

the pat tern s till sugges ts the vmrking out of a divine plan, and the 

suggestion to develop the " nnchinery" of the Guardians provided Eli o t  

with the key t o  the brilliantly sugges ti7e s tagecr � f t  o f  the final 

text . 

The " clean lines " ( to quo te Rayoond 11/illinns ' s  express ion) of the 

text of The Cocktail Party night suggest et firs t s ight that Elio t  

provided nerely the dialogue for the play and l eft his producer to 

supply the ' bus ines s ' on the Qas i s  ( to quo te another express ion of 

Raynond 1·�ill ians ) of " probable behn.viour. 11 37 1•Jhile thi s charge 

appears valid enough for Eli o t ' s  other coued ies , i t  applies only to 

a very limi ted extent to thi a pla.y ns its ' bus iness ' is s pecified to a 

renarkable extent in the words of the dial ogue ns well a s  in the 

econonic ( bu� for Elio � rather nore generous thnn usual ) s tage-di rect-

i ons . If all these indi cations are c onsidered and related t o  the 

s t ruc ture of the plny i t  can b e  seen tha t Eli o t  has pln..'lned an ac tion 

involving an al terna tion of passages in which the dialogue i s  frequently 

interrupted by ' business ' ,  thereby sugges ting c.n effect of manipulation 

by ( initially )  unidentified forces , together wi th pas sages of s til lnes s  

whi ch help to intensify the effect of the di al ogue c.s the charac ters 

s eek to reveal the e ssence of their exi s tence and prob lens . vli thout 

the ' busines s ' (whi ch is in any case integrated into the dial ogue in a 

nanner which Bakes the tern ' ac ted s peech ' no t inappropriat e )  the 

play would lose no t only in livelines s but in inpac t  and neaning . The 
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s tagecraft ,  therefore, neri ts ouch closer exanination than i t  has 

generally been given. 

The s tarting-point fo r thi s oust be Elio t ' s  ins is tence on 

natura.li sn for the se ttings and the ccs tunes . In letters to Martin 

Browne before the original produc tion a.t the 1 949 Edinburgh Festival 

he stipulnted : 

The supernntural elenent , if we call i t  that ought to be no t 
Qt all evident : thi s play, i t  seens to ne, ne eds a ouch nore 
natter-of-fac t and realis tic setting than The Fa.nily Reunion , 
and the cos tunes should no t bo too stylised and ha.rsonious . 

An inposed s�Jbolisu in the decor would be painful . What I 
want is sonethin3 superfi cially n t  leas t purely r eali s tic -
the roons what they would be in a. perfec tly naturalis tic play. 
If tho decor conveys any nore than tha t,  it ehould only c one 
fron the genius of the d esigner -- and indeed should b e  almos t  
subconscious on the designer ' s par t .  But if the designer is 
TOLD to go synboli c ,  the only result will be a late ini tation 
of ' experinental ' theatre .

38 

In o ther words,  mliot wanted his audi ence to fe el,  when they s aw the 

curtain rise for Act 1 ,  s cene 1 ,  to reveal " The drawing-room of the 

Chanberlayne ' s  London flat . Early Evening" , tha t this was exac tly the 

sane solid and well-furnished roon they had seen in a hundred o ther 

Wes t End c onedies . They had first of all to feel at hone before he 

quie tly began to pull the rug fron under their feet . 

At first sight the stagecraf t of The Cocktail Party is as 

naturali s tic ns the settings : the dialogue is  ac conpani ed by pe opl e 

s tanding and sit ting,  by drinks being offered and accepted or declined , 

and by the ringing of telephones and doorbells . But when this 

naturali s tic nachinery is exanined in detail it becomes apparent that 

in fact virtually every detail of i t  is ini tiated or c ontroll ed by 

" machinery" of a very different kind - by the three characters who 

are eventually revealed to us as the Guardians . The extent of their 

control is such that the o ther charac ters -- es pecially Edward , who 
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i s  on s tage for nos t of the play -- appear t o  be little more than 

puppe ts in their hands , 39 and though Eliot in due c ours e  sugge s ts that 

the powers of the Guardians arc l imi ted this tac tic nerely transfers 

the effect of s t ri ng-pulling to t�e invisible dei ty which controls then. 

Thus the apparent reali ty of the drawing-room and even of Reilly ' s  

c onsul ting ro on - is eroded , though the process i s  so gradual as to be 

almo st imperce ptible in the theatre . The preci se way i t  works i s  

probably best demons trated by no ting the nature and timing of each i tem 

of ' business ' (including entrances and exi t s )  as it occurs . 

The cock tail party group we see in the opening movement of Act 1 

does n o  t a p p e a r to be unusual : the ho st , Edward Chanberlayne , is 

a well-to-do lawyer, and his gues ts inclu de such s tock types as Julia 

Shut tle thwai t e ,  an eld erly busybody ;  Alexander Mac Colgie Gibbs , a 

knowl edgeable man-about-town ; Peter Quil pe ,  a young film wri ter ; and 

Celia Copples tone , an at trac tive young anateur poetess . Only the 

Uni dentified Gues t ,  s tanding slightly apart from the o thers , suggests 

any sense of mys tery .  The firs t hint that s omething i s  ani ss in the 

Chanberlayne household c ones when Ed"l'mrd l eaves .!;he roon for a raonent 

in s earch of s one food for his gues ts : 

PETER . But do go on . Edward wa n ' t lis tening anyway . 

JULIA . No , he wasn ' t  listening, but he ' s  sucn a s train -
Edward wi thout Lavini a !  He ' s  qui te inposs i�le ! 
Leaving i t  to ne t o  keep things going . 
ifuat a hos t !  And nothing fi t to eat ! 
The only reason for a cocktail party 
For a gluttonous old v1onan like ne 
Is a really ni ce tit-bi t .  I can drink at hone . 

(EDWARD re turns wi th a tray) 
Edward , give me another of those deli c i ous olives . 
What ' s  that? Po ta to crisps? No , I can ' t endure them . ( p . 1 27 ) 

Julia thus draws attention to Edward ' s  embarrassment and hints at the 

cause of i t .  The pbta t o  cr1. s ps bus iness no t on] �, po1.nts the inadequacy 

of the catering but prepares us for Edward ' s  g eneral inadequacy in 
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c overing up his dooestic si hletion . A few s peeches after thi s ,  

Julia r:w.kes Edwc.rd si J� d own (p .  1 28) , thus pu tting hin a t  n dis-

advantage coopnred. wi th hers elf and the o ther gues ts vTho would 

probably renain s tanding, and que s tions hin clos ely on the whereabouts 

of hi s wif e .  Having probed suffi ciently t o  s ugges t Edward ' s  s tory 

that Lavinia is l o oking after n sick aunt is a fabri cation, Julia then 

vroopt s  a general exodus by nrucing an os tentatious farewell and taking 

Pe ter with her . C e li a  and l .. lex follm'i' afte r a few lines whi ch sub tly 

hint at a relationshi p be tween Celia and Edward , and at Alex 1 s a""Vmre-

ness of the non-exis tenc e of " Lavinia 1 s  aunt " . The s tage i s  thus 

rapidly cleared except for Edward and the Unidentif i ed Gues t .  The 

s econd novenent now begins . 

Edward barely has tine to offer the s tranger a drink and confe s s  

that he had t ried to cancel the party whi ch has j<.�s t ended when Elio t ,  

with superb c onic tining contrives an interruption : 

ED\lli.RD . Bu t i t ' s  only that dreadul old woman \'i'ho r1a t tered -
I shouldn ' t  have ninded anyone else , 

( The doorbell riggs . ED1V"ARD goes to the door, s aying : )  

But she ahrnys turns up when she ' s  l eas t wanted . 

( Opens t he doot) 

Julia!  

( Enter .L LIA) 

JULIA . Edward ! Ho>v lucky that it ' s  raining ! 
I t  nade ne r:::::enber ray unbre l la ,  
And there i t  is ! No\v what are you two plo tting? 
How lucky i t  was ny umbrella, 
And not Alexander ' s -- � s o  inquisi tive ! 
But l never poke into o th�r people ' s  business . 
1'/ell , good-bye again . I ' m  off at las t .  (Exit)  ( p.  1 31 ) 

This is the first of the seri es of interruptions by Julia and ( later) 

Alex which progres sively unde1nine Edward 1 s  privacy. 40 Thes e 

interruptions serve in the plot h o  basic purposes of the Gu<!.rdians : 

to keep Edward under surveil lanc e :  to reduce Edward to a mal l eable 
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s tate by keeping hin psychologically unsettled . Julia ' s  interruption 
I 

hero , of cours e ,  also neatly " plants" the suggestion that she and 

Alex, for reasor..s of their mm � " poke into other people ' s  business . "  

( The conscious irony of her words here would nlnost certainly be 

pointed by o. jabbing novement with her recovered umbrella . )  

After Julio. ' s  departure , Edward confesses to the Unidentified 

Guest tlli�t his wife has left hin but the stranger ' s  response is  un-

expected : 

UNIDENTIFIED GUEST .  This is nn occnsion. 
Mo.y I take another drink? 

EDUARD .  Whisky . ? 

UNIDENTIFIED GUEST . Gin . 

EDi:llillD .  Anything in i t? 

UNIDENTIFIED GUEST . Nothing but water. 
And I reco��end you the sane prescription 
Let ne prepare it for you if I nay • • •  

Strong • . •  but sip it  slowly • • .  and drink i t  sitting down. 
Breathe deeply, and adopt a relaxed position. 
There we are . Now for a few ques tions . ( p . 1 32 )  

Edward ' s  previous offer of � drink was oerely a social convention, but 

here the Unidentified Gues t turns the gesture into a ritual which 

appears to be partly an ironic celebrntion of Ddward ' s  loss  and partly 

a physician ' s  a�inistering of a sedative . The underlying ' realistic ' 

notivntion for the action, however , is part of the general ' softening-

up ' of Edward . Eliot enphnsised this point in a note to Martin Bro�rne 

after Rex Harrison had taken over the role of Reilly fron Alo.c 

Guiness and introduced an extra touch of business into the production : 

There is one point which troubled ne \vhen I first saw this 
production, nnd still nore when I l•mnt e. fortnight ago . 
Towards the end of the firs t s cene , when Edwo.rd goes to the 
door to admit Julia, Rex Harrison attenpts to benefit by his 
absence from the roon, by going to help hineelf to another 
shot of gin. You will reoenber that Edward returns and 
Harrison puts down the bottle without having been able to carry 
out his design. Novr this is very anusing in itself , and 
Harris on does i t  very well , but I do feel it  is a falsification 
of the character, and completely fnlsifies the nature of 
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Reilly ' s  drinking . I t  ought to be nade clear from Reilly ' s  
behaviour in later s cenes that the general driru{ing and 
singing -- apart fron their having been originally introduced 
to bring Reilly ' s  behavi our into conne c tion with that of 
Herac les in the Alces tis --- are enti rely nn act put on by 
Reilly for the purpose of mys tifying Edward . [My itali c� 1 

To this point the further one can be added that the Unidentified 

Gues t ' s  ins truc tion for Edward to sit  as a prelude to interrogation 

echoes the bus iness of Julin ' s  questionine of hin earli 0r in the scene 

and has exactly the sane no tivntion. 

The interrogation which follo'l'rs is the first extended passage 

with alnost no physical movenent or business in the play. It 

involves n probing of Edward ' s  state of mind and he here appears to be 

reduced to an almos t  inaninate obj ec t .  In the build-up to the one 

touch of business which punctuates this discussion, the Unidentified 

Gues t no tes this by a conparison nnd also hints at his real func tion 

in nn ironic pun which Edwnrd fai ls to grasp :  

take a surgical o peration • • •  

stretched on the table , 
You are n piece of furni tura .in n re pair shop 
For those who surround you , the nasked acto rs ; 
All there is of you is your body 
And the ' you ' is wi thdrmm . f>1ay I replenish? 

EDWARD . Oh , I ' n sorry. 
lfuiskey? 

UNIDENTIFIED GUEST . 
EDWARD. 
UNIDE1�IFIED GUEST 

Gin . 

\'/hat were you drinking? 

Anything wi th it? 
Water. ( pp. 1 34-5 ) 

The real " replenishi ng" process , of course,  tllk:es place in Ac t 2 ,  but 

the preparation for it i s  begun in this s cene when �dward announces 

that he wishes to see hi s wife again and the Unidentified Gues t 

promises that she will come the next clay. This acconplished, the 

intervi ew ( the second novenent ) is brought to an end by another ring-

ing of the doorbell.  Edwnrd reacts like an autonaton : 
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She will cone to you here . You will be here to meet her. 
( The doorbell rings ) 

EDUARD . I must nnsv;er the door.  ( p . 1 36 )  
There are a good runny interruptions in the final novenent of Act 

1 ,  r':!ene 1 .  The new arrival is ,  of course ,  J'ulio. who with Peter in 

tow is obstensibly looking for her glasses which hnppen to have one 

lens nissing. Her arrival pronpts the Unidentified Guest to depart 

singing the ballad of 110ne Eyed Reilly" and this synbolic linking of 

the two Guardinns42 is consider"bly sharpened by the " changing of the 

guard" effect created by the juxtaposition of the entrance of the one 

and the exi t of the other. 

Julia , too , soon departs after Edwarcl has correctedly suggested 

that the glasses for which she is ferreting around ( there is detailed 

business implied in the dialogue for this on p . 1 3� )  night be in her 

bag. Peter unexpectedly decides to stay to talk to Ddward, but 

offers to take Julia downs tairs in the lift and there is possibly 

another suggestive pun in the terns with which she refuses the offer : 

JULIA . No , you s top and talk to Edward . I ' n not helpless yet .  
And besides , I like to nanage the machine nyself • . •  ( p� 1 38 )  

I t  is not surprising that the duologue between Edward and Peter (which 

in the overall pattern parallels the preceding one between the Un-

identified Guest and Edwnrd) lasts only a couple of minutes before 

there is  yet another interruption as Alex walks in uninvited . Under 

the pretext of preparing ,.,_ neo.l for Ed>mrd , Alex canps himself in the 

kitchen fron where , of course ,  he can keep an ear open for the progress 

of the conversation beh<een Peter and Edward . This is interrupted 

twice more -- once conically by Alex and once seriously by the tele-

phone . The first of these is a beautifully-tined piece of conic 

deflation which comes as Peter is trying to describe the peace he had 
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felt in the coupany of Colia : 

PETER . I had never inaginod such quiet happiness . 
I hcd only experienced exci tenont s deliriun, 
Desire for possession. It v;.:ts not like that at all .  
It  was sooething very str<:nge . There vms such • • .  tranquillity • • •  

EDI"/ARD . And w·hat interrupted this interesting affair? 

(Entel: ALEX in shirtsleeves and an apron) 

ALEX. Edward , I can ' t  find any curry powder. ( p. 1 42 )  

The second interruption is nore subtle as its real point is no t apparent 

until we discover in the next scene th�.� c Celia ( vrho is on the other end 

of the telephone ) is Edwnrd ' s  nistress . Peter. unaware of this and 

speaking of his relationship with Celia, a�ks 

But what is the reality 
(The telephqne rir.>:;s ) 

EDWARD . Excuse ne a !!tome11t . 
( Into telepl1o;.1e ) 

Hello!  • . •  I cant talk now • • •  

Yes , there is • • .  vlell then, I ' 11 ring you 
As soon as I can . 
( Tq_ PETER) I ' n sorry . You l'l"ere saying? 

PETER . I was saying, ivhat is the reality 
Of experience be hreen b-10 unreal people? (p .  1 43 )  

It  is , of course ,  a key question for Edward and for the audience .  

This first scene of Act 1 is hastened to  a close by the 

reappearance of Alex (with his jacket on) who announces that the neal is  

c ooking, drops another broad hint about the unreality of  Lavinia ' s  aunt 

and takes off Peter with hin -- after EdwarC:. has poi�1tedly asked hin 

to " Pldase shut the door after you, so that it latches" ( p. 1 44 ) .  

Having at last ,  so he inagines , secured his privacy, Edward "picks up 

the telephone, and dials a nunbor" . The call, however, is in vain 

for Celi:i is not in , and as Edward slowly puts down the receiver the 

curtain falls . This final telephone call not only provides a good 

curtain " teaser" for the [m<l:.o:1ce by hinting at a secret affair be-

twecn Edward and Celia , but confirns Edvmrd ' s inability to regain the 
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initiative in the conduct of his affairs . 

Act 1 ,  scene 2 c ons ists of h;o novenents , the first full of 

eobarrassing interruptions , and the second quiet but intense .  At 

the bee-inning of the scene Edward 11 is alone? playing Patience" ( p. 1 46 ) , 

a sui table occupation in the light of the Unidentified Guest ' s  advice,  

" The one thing to do/Is to do no thing. vfai t" ( p.  1 35 ) . After a 

paus e the doorbell rings again and ,  answGring it ,  Edward is s tartled 

to find Celia on his doorstep . There is barely tine for the 

audience to realise the relationship between her and Edward and for 

Celia to learn of the projected return of Lavinia, before there is 

yet another interruption : 

CELIA . 1:.:.-�·lnJ..a coning back! 
Do you nean to say that she ' s  laid a trap for us? 

EDWARD . No , If there is a trap, we are all in the trap, 
\'le have set it for ourselves . But I do not know 
vlliat kind of a trap it is . 

CELIA . 

EDvlARD . 

Then what has happened? 
( The telephone rings ) 
Damn the telephone . I suppose I oust n_nswer it . ( p. 1 47 ) 

Although the interruption once ne-ain appears reasonably notivated (i t  

i s  Alex ringing t o  enquire how Edward has enjoyed his neal ) i t  re-

inforces the suggestion of the " trap" in which Edward finds himself, 

though the invasion of his privacy is fast reaching a point where the 

audience could be forgiven for doubting his assertion that "lve have 

set it  for ourselves" . 

This telephone call is nerely the first of a fresh spate of 

interruptions . The next is indirectly contrived by Alex for a 

burning soell fror.! the dish he had loft cooking ( nnd which Edward 

has forgotten to renove froB the oven) sends Celia rushing into the 

kitchen. Then as Edward "g_oes over to the table and inspects his 

gane of Patienc�" " The doorbell rings repeatedly11 and Celia re-
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enters fron the kitchen to announce that she has no intention of 

hiding and that Ed'fmrd had better answer the door (p. 1 48) . The new 

arrival turns out to be Julia again 'fTho , as Celia cones in frot1 the 

kitchen with the charred renains of Alex ' s  onlette , announces tha.t she 

too has c one to feed Edward and thereupon disappears into the kitchen. 

The set-up is thus identical .to that of the last part of the previous 

s cene except that Celia has replaced Peter. and Julia has taken over 

again froo Alex . Edward barely has tine to tell Celin of the Un-

identitifed Guest ' s  proposal to bring Lavinia back before Julia 

interrupts again. The tining of this and the sound effect which 

precedes i t  in relation to the dialogue plants the suggestion that 

supernatural forces are at work : 

CELIA . But why should that nan want to bring her back -
Unless he is the Devil ! I could believe he was . 

EDWARD . Because I �sked hin to.  
CELIA. Because you asked hin to ! 

Then he nust be the Devil ! He nust  have bewitched you. 
How did he persuade you to want her back? (A popping no i s e  is heard fron the ki t chen) 

EDWARD. What the devil ' s  that? (Re-enter JULIA. in apron, with a tray and three glasses) (p. 1 49) 
Julia ' s  seemingly diabolic Oflniscience is given further emphasis as 

she t1akes Edward and celia drink a toast to "Lavinia ' s  aunt" but she 

encounters a slight set-back when Edward refuses her offer to sup with 

her, and Celia, though accepting the invi tati on , s tates that she 

· wishes first to talk alone with Edward for a few minutes . Julin for 

the ooment is apparently out-nano��red and, after asking Celia to 

follow her as quickly as possible ,  has to take her leave . This 

exit ends the firs t novenent of the scene . 

For a while Edward and celia are at last able to talk freely 

with each other. No businc � c  is specified in the text of this 
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s e quence in whi ch the �ro characters c one to real ise the fals e inage 

each has had of the o ther, though a producer would probably want t o  

accor:1pany s ono o f  C e lia 1 s nore forceful lines >'li th s one phys i cal ac tion. 

Edvmrd on the o ther hand , beli eving that hi s 

• • •  life was deternined long ago 
And that the struggle t o  es cape fron it 
Is only a nake-believe , a pretence 
That what is , is no t ;  or could be changed , ( p . 1 53 ) 

should rennin fairly s till . Like an ever-stimulated rn t in a 

laboratory he is c eas ing to reac t .  Howeve r, h e  i s  s till under sur-

veil lance and when ye t again " The tel ephone rings" ( p. 1 54 ) , he 

wearily darms i t  but says , " I  suppose I had bet ter answer i t" . The 

call er is , of c ours e ,  Julia uho claius that she has once oore left her 

s pectacles b ehind . Edward finds then in the kit chen and re turns carry-

ing als o a half-enpty chaupagne bottle wi th whi ch he and Celia drink a 

s ooewhat inprobable toas t t o  the Guardians . (In the patterning of 

the play thi s  toas t is parallelled by the libation the Guardians drink 

on behalf of Edward and C e lia at the end of Act 2 ) . Celia then exi ts 

wi th the s pec tacl es and Eli o t  b rings the scene to a close with the def t 

touch of naking Edward realise that he had failed to c onc lude his c on-

versation on the phone and , the re ceiver no t having been replaced, Julia 

is still listening in.  

The third s c ene of Ac t 1 is in thre e novenents : a brief prol ogue � 

a very busy s econd novenent with c ons tant interruptions , and a final 

noveoent of pure duologue . The firs t two novements bring the Guardian ' s  

attempts at ll!ys tifi cation to a ·ho ad ... . Already , as we have s een, they 

have des troyed Edward ' s  privacy so effectively that ne t only do the 

walls of his flat fail to offe� hin any prote ction, but he has 

virtually l o s t  the power of independent action .  Now they ini tiate 

a final s eri es of c onfusions t o  bring the process to a cl imax which 
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clears the way for the spiritual rehabili tation of the characters 

who se lives they are oani pulating . The opening sequences provide a 

fe\oT ninutes of s to ck ta.ldng before the confusions begin . 

ris es on " The sall! e rooo : late afternoon of the next day. 

The curtain 

EDvl.ARD 

alone . He goes to ans-v;er the doorbell" ( p . 1 56 ) . The caller is the 

Unident ified Gues t who has coue t o  prepare hin for the reappearance of 

Lavinia , and in a tell ing exchange he emphasises Edward ' s  pow·erl essness 

to alter the course of events : 

UNIDENTIFIED GUES� • . .  I have c one to tell you that you will change 
your mind , 

But that i t  l.Yill no t nat ter. It will be too late.  
EDWARD . I have half a mind to  change ny nind nm"l" 

To ohow you that I an free to chnnge i t .  
UNIDEJJTIFIED GUEST . You v1ill change your nind, but you are no t fre e .  

Your nonent o f  freedon was yes terday. 
You nade a decision. You s e t  in notion 
Forces in your life and in the lives of others 
Which cannot be reversed . ( p. 1 56 ) 

After ins tructing Edward no t to ques tion hi s wife when she arrives and 

telling him, to his mys tification,  to " awai t his visi tors" , the Un-

identified Gues t exi ts apFOpriately by the flat ' s  " s ervice s taircase" 

(p . 1 58 ) , 43 ending the firs t nover:wnt of the scene . 

Now there is another pause during which Ed1o1ard, alone , "moves 

about res tlessly" no t knowing what to expec t .  " The b ell rings , and 

he goes to the front door" ( p . 1 56 ) to find that his first visitor is 

C elia .  Highly enbarrassed because o f  Lavinia ' s  imrJinent arrival , he 

asks Celia to leave only to learn that Lavinia has apparently s ent a 

telegrQn to Julia asking Celia to cone . Edward can only ask C elia to  

s i t  and remains helplessly tongue-tied , but she is  able to  see the 

funny side of the s i tuation . Then " The doorbell rings " again and 

Edward "Goes to the front door.," expecting Lavinia ,  but ins tead finds 

Peter. He s tates that he : 'as c·o .. 1D bocause Lavinia has reques ted this 
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in a telegran sent to Alex ! Peter �nd celia have barely tine t o  

say that each o f  then i s  going mm.y ( Peter to  California) when, wi th-

out warning, the fourth of the Guardians ' subjec ts arrives : 

CELIA . I an going avmy too . 
(Li�.VINIA lets hers elf in 1'1'i th a latch-key) 

PETER . You ' re going abroad? 
Perhaps . CELlA . I don ' t know. 

EDWARD . You ' re both going away! 
( Enter LAVINIA) 

LA VINIA . Who ' s  going away? vlell 1 C alia.  
I didn ' t  expect to  find ei ther of you here . 

Well,  Peter . 
(p. 1 60 )  

This is a beautifully contrived entrance .  ' A�ter two false alarns 

from the doorbell ,  Lavinia ' s  quiet arrival using her latch-key takes 

the audience by surpris e / but perfec tly enphasises her eo-ownership of 

the flut.  (A snall but significant point here is that though this is  

Lavinia ' s  firs t entrance Eliot hl!s no need to nake any of the o ther 

charac ters address her by her nane until s one eighteen speeches after 

she has cone in --- her identity is es tablished pure ly by her node of 

entry. ) Lavinia is as surprised to find Celia and Peter in the apnrt-

oent as Edward had been, but the explanation is sugges ted by the timing 

of her entrance. Lnvinia is seen to return to Edward at the precise 

moment that C elia announces she is going away, and Peter ' s  sioilar 

announceoent ( as we learn in �et 2 )  has the sane rel evance for Lavinia .  

The husband and the 1'life are brought together as their lovers depart .  

After hearing about the supposed telegraos , Lavinia realises that 

the confrontation has been organised by Julia and Alex , and the arrival 

of this pair is therefore keenly awai ted by the audience . In the 

oeantine Lavinia is almost a� perplexed as Edward had been how to 

occupy the time : 

LAVINIA . Heunwhi l e ,  I suppoGe we I:right as well sit down. 
11/bat shall \m talk about? ( p .  1 60 )  
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The ensuing conversation, not surprisingly . is very strained but is 

prevented fron becooing too enbnrrnssing by the tinely arrival of , 

firstly Julia anu, a little later, Alex, both of whoo ring the doorbell 

and arc admitted by Ed-vm.rd . Though they lwop up the oystery about the 

telegraJ?S ) they hasten the departure of Peter and Celia (p . 1 63 ) . 

Edvmrd nakes an unsuccessful n ttenpt to ge t an explanation of the 

telegraiils fron Julia and Alex , an<'l. their refusal proJJ.pts Lavinia to 

speak of her sense of being nanipul�ted . Her speech echoes Echm.rd 1 s 

renark about " the trap" to Celio.. in the previous scene , and suns up the 

effect of the action so far : 

I an sure that you could explain the telegrao. 
I don ' t  know why. But it seens to ne that yesterday 
I started sone uachir:e , the..t goes on working . 
And I cannot s top i t ;  no , i t ' s  no t like a oachine 
Or if it ' s  a nnchine , soneone else is rUlming it .  
But who? Sot1ebody is ahmys interfering • • •  

I don ' t  feel free • • •  and yet I started it  • . •  ( p. 1 63 ) 
But Julia and Alex renain enignatic and dep11rt , leaving Ed1;erd and 

Lavinia alone together to sort things out as best  they can. 

There are no indications for enac�ent in the long duologue between 

Edward and Lavinia w��ch brines the first act to a close . Although the 

Iilatrimonial bickering which accoopanies the soul-searching in this 

sequence would appear to invito ' business ' in performance ,  Eliot  offers 

no clues here to the precise actions ( if any) of the characters . This 

is not surprising. Virtually every entrance , exit and iten of 

' business ' stipulated so far in the text has , as we have seen � been 

directed to the end not of enhancing the reality of the characters , 

but of undermining it  by patent nanipulntion and mystification . Leaving 

aside the question of who actually started it ,  " someone else" is running 

the tlachine . But lvho nnd why? 

Act 2 provides -- or, at  least . suggests --- the answers . The 

scene is "SIR HENRY HARCOURT REILLY ' S  consulting roon in London. 
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Morning: _§everal week�_]. a te..r." . In this clinical setting, Sir Henry 

(whom the audience,  of course , recognises as the Unidentified Guest ) 
sits "alone at his desk"· and nost appropriately, sets the action in 

motion by pressing an electric button ( p . l '7 1 ) . 1'..TI'!,E? NU'R.S.ii;-SJi!CR,E'l' .'IJ:IY 

enters, vli th Apl)oint::ten_t Book' and there follows e. short sequence 

which gives the audience (for thG first tine in the play) a concise 

scenario for the action to follow .  An air o f  oys tery i s  retained as 

none of the pc..tients are oentioned by nane . but an elabcn·nte systeo of 

telephone and push-button cues is set up by >vhich Sir Henry will con-

trol their arrivals and departures : 

REILLY . About those three o.r;roin toon ts this oorning, Miss Barrmmy : 
I should l ike to run over my ins tructions again. 
You underst::md , of c · ·  . . : se ,  that it  in inportant 
To avoid any neeting? 

NURSE SECRETARY . You oade that clear , Sir Henry : 
The first appointment �t eleven o ' clock. 
He is to be sho\m into the snall uai ting room ;  
And you will see hio alnost at  once . 

REILLY . I shall see hio at once . And the second? 
NURSE-SECRETARY . 'rhe second to be shmm into the o ther room 

Just ns usual . She arrive8 at a quarter pas t ;  
But you may keep her wai ting . 

REILLY . Or she may keep me waiting; 
But I think she uHl bo F-'.'1r -l::n n.L 

NURSE-SECRETARY . I telephone through 
�1e oooent she arrives . I leave her there 
Until you ring three tines . 

REILLY . And the third patient? 
NURSE-SECRETARY. The third one to be shown into the Sr!lall room ; 

And I need not let you knmv that she h· .s  -· -�ri·:ed.  
Then, when you ring, I shovl the others out ; 
And only after they have left the house • . • 

REILLY . Quito right , I.J:iss Barra>vay. That ' s  all for the monent . 
NURSE-SECRETARY . 
REILLY . 

Mr Gibbs is  here , Sir Henry. 
Ask hin to come straight in; (.E:d..t :t:Hffi.SE-SECRETARY) (p . 1 7 1 ) 

Alcx 1 s ixa..rnediate entrance nnd his ensuing co: . .rersation vli th 

Reilly confirns his role as one of the trio of n�nipulators . The two 
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nen discuss the success of their efforts so  f�r to condition Edward 

for treatBent , and Reilly cor:J.J:J.ents that he has delayed his appointment 

\'li th Edward for four days "To lower his rGsistance" . The conversation 

between the two Guardians is interrupted by a call from Miss Barrawny 

on the house-telephone to announce Edward ' s  arrival , and Alex leaves 

by " the service staircase" (like Reilly in the last scene of Act 1 )  to 

return after Reilly has conpleted his morning ' s  1-10rk. Alex ' s  depart-

ure completes what is, in effect, a brief prologue to the first of the 

act ' s  two nain noveoents . The first of these centres on the 

diagnosis and suggested cure of the Chanberloynes . 

Edward ' s  shock at discovering on his entrance that the psychiatrist 

he has come to consult had buen his Unidentified Guest is effectively 

s tage-Banaged by Eliot . \'lhile Edward "Stops and stares A.t REILLY" 

(p . 1 72 ) ,  the latter "without looking up frou his papers" quietly asks 

him to sit do1-m. Ed.ward , however , finds the confrontation so 

embarrassing that he makes to l eave , and then, when Rei l ly asks hin for 

the second tir..e to sit , suspects thot he is a victin of a trap prepared 

by Lavinia : 

EDWARD . 

REILLY .  
EDWARD. 
REILLY. 

But you had seen my •dfG? 
Oh yes , I had seen her. 

So this is a trap ! 
Let ' s  not call i t  a trap. 

But if i t  is a trap, then you cannot escape from it : 
And so  • • •  you night as well sit down. 
I think you will find that chnir confortable. ( p. 1 73 )  

vlhether or not the intervim.; should be regarded as a " trap" , the fact 

that Edword at l�s t  (after Reilly ' s  thir� invi tation) sits down is a 

significant indication that s tep by step he in subnitting to the will 

of the Guardians . 

In the interview which follo1-rs Reilly effectively undercuts the 
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rennunts of Edward ' s  self-assertiver1oss to bring hio closer to an 

hones t ass essnent of hi s relationship with his wife . The 

nunipulations of the Guardians have helped hin to realise , though he 

does no t ful ly understand i t  yet , his spiritual dependence on Lavinin : 

Wi thout her, i t  was vacancy.  
When I thought she had left ne, I began to dissolve , 
To c ease to exis t .  That was what she had done to oe ! 
I cannot live wi th her --- that i s  now intolerable ; 
I canno t live without her , for she has o.acle ne incapabl e 
Of having any existence of oy own . 
That is what she had done to ne in five years t ogether! 
She has nude the wo rld u place I cannot live in 
Except on her teros . I ous t be alone , 
But no t in the sane world . So I want you to put ne 
Into your sanatoriuo . I could be alone there? (p . 1 76 ) 

At this point the house-telephone rin�s to signal the arrival of 

Reil ly 1 s  second patient in " the o ther rooo." , and though Reilly replies 

that Edward could be alone in the " e anitoriun" the tel ephone cal l s  

a s  the audience learns presently, foreshadows a coo.pletely different 

solution.  After lis tening a little l onger to Edward s Reilly prepares 

to iuplenent the second s tage of his treutnent : 

But before I treat a patient like yourself 
I need to know a great dea l oore about hiu,  
Than the patient hins elf can always tell 11e . 
Indeed , i t  is often the case that uy patients 
Are only piecas of a t otal si tuation 
Whi ch I have to explore . The s ingle patient 
Who is i l l  by hioself , is ra ther the exception. 
I have recently had another patient 
Who se si tuation is ouch the sane as your own.  (Presses the bell on his desk three tines ) 
You ous t accept n rather unusual procedure : 
I propose to introduce you to the o ther pat i en t .  (p. 1 77 ) 

And in a few nooents , despite Edwnrd ' s  protes ts the Nurs e-Secretary 

ushers in the o ther patient who turns out tc be La.vinia.  Bo th 

husband and wife are equally surprised by this confrontations and 

Reilly has to ask Edward (as well as Lavinia) to sit before the final 

s tage of the treatnent can proceed . 
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After this there nrc no st.2ge directions until the end of the 

interview. Ed't'rard and Laviniu have siuply to accept the truth about 

thenselves and agree to "nake tho best of a bad job" ( p . 1 82 ) .  ¥Then 

this point is reached " EDWJUID truces out his chegue-book" to pay the 

psychiatrist 1 s fee , but "REILLY raises his hand" '• The gesture is 

anbiguous for acconpnnied by Reilly 1 s next -two lines it  can be token 

either as signifying tho fact that he does not require innediate pay-

nent or as a forr.1cl gesture of blessing: 

My secretarJ will send you uy account . 
Go in peace . And T;�ork out yo,.J.r salvation with diligence .  

(Exeunt EDWARD and LAVIN1A) (p . 1 83 )  

In Eliot ' s  first draft of  The Cocktail �arty the act set in Reilly ' s  

consulting-roans (Act 3 )  was in two scenes , the first ending with the 

departure together of Edward and Lavinia, and the second beginning with 

the instructions , " SIR HENRY seated ut his desk as before. CELIA 

enters . "44 In the final version of the play, however, the action is 

nude continuous by the introduction of a brief scene between Reilly 

and Julia which parallels the one ( also introduced after the first 

draft)  between Reilly c.nd Alex b6fore Edvrard 1 s entrance . These short 

sequences serve purposes beyond that of inproving the continuity of the 

consulting-rooQ act :  they clarify the role of the Guardians and to sone 

extent deflate Reilly as n seeningly all-knowing, all- powerful figure . 

This is particularly true of the Reilly/Julia sequence which is 

introduced by a rare visual j oke in which Eliot has Rcilly take a brief 

rest on his own professional couch! Reilly gets up to answer a call 

on the house-telephone , but returns to the couch as Julia enters by 

the side door. He is apparently so exhausted after his session with 

Edward and Lavinia that Julia has to order hin to get up to attend to 

his next patient ! 
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Henry, get up . 
You can ' t  be as tired as that . 
And cone back when she ' s  gone . 

I shall wait in the next room, 

REILLY . Yes , when she ' s  gone . 
JULIA . lrlill Alex be hero? 
REILLY . . Yes , he ' ll be here . 

(�xit JULIA by side door) ( p. 1 84 ) 

Thus , for once in the play, a piece of business is used to show the 

hunan weakness of a Guardian rather than to further their ndiabolical" 

nanipulation of the other characters . 

There is alnos t nothing to say about the stagecraft of the Reilly/ 

Celia interview ( the second najor novenent of the act)  • Like the 

Chaoberlaynes ,  Celia is ushered in by the Nurse-Secretary after 

Reilly has pressed the button on his desk , but there are no shock-

tactics or surprises for her . She has , in fact ,  shown herself to be 

quite iopervious to nanipulation (notably in the second and third 

scenes of Act 1 )  and what surprises there are in this interview 

proceed purely frou her character and open outlook . The lack of 

" trickery" in her treatnent can therefore bG taken as 11 measure of her 

sainthood. The only "business"  in this sequence is when Reilly 

11Wri tes on a sl_ip of paper"  the address o f  his " s<:mi toriuo" , and at 

the end when he pushes his desk button to sucnon the Nurse-Secretary 

to show Celia out .  

Act  2 ends vli th a brief r-ovcnent which foros a kind of  epilogue 

to the act.  I t  is introduced by Reilly ' s  dialling on the house-

telephone and inforo.ing Julia, " It is finished . You can come in 

now. " ( p.  1 92 ) After a short conversation in which Reilly expresses 

his fears for the Chaoberlaynes and Julia her concern for Celia, 

Reilly " Takes up the house-tel epl���� to nsk for il.lex , only to be 

told he is on his wJ.y up. A nor:wnt or so after Alex has entered, 

the " NURSE-SECRETARY enters vli th a tray. a decanter and three 
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glasses, and exi,:;'.. ��· REILLY pours drinks . "  ( p. 1 94 ) The ritualistic 

libations which nre then offered up on behalf of the Chaoberlaynes 

and Celia fornally nark the conpletion of the active part of the 

Guardians ' work --- apart :  perhaps , froB helping Peter Quilpe . The 

libations also have the effect of introducing a palpable toucl1 of 

the supernatural into v<hn.t has previously passed. Duster as a consult-

ing roon . For a oinute or so the p}ny ' s  world of drnwing-roons and 

psychiatrists seens to be reduced to a nere speck in the infinitude of 

God ' s  creation : 

Protect her fron the Voices 
Protect her froD the Visions 
Protect her in the tunult 
Protect her in the silence . 

( They drilli<) (p .  1 94 ) 

The final net of The Cockta:i) Part_y, vre are told . was the mos t  

difficult part of the play for Eliot to write . 45 The act was 

projected but not included in Eliot ' s  first draft and after being 

written undervrent considerable chnnges between the Edinburgh and New 

York productions and betl·men the Nm·1 York and the London one . !-iartin 

Browne connen-t:s :  

Eliot  1-ms setting out to do an exceedingly difficult thing. 
The characters 1'lere to neet again after tl'lo years without the 
one l-rho had uost deeply involved us ; and we \'lere now to con
centre to on the reactions of the other characters to her painful 
death. There l-ms an obvious danger that this 1wuld becone, in 
effect if not in nanc , an epilogue --- and this danger was not 
entirely a'll oided . . .  Another probler.1 was to show Edward and 
Lavinia living a narried life of peaceful understanding without 
r.1.:1.king the relationship boring or banal . The state is 
essentially nn undrarw.tic one . 46 

Eliot ' s  difficulty vli th this final act was no doubt increased by his 

acceptance of Martin Browne ' s  1-rcll-ncant advice to cast the play in 

three acts instead of the o�; �; Dally-intended four . The added stress 

this gave to the last act is unfortunate for though the act 

effectively conpletes the overall pattern it  is undeniably thin in 
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drrunati c  action.  

Elio t ' s  awareness of the 11 epilogue" problen , however pror.1pted 

hin to adopt a device which helped with the dranatisa.tion of the 

Chanberlayne ' s  1 1 post-operctive11 s ta.te . lvri ting to r,Iartin Browne 

after roughing out a drc.ft of the las t net ,  he com1ented : 

I think it night be posaiblc for ne to devise a better opening for 
Act IV rewriting the first few pages , and especially if you could 
allow �e a couple of caterer ' s  nen to be present at the very 
beginning. I t  seens to ne that o. li ttle business vTOuld enliven 
the opening and s tinulnte the interest of the audience instead of 
the nere dialogue . Besides I an not sure that that light 
conedy dialogue doesn ' t  go on too long and perhaps give the 
inpression of being rather forced. 47 

The introduction of the Caterer ' s  Man ( one only in the final text ) in 

fact ncconplished a good denl nore than offering scope for a li ttle 

enlivening business to open the act .  I t  demonstrates that the cock-

tail party which the Chnnberlo.ynes are to give together will offer more 

substantinl fare than the tray of potato chips which was all the hap-

less Edward could produce for his guests in the Act 1 party , and thus 

suggests by netaphoric extension, as Carol H. SBith has noted, that the 

marriage has been spiritually replenished . 48 And the Caterer 1 S L1an 

has yet another function, of particular relevance to this discussion : 

he no t only e.erves the buffe t but as a buffer . 
In Ac t 1 , as has been demonstrated in detail , Edward was at the 

:raercy of the doorbell and the telephone , never knowing who or what was 

going to intrude next . In Act 2 the "patients" are ushered in and 

out of tho consulting-rooms by bell , appointment-book and telephone , 
but this tine the ":raachineryn and its purpose are apparent . Now in 

Act 3 Edvmrd and Lavinia. no longer have to ansvrer the doorbell ; the 

Caterer ' s  Man does i t  for th . ..::1 and announces the new arrivals before 

they enter. Guests uo.y still arrivG unaxpectedly but the Chanber-

laynes have at last a little insulation against the outside world . 
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There is ,  ho'l'rever, the hint in a rennrk Julia lets slip just  after her 

arrival in this act that the Caterer ' s  Man nay be more than he seeos : 

Oh yes , I knmi this is n Parkison 1 s party ; 
I recognised one of their nen nt tho door -
An old friend of nine , in fnct ,  ( p . 1 98) 

The Chaoberlaynes are obviously naking good progress in their spiritual 
, convalescence; but they are still, this co02ent sugges ts , under 

observation. 

Apart fron entrances �nd exits (and tho offering of drinks49) 
there is not a groat deal of business stated or implied in the text 

for this act . Most of it coues at the beginning. Lavinia 1 s  noving 

of a bm·ll of flm'lers , the Caterer 1 s Ivl:nn 1 s arranging of the buffet 

table and his bringing in of the trolley, inforo tho audience that a 

well-organised party is in the offing ; and such details as Edward ' s  

patient attempts to straighten a picture while Lavinia decides whether 

it  should be moved right or left1  his suggestion that she should lie 

down briefly . before the party and her request for hin to  sit down 

beside her , show the degree of conpanionship they now have in their 

narringe. 

The pattern of entrances in the act ,  according to Martin Bro�me(0 

underlvent souG changes in the course of El�.io t  1 s revision, the principal 

one being to oako Reilly the last of the I'Lrrivals instead of having him 

enter with Julia. This is clearly an inproveuent as the effect of 

Julia 1 s  unexpectedly e�rly arrival , recalling her Act 1 behaviour, is 

thereby heightened, and keeping Reilly 1 s  oracular presence in reserve 

for the denouenent strengthens the shape of the act .  Julia ' s opening 

speech prepares. the entrance of AlE:x who , of course ,  has the job of 

nakine the clioactic disclosure. The fin�l two entrances Peter 

Quilpe and then Reilly, are used to dolay and thus heighten the effect 
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of Alex ' s  revelation in the fincl novenent of Celin ' s  crucifixion. 

Elio t ' s  art here , however , essentially relates to his patterning of the 

dialogue and therefore is outside the scope of this s tudy. 

The final exits of the pley are intended to suggest  that the 

characters having nade a choice must now proceed along the path 

deternined by that choice . Julia speaks for the Guardians -- and, no 

doubt, for Eliot :  

Everyone nakes a choice ,  of one kind or another, 
And then oust take the consequences .  Celia chose 
A way of which the consequence was Kinkanja. 
Peter chose a way that leads hin to Boltwell : 
And he ' s  got to go there • . •  

And Peter accordingly goes after saying good-bye to the Chamberlaynes 

and to the auardians • 
• • •  And now the consequence of the Chanberlaj�e ' s  choice 
Is n cocktail party. They oust be ready for it .  
Their guests nay be  arriving at  any nonent . ( p . 2 1 1 ) 

The Chamberlnynes accor.d.ingly stay to accept, as Reilly puts it ,  

their " appointed burden". ( p. 2 1 2 )  Then the Guardians leave together 

for the cocktail party at the Gunnings where , even though Reilly will 

not be unexpected, it  nay be presuned they will assist other 

" patients" t ;  choose their path . 

The play ends with Edward nnd Lavinia eagerly responding to the 

faniliar ring of the doorbell .  

IV' 

The Cocktail Party narks an important s tep in the developnent of 

the " enclosed" play in nodern English draoa. As has been noted earlier, 

few playwrights after Pinero had felt inclined to use the naturalis tic 

well-made play for serious work. I t  has lived on in a modified form 

as a vehicle for light conedy providing, at bes t ,  diverting but thin 

entertainment .  I n  The Cocktail Parjy, however , Eliot  nade the 
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revolutionary decision to take the polished surface o f  the drawing

roan c onedy world seriously and use i t  us a nirror to show the 

enptiness of middle-c lass life . To achievo this he no t only perfec ted 

a vers e idi on whi ch recreates the effect of drawing-room comedy s peech 

jus t a li ttle too well , but ,  as we have seen, er:1ployed a type of s tage

craft whi ch ir:1parts to the gen�e ' s  typical business � the offering and 

accept ing of drink s ,  the ringing of doorbells and tel ephones -- a new 

consciousness of unreali ty .  

This unreali ty , however ,  i s  charged b y  the feeling ( later c onfiroed) 
that the principal characters are being nanipulated for purposes which 

for much of the play are unknown t o  then. It is d oubtful whe ther Eli o t  

really intended t o  convey the effect o f  brainwashing but this a s  far as 

Edward is concerned ( and he is on s tage far nore than anybody else ) is 

what the final text suggests . C$lia alone remains unnoved by the 

machinery and her power to choose can therefore be acce pted --- even if 

one has reservations about the weird and exotic detail which colours 

the acc ount of her crucifixion .  S o  r:1uch palpable c ondi tioning precedes 

Edward and Lavinia 1 s  choice , however ,  that it seens no choice at all.  

T o  this eleoent of deteroinisn mus t be added the impression one ge ts 

of the Guardians enignatically circulating from one c o cktail party t o  

the next i n  accor'1nnce wi th their pre-ordained role . Even though their 

purposes are identified in the action of the play there reoains s ooe thing 

alarming about them. Whatever Elio t ' s  intentions oo.y have been (for 

the role of the Guardians grew considerably during the naking of the 

play) their nanipulations rais e  dis turbing ques tions concerning human 

i dent i ty and volition .  

Eliot ' s  final two play s ,  The Confidential Clerk and The Elder 

S tatesman, though they too deal wi th ques tions of appearance and 
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in their patterning and theatrical technique . Froo a technical point 

of view it would appear that Eliot 'rished to prove with � 

Confidential Clerk that he could write a well-onde three-act play in 

which plot  interest was sustained right through to the denouement . 5·1 

Certainly his third act, whic.h is in .fact longer than the preceding 

ones achieves this ,  but the fatuousness of the mistaken-identity plot 

(conplete with the story of the babes wilfully confused by their 

nurse ) iopairs the seriousness of Eliot ' s  thene of real and mistaken 

vocations . Nor from the point of vie\'1 of stage-business did Eliot 

profit by his experinent with farce as he node no nttenpt to capitalise 

on the genre ' s  typical business .  The Elder Statesoan on the other 

hand has a slight surface plot and an elegiac tone which relates much 

nore to Eliot ' s  source , Oedipus at Colonus ,  than to  drawing-room 

conedy. The play ' s  settings suggest its simple novenent : the first 

act takes place in " The drawing=rooiLl of Lord Cla.verton ' s  London home. 

Four o ' clock in the afternoon" ; the second on " The Terrace at Badgley 

Court [a convalescent hoUleJ. Morning" ; and the third act shows the 

sane setting "Late afternoon of the following day" (p. 297 ) . It is 

thus literally a sunset play, notable not at all for its stagecraft 

but possessing a quiet beauty in its verse as its aging protagonis t  

faces his ghosts and his death. These final two plays are no doubt 

significant for their verse but show a regression as far as stage-

crnft and theatrical inpnct are concerned. 

The Cocktail Party, however, does nark a breakthrough in the 

development of a nodern theatrical idiom. I t  invested a stereotyped 

fore with a sense of alienotion�oaking previously faniliar surround-

ings and relationships seem insecure and insubstantial . To Eliot 
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this consciousness of dis:.:ociation >-ms a necessary prelininary to the 

acceptance of nnother reality.  But vrhat if the Guardians in The 

Cocktail Party had not been servants of a greater reality? What if 

their " patients" never learnt who wns oonipulating then or why? l-lhat ,  

indeed , if  there were nobody at all outside the drnwing-roon? After 

Eliot  cones Pinter. 53 

V 

No English playwright fron Pinero to the present d�y conveys a 

s tropger sense of enclosure in his work than does Harold Pinter. This 

feeling does not derive nerely fron his frequent use of a single 

enclosing setting -- the Pinter roon over which so much critical and 

s peculative ink has been spilt ·--- for i t  is also present in works 

such as Silence in which the characters ar� physically isolated, each 

in his or her own " nrea" , on cm enpty stage . 54 This latter in�ge 

offers c.� better clue to the nature of the " enclosure" in Pinter 1 s drana 

tr.an does the roon, for even in his earlier plays '; the roou" is 

surrounded by the unknoun ancl the characters are shmm, as Pinter re-

narked in an interview in 1 960 , 1 1at the extrene edge of their living, 

where they are living pretty ouch alone u 55 The plays record the 

characters ' attenpts to s tructure an essentially anarchic existence and 

thus we arrive at a kind of inverse deterninisn: man is free but walls 

hinself in because of his fear of frccdon. 

A sinilar paradox applies to the structural patterns of the plays . 

"Etched in silence" ,  as John Luhr has described then , 56 they are nt the 

sane tiou both " open" and " enclosed" : " open" in the sense that at any 

given nonent of silence in then tho action could go in a number of 

different directions ; " enclosed" in that the ultinatc result of the 

overall action is a kind of circling back , a recognition of a basic 

condition >tThich was latent at the beginning . 57 Pinte:r; fron his ovm 
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point of view , has described the pro c e s s  as follows : 

I ' d  l ike to make qui te c lear • . • that I don ' t regard ny mm 
charac ters as uncontrolled or anarchi c .  They ' re no t .  The 
func tion cf s e l ec tion .::me' .:-: :n:angc.; : .:..11·� is z::�!lJ . I do all the 
donkeywork, in fac t and I think I can say that I pay 
meti culous a ttention to the shape of things , froB the sho.pe of 
a sentence to the overall s tructure of the play. This shaping, 
to put it mildly, is of the firs t importance . But I think a 
double thing happens . You arrange and you listen, following 
the clues you leave for yourself , through the charac ters . And 
sonetimes a balance is found , where image can freely engender 
inage and uhere at the sa!Jle tine you are able to keep your 
sights on the place \'/"here the characters are silent and in hiding. 
I t  is in the s i lence that they are mo s t  evident to me . 58 

1vri tten in this t1c1.tter ( v<i thout ,  of c ours e ,  any kind of scenario ) , 

Pinter ' s  plays are much nore poetic than Pinero ' s  well-nade s tructures , 

but no less prec isely patterned and " punc tuated" . In the works of 

both playwrights there i s  a c onsiderable use of pausation, but , whereas 

Pinero us ed pauses to underline specific details in the causal linking 

of hi s plo ts , Pinter wri tes for the sake of the s ilences . As Peter 

Hall , the director of nos t  of the original productions of Pinter ' s  

plays , has cormented : 

Harold wri tes in s il ence as much as in words ; he defines s il ence 
by the noi se on either s ide of it and the lit oral connunica tion 
on e i ther side of i t .  So you have to discover what goes on 
through tha t . 59 

The silences , as vTe vrill show in some detail in the next sec tion, are 

graded in t eT!Jls of both duration and effec t ,  but it is through them that 

the shape of Pinter ' s  ac tions gradually bec omes manifest in the theatre . 

Mo reover ,  in mo s t  of the stage plays the completion of the action is 
. 60 marked by a " long s ilence" or i t s  equivalen t .  

Analys is o f  "blocking" patterns i n  Pinter ' s  stage plays i s  of 

l imited value compared with the study of his s i l enc es . After hi s 

firs t plays , The Roo!Jl ( 1 957 ) and The Birthday Party ( 1 958 ) , in ,.,hch 

hi s us e of pausation bears only slightly on the pat tern of entrances 

and exi ts ,  naj or entrances generally coincide wi th narked " silences " 
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in the text ,  and thus these " silences" �ay be seen as signalling ne\'1 

t . thi 61  movemen s w �  n scenes . This is  generally the case in The Care-

taker ( 1 960 )  and e�phatically so in The Homeconin� ( 1 965 ) .  Since the 

last-named play, however9 Pinter has been exploring a draua of with-

drawal in which physical �ovement has hardly any part. Scenario graphs 

for Landscape ( 1 968) and Silence ( 1 969)  would only show tiD continuous 

bars for the fo�er and three for the latter! The same applies to Q14 

Times ( 1 971 ) in which the three bars are intorruptad only by a vertical 

line marking the division between the two acts and by a gap in Kate ' s  

bar between her exit at the end of Act 1 and her entrance early in Act 2 .62 

However,  a few points suggested by the scenario graphs for Pinter ' s  

first two full-length plays, The Birthday Party (Figure 24)  and The Care

taker (Figure 2 5 ) . are worth brief comBent before a closer exaoination 

is made of the patterning and " ptmctuation" of Pinter ' s  nost  aobitious 

play to date,  The Homecoming. 

The Birthday Party has a si�ple overall s tructure : three acts 

depicting, in turn, the action before, during and after the " party" . 

The blocking pattern is only vaguely symoetrical , but something of the 

circular quality of the action is sugges ted by the opening and ending 

of the play with Meg and Petey. Further points of the blocking pattern 

are that Stanley, the central character, enters at the beginning of the 

second novement of Act 1 ,  and (with Goldberg and McCann) exits finally 

at the end of the penultimate movement of Act 3 ;  that the sequence 

involving Lulu and Stanley in Act 1 is similarly positioned to the 

one involving her and Goldberg in Act 3 ; and that Goldberg and McCann 

have a sequence together in each of these acts . This however ---

apart fron the fac t  that Stanley and McCann are on sta�e for almost  the 

whole of !.et 2 -- is the SUI:l of the "blocking" sy.umetry, though there 
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are , of course s  many recurring mo tifs in the dialogue and s tage 

business . 

The scenario graph for The Caretaker, with only three charac ters 

involved,  has a much s impler pattern . Davies is present throughout 

the action, except for the bri ef sequence at the beginning where Mick 

s i ts alone and looks in turn at the obj e c ts in the room. Given 

Davies ' con tinual presence and the fac t that Pinter only twice allows 

the two bro thers to be present at the sane tine (for a three and a half 

page sequence in net 2 , and momentarily in 1ct 3 ) ,  the play inevitably 

offers a series of alternating duolcgues between Davies and �ston or 

Mick . The effect,  of cours e ,  i s  to  put the audience in the same s tate 

of uncertainty about the bro thers and their relationshi p as i s  the old 

tramp . The other no table fea ture of the play ' s  " blocking" is the way 

in which these duologues , generally s peaking, becone progressively 

shorter , nnd thus the rhythB more s taccato , through the interruptions 

caused by fades 5 blackouts and curtains as well as entrences and 

exits . This also has an unse·ttling effect on the audience ,  s imilar 

to  the effect of the bro thers on Davies , but the division of the ac tion 

into eight sections showing a series of encounters spread over sane two 

weeks of s tage tine nec essarily resul ts in the unusual sacrifice for 

Pinter of one of the unities . His next full-length play , however, 

s crupulously obs erves all three ,  and with its two equally-balanced 

ac ts acquires a mon�ental quali ty reminiscent of Eli o t ' s  The Family 

Reunion ; a ti tle which like The Co cktail Party and The Birthday 

Party, is s trangely echoed in Pinter ' s  choice of "The I!onP.ooning�" 



F I G U R E  26: Scenario graph of T H E  HOM E COM I N G  by Harold Pinter 

ACT 1 I ACT 2 
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VI 

In a 1 966 Pari s Review interview Pinter s tated of his draoa : 

The only play which ge ts reoo tely near 
>'Thich satisfies Be is The HoBeconing. 
and Tho Caretaker have too ouch \'Triting 
i t  down . eliBinate things 03 

a s tructural entity 
The Birthday Party 
• • •  I want to iron 

The Homecooing is clearly the flos t  tightly cons truc ted o f  Pinter 1 s  

first three full-length plays . having a firoer control of the sub

text (indicated by the greater economy of dialogue and stage-business ) 
and oore prec ision in the "blocking" and pointing of the ac tion than 

e i ther of the others . The foroali ty of the play ' s struc ture in which 

the second half inverts the happenings of the firs t half is hinted at 

by the scenario graph (Figure 26 ) ,  but is more effectively demons trated 

by analysis of Pinter 1 s  usage of his unique system of theatrical 

punc tuati on devi ces : the hesi tation (indicated in the text by three 

do ts ) , the pause ;  the silence ; the blackou t ;  and the curtain . 

These " s tops" ass i s t  his audiences , denied the explicit connections and 

progressions of the well-Bade play s to respond crea-tively to the sub-

textual impli cations of his dialogue and s tage-business and to gradually 

s ense the unfolding pattern of the a c ti on. Ins tead, therefore, of 

dis cussing the pat terning of The Homecominz movenent by movement s  as 

we have with o ther plays in thi s thesis , it is profitable t o  c onsider 

how the pattern eoerges through Pinter ' s  usage of hie system of 

theatrical punc tuation, beginning wi th the smaller " s tops" and progress-

ing to the more emphatic ones . 

(i ) The Hesi tation : The " three d o ts "  s ign should perhaps be 

regarded as a conventional punctuation s top rather than a theatrical 

one , but because Pinter oakes more than usual use of it and as there 

are several distinc tive features about the way he does s o ,  i t  is 



necessary to c onsider i t  bri efly. The s ign in Pinter dialogue 

defini tely indicates a nouentary hesitation.64 When i t  is us ed 

frequently the sign indicates a diffi cul ty which the s peaker is ex-

periencing in put ting together and expre ssing hi s though ts -- or 

perhaps thos e thoughts he 1'1i shes to express . This may be the result 

of a permanent slow-wi t tedness as wi th Joey the boxer or, mo re 

interestingly , of a s pecial s tate of tension. When Ruth , the only 

woman in the play, uses i t ,  it c reates a weird effe c t  almos t  as i f  

h e r  body were speaking and en�bles Pinter to prepare a n  electrifying 

( and importan t )  effect when she suddenly snaps out of a s exual tranc e 

and brusquely orders the men about . S imilarly when her husb and Teddy 

hesi tates a numbGr of times in a spe e ch in whi ch he c laims to be 

emotionally disengaged fr o� the o ther charac ters i t  is evident that his 

obj ec tiv i ty is under a degree of s tress whi ch has brought it alnos t  to 

breaking-point. 

The hesi ta tions are no t ahmys involuntary 9 hovrever .  Lenny, the 

mos t  viciously articulate chara c ter in the play, occasionally us es the 

dev i ce to gain an i ronic emphas is . For exa.opl e ,  when I1'Iax gets out of 

bed and comes downstairs to furi ously demand why Lenny has been shouting 

in the middle of the nigh t ,  Lenny ' s  reply : " Lo ok ,  why don ' t you j us t  • • •  
po p off , eh? " ( p . 35 )  c ontains a hidden innuendo . As one of Lenny ' s  

favourite me thods of bai ting Max i s  t o  call him Dad (Max ' s  pat erni ty 

appears somewhat doub tful ) ,  " pop" is obviously l oaded. ( The word 

c ontinues to pop up during the remainder of the sequenc e . ) S imilarly, 

a few s pe eches later, Lenny uses a hesi tation to s tress a neat e o�-

bination of ironic unders tatenent and innuendo when he c ounters Max ' s  

incensed demand for an explanation of the shouting, by a diversion : 

" I ' ll tell you wha t ,  Dad , s ince you ' re in the mood f or a b i t  of a • • •  
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cha t ,  I ' ll ask you a quo s tion. 11  ( p . 36 ) " Chat" is hardly the vTOrd 'to 

des cribe what Hax is in the nood for , but it is exac tly the �,uphemism 

c ommonly used for a father-son discussion of " the fac ts of life11 • 

Lenny accordingly goes on t o  ask : " the night you got me that niffht 

wi th Num., l'l'ha t wa"l i t  like? Eh? When I was jus t  a &l i �t in your 

eye . " 

Indicating a s tate of tension and emphasising a succ eeding word 

are hro posi tive aspe c ts of Pinter ' s use of the hesi tation. There is 

also a negative aspec t whi ch is of s ome interes t --- the fac t that he 

rarely uses it to indicate an unfinished spe ech. In The Homecoming 

only half a dozen s peeches " tail off" , whereas in John Arden ' s  The 

Workhouse Donk� (which also nakes frequent us e of the hesi tation sign) 
do zeru:; do . Pinter charac ters nearly always finish their s entences , and 

this , together wi th the frequent us e of subsequent pauses , givea a 

distinc tive end-s topped character t o  the verbal exchanges and sharp.er.a 

their ir:apact�  

( ii ) The Paus�: This i s ,  of c ours e, the most frequently used 

s tage-dire c tion in a Pinter script.  I t  occurs no fewer than 224 times 

in Th�oming (beatinff the tally in The Caretaker by over fifty ! ) . 

Though the llevice nakes an important c ontribution to the rhythn by 

dividing dialogue ( together with r:aover!lent and 11business " ) into uni ts 

of differing lengths , this is no t its main purpose . The bas i c  

function o f  the Pinter pause i s  to ma:;:k " s il ent interplay of 

. 
d 

. 
t '  t •  11 65 . th ' d b t h t consc1ous an uncons c1ous mo 1va 1on Wl 1n an e ween c arac ers . 

( The hesi tation, of course ,  c.irec tly involves only the speaker . ) 
More often than no t in the plays up to and including The Homecom1ng 

the speeches are moves or gamb its in the continual battle for 

dominance which characterises Pinter ' s  dramatic worl d .  The paus e 
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alerts the audi ence to the trap c oncealed in the speaker ' s  words and 

fo cuses attention on his opponent ' s  capacity to avoid i t .  The 

opening exchanges of The Homecooing demons trate this cl early : 

MAX .  vlhat have you done vTi th the scissors ? 
� 

I said I ' m looking fer the scissors .  What have you done wi th them? 
Pause 

Did you hear me? I want to cut something out of the paper.  

LENNY. I '  m reading the paper . 
q.��en MJ� . Not that paper. I hilven ' tAread that paper. I ' m talking 

about las t Sunday ' s  paper.  I was jus t having a look at  it  in the 
ki t chen. 

Pause .  

Do you hear what I ' m saying? 
scissors ? 

I ' n talking to you ! Where ' s  the 

LENNY . (looking up, qui e tly) Why don ' t  you shut up, you daft prat? ( p . 7 ) 
Here Max is trying to as sert himself by putting Lenny at a dis-

advantage : "vlhat have you done wi th the scissors ? "  rather than " Do 

you kno'l'r where the scissors are? " The first two pauses mark Lenny ' s  

refusal to "bite", or indeed t o  res pond at all to r-lax if he can hel p  i t .  

When Max then reinforces his move by offering a reason for wanting the 

sc issors ,  Lenny not only undercuts it by asserting hi s claim to the 

paper but by so doing implies Max ' s  inferi or posi tion in the household. 

Max c ounters by implying that Lenny has red11ced him to  reading last 

Sunday ' s  paper in the ki tchen, but Lenny is  qui te unmoved . Finally ,  

when Max renews his demand , Lenny deals direc tly wi th the real issue 

(:!-1ax 1 s  at temp t at asserting pat ernal authority ) by giving him, wi th the 

minimum of effo rt . c. calculated verbal slap. Thus the pauses in this 

opening passage help to introduce and define the nature of the relation-

shi p be tween :r.iax and �enr_y far more effectively than could have been 

done by words alone . 
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Lenny ' s  refusal to reply until i t  suits him indi cates his 

superi or s trength in the faoily power gane , and this sugges ts another 

point about the way pauses work in the play. Generally the 

charac te rs who do mos t of the talking turn out to be the losers because 

sooner or later they leave thet.1selves open to effective counter-attack .  

:Hax l oses in hi s contest 1-ri th Lenny, but later in the firs t act Lenny 

los es t o  Ru th because in the course of trying to intimidate her 1'fith a 

l ong story about the way in which he beat up a pros titute who made him 

1 1 a  c ertain propos i t ion11 he unconciously reveals his impotence . 

Similarly the weakness of the Qarital bond between Ruth and Teddy is 

clearly signall ed by the fac t  that mos t  of the many pauses in their 

c onversation resul t from Ruth ' s  fai ling or delaying to reply to her 

66 
husband ' s  constant sugges tions and ques ti�ns . 

A refusal to answer does no t ,  of course , ahtays indi cate s trength . 

I t  is s oraetines nerely the only 'fray in which a weaker character can 

avoid to tal defea t .  An exchange early i n  the play between Max and his 

chauffeur bro ther Sam provides a good example of this . San knows that 

Max ' s  deceased wif e Jess i e  had cuckolded hin, her lover being Max ' s  

bes t friend MacGregor . The incident has re2ained on Sam ' s  conscienc e  

a s  i t  had happened while he was driving the couple around town i n  his 

firm ' s  limous ine . Nevertheless , he uses oblique hints about i t  as a 

neans of retaliating agains t Max ' s constant attempts to hunilia te him. 

Unfortunately Nax has guess ed Sat' 1 s  " s ecret11 lont; ago and is more than 

capable of calling his bluff : 

r� . Above having a good bang in the b�ck s eat , are you? 
SAM . Yes , I leave that to others . 
MAX .  You leave it to others? lihat o thers? You paralys ed pra t !  
SAN . I don 1 t mess u p  ny car ! Or my my boss 1 s car ! Like 

o ther people. 
W.X . Other people? vlhn t o ther people? 

Paus e .  
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vfuat other people? 
Paus e .  

S.LU1 . O ther people . (p . 1 5 ) 

The pausos here point Sa� ' s  partial defeat . However, as long as 

he . does not cone out directly with his knowledge he has & weapon, 

double-edged as it may be , to use agains t Max. When he finally does 

blurt it out at a noment of crisis near the end of the play he has a 

seizure , collapse� , and is  disregarded . Once spoken, his secret has 

lost its power and he has nothing left with which to defend hioself . 
' 

The exchange between Max and San also illustrates a further point . 

The pauses clarify what is happening and �nsure that the exchange be-

tw·een the brothers registers with the audience . But the details which 

explain the conflict are not revealed until the end of the play and then 

are shown to be without significance .  What natters i s  not the fact  ---

which has no intrinsic significance --- but how it is used . Thus 

Pinter ' s pauses are in a sense more tangible than the "facts" t'fhich lie 

behind theo. 67 

(iii )  The Silence : A strong claim could be made for the pause as 

Pinter ' s  trademark , but the silence in another r1atter. Since Waiting 

for Godo� the silence in drama has been the ultinate synbol of the 

Absurd. Pinter, however, did not adopt this usage decisively until 

�andscape and §ilence . The silences in these plays signify 1-Ti thdravml 

or oblivion --- Beth ' s  withdrawal into her one moment of bliss (Land-

scape) , the disintegration into nothingness of Ellen, Rumsey and Bates 

( Silence ) .  There is a clear hint of this development with two of the 

silences in Act Two of The Honeconing which occur during Ruth ' s  

hesitant description of the barrenness of her life in America. In the 

play as a whole ,  however , the silences perform the sane functions 

( though with greater precision)  as they do in The Caretaker ;  they 
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divide the acti on int o  uove�ents ,  and at the saue tine they 

enphasise noments of extreme nenace or t ension. 

There are tvTenty silences in The Homecoming, all pointing 

s igni fican t  stages_ . in the overall development of the action. 

Perhaps coincidentally, there are four of then in each of the five 

major sec tions into which the play is divided, but , as the sections 

vary in l ength and the s ilences are not evenly s paced wi thin them , the 

device can be found used both in clusters and s ingly . In the maj ority 

of cas es , however, i t  occurs at the beginning or the end of a sequence , 

and where thi s happens the encounter is given particular s tress -- a 

larger version of the end-s topped effec t nentioned earlier . 
The silences of the opening sec tion (i . e . up to the firs t blackout ) 

are of this kind . The firs t cones a t  the end of tho opening s equence 

between !'lax and Lenny and the second at the end of a s equence be tween 

Max and San. In b o th cases the silences point defiance of Max ' s  

authority - firs t as father; then as elder brother and ( subtex tually) 
husband . They also s tress entrances -- Sum enters imBediately af ter 

68 the firs t  one and Joey af ter the s e cond .  Joey ' s  initial entrance is 

ac tually framed by silences , the one which follows hio entrance 

indicating that even he can sense the tens ion between hi s father and 

uncle . His opening remark , " Feel a bit hungry" ( p. 1 6 ) is a s ingularly 

unf ortunate attempt at a diversion. I t  happens to foll o.,.T cri t i c i sm 

by both Lenny and Sam of Max ' s  inadequate cooking and so provokes Max 

into a bi t ter outburs t agains t the o thers , culminating in a dark threat 

agains t L enny ( vTho exi ts contemptuously) - and the fourth s ilenc e .  

Thus each of the s ilences i n  the firs t s ection o f  the play underlines 

the unresolved tensions in this womanless household . 

The is olating effect whi ch the s ilences often have on encounters 
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in this play is particularly evident in the s econd (Night ) section 

of Act One . Here thoro are four �ajor sequences involving pairs of 

characters, each sequence being separated from the next one by a 

silence ( as well , of course ,  � 3  an exit and entrance ) . This not 

only imparts a quality of deliberation and menace to this section 

presaging the eruption in the next one , but helps to " plant" in 

performance an inportant fGaturo of the overall pattern : that each of 

these sequences is parallelcJ in Act 2 by a related encounter involving 

the sane characters but reversin& the earlier c onflict or action. In 

the first  one,  Ruth (having been brought in the tri.ddle of the night to 

the home of in-lavm she has never not a.'lld '\V"ho are not expecting
. 
her) 

is clearly reluctant to stay despite her husband ' s  acsurancos that the 

faraily will no t mind, whereas in the second act he vmnts to leave and 

she does not .  Similarly1 Lenny 1 s  superficially natter-of-fact s,ccept-

ance of Teddy ' s  arrival is counter-balanced in ll.ct 2 by his savagely 

ironic denunciation of Teddy ' s  failure to accept the family "hospitality" 

in the proper spiri t ;  Ruth ' s  defeat of Lenny when he unconsciously 

gives himself away in trying to intimidate her, by her confession and 

apparent subnission to hin ; and Lenny 1 s a Voidance of telling }IJ:ax about 

the arrival of Ruth (and Teddy) , by his co-operation '\'l'i th Max in cen-

t .  tl 1 t t . h 6 9 coc �ng 1e p an o re a�n er. 

The silences in the final section of Act 1 prepare , initiate and 

resolve the climactic confrontation of the first half of the play. The 

first one simply marks Naz ' s  uood of blilck frustration when he enters 

the room in the morning, and leads to another ill-tenpered attack on 

S� who has been tidying up after Max in the kitchen. The next two 

silences follovl in rapid succession, doubling the effect  of outrage and 

menace ? when at lust Max comes face to face wi th his uninvited guests : 
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TEDDY � RUTH c ome down the stairs . 
and stop jus t inside the room . 

They 'l'mlk across the hall 

The o th�!S turn and l 0 ok at the�. 
are we�ring dressing gowns . 

Si lence . 
TEDDY smiles . 

JOEY s tands . 

TEDDY. Hallo • • • Dad • • • vle overslept. 

Pause .  

What ' s  for breakfas t? 

Silence . ( p . 40 ) 

TEDDY .£!!!!. RUTH 

The firs t of these s ilences marks the s tupefaction of Max1 Cam and 

Joey --- none of who� had any prior knowledge of Teddy and Ruth ' s  

presence in the house ; the pause ,  the real isation by Mnx that Lenny 

(who is deliberately absent at thi s point ) had conceal ed from him the 

news of their arrival the previous nigh t ;  and the second silence , Max ' s  

mounting fury ( exacerbated by Teddy ' s  ques tion) at this ul tinate insult 

to his authori ty. This is the lighting of a fuse whi ch Pinter has been 

laying through the entire ac t .  

The fuse burns rapidly until Max ' s  rage explodes i n  a savage 

dununciation of Teddy for bringing a " s tinkir.g pox-ridden slut11 ( p. 41 )  

into his house and he orders Joey to " chuck then out" . Joey ignores 

him . Then follows a rm1arkable series of ac tions , wi thout dialogue , 

culminating in an unexpec ted reversal whi ch is narked by the final 

silence of the ac t :  

LENNY walks into the room, in a dressing gown. 
He stops . 
x�ey all look round. 
MAX turns back, � JOEY in the stomach wi th all hia night . 

JOEY contorts , staggers across the s tage . MAX, wi th the exertion 
of the blow , begins to collaps e, Hi s knees buckl e .  He clutches 
his stick. 

Si� moves forward to help him. 
MAX hits him across the head with his stick. SAJif sits,  head 

in hands . 
JOEY, hands pressed to hi s st omach, sinks down at the feet of 

RUTH . She looks dmm at hin . 
LENlTY and TEDDY are stil l .  
JOEY slowly s tands . He is close to RUTI! . He turns from RUTH, 



l ooks around at MAX .  
SAM c lut�es his he ad . 
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MAX brea thes heavily, very s lowly gets to hi s fee t .  
JOEY noves t o  hin . 
They l ook at each o ther . 
Silence . 
f-lAX moves p.1.s t  JOEY , walks t oward RUTH . 

s tick . 
MJU. Niss . ( pp .  42-3 ) 

He ges tures wi th his 

Nowhere in Pinter ' s plays i s  hi s equation of dialogue wit'"l. ges ture t1ore 

vividly detlons trated than in thi s pas s age . No t only does i t  present 

the culmination of all the tens ions of the first ac t ,  but it also f ore-

shadows the real ignnent of relationshi ps in the s econd ac t --- in 

par ticular Ruth ' s  adoption of Joey as her t1ate and pro tege within the 

c lan. The s ilence whi ch marks the confron tation be tw·een Max and J oey 

ends with Max ' s  submission and his acceptance of Ruth ' s  arrival in the 

house . The consequences of this dec i sion are worked out in the second 

ac t .  

The s i l ences i n  il c t  2 point the s tages o f  a coafl i c t  be tween Teddy 

and hi s faw� ly ( excluding Sam ) for the po ssession of Ruth . The act 

begins after dinner wi th the whole group together and Nax in particular 

oo zing cordiali ty . Before l ong, ho\vever ,  he drops hi s mask and once 

again vents hi s s pl een on his usual scapegoa t .  The c limax of hi s 

a ttack is marked by the first silenc e : 

l'1A.X .  
in 

SAM . 
M.AX .  

MJ� yoints hi s s ti ck at SAM . 
He didn ' t  even fight in the war .  Thi s man didn ' t  even fight 

the bloody 1var! 
I did !  
�Tho did you kil l ?  
S il enc e .  
SA}i gets up, goes to RUTH , shakes her hand and go es out of the 
front door. 

The incident is an ominous po rtent . o f the savagery to c o�e . ' 

Af ter San ' s  exi t ,  Max , again apparently benign, turns his attention 

to T eddy ' s  marriage and do ctorate , and it i s  soon apparent from T eddy ' s  
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hesitant assurances that neither is as sound aa he pretends . This 

movement comes to a head with Lenvy ' s  interrogation of Teddy about the 

philosophical definition of a table , but is brought to a halt by an 

extraordinary interruption fron Ruth :  

RUTH . Don ' t be  too sure though. You ' ve forgotten sonething. 
Look at me . I • • •  nove ny leg. That ' s  all it  is . But I 
wear • • •  underwear • • •  which uoves with ne • • •  it • • •  captures 
your attention. Perhaps you misinterpret .  The ection is 
simple .  I t ' s  a leg • . •  noving. Ny lips clOve . IV'hy don ' t 
you res trict�your observations to that? Perhaps the fact that 
they move is oore significant • • •  than the v10rds which come 
through then. You nust bear that . • •  possibility • • •  in mind. 

( pp .  52-3 ) 

As Kelly Morris has observed in an article on the play,70 this speech 

sums up Pinter ' s  dranatic method and the danger for his audiences that 

they may be deceived by " the suggestive rustle which accoopanies the 

real action . " 71 In context,  however . Ruth ' s  words direct the family to 

pay attention to her and what she is , rather than \'That she seens to be . 

The silence which follows her statenent is  the pivot for the remainder 

of the action, for Ruth then goes on to  make a simple but chilling 

confession : 

?ilence . 
TEDDY stands . 

(RUTH) I was born quite near here . 
Pause .  

Then • • •  six years ago , I went t o  !�erica. 

��· 
I t ' s  all rock. And sand . I t  s tretches • • •  so far • • •  everywhere 
you look . lilld there ' s  lots of insects there . 

Pause .  
And there ' s  lots o f  insects there . 

Silence . 
She is  still . (p . 53 ) 

The action which this crucial passage represents is clear --- Ruth is 

revealing the emptiness of her marriagtl and il!lplying that the family 

can have her if they are prepared to take her. 
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In the following movement Max and Lenny obligingly (and Joey 

reluctantly) leave Teddy alone with Ruth. He tries to cajole her 

into leaving but getting no positive response decides to force the 

issue by going upstairs to pack. Lenny comes into the room and there 

is another silence to mark the beginning of the fifth move�ent of this 

section of the play: Ruth ' s  passive but devastating counter to her 

husband. She simply makes herself available , first to Lenny and then 

to Joey. Teddy is helpless to stop her ;  he  can only attempt to 

avoid humiliation by refusing to acknowledge it .72 

The final section of the play is divided by silences into four 

movenents . The first ,  a brief one , begins with the two family victims , 

alone together. Sam is trying to comfort Teddy for, as is soon 

revealed, Ruth and Joey have been sharing a bed upstairs for the last 

tv•o hours . When, however, Lenny enters the room; Teddy ' s  impotent 

hostility becomes evident . His futile "declaration of war" is 

Siffnalled by a "double silenc e " : 

LENNY . Still here , Ted? You' ll be late for your first seminar. 
He goes to the sideboard, opens it, peers in it, to the right 
� the left,  stands . 

Where ' s  my cheese-roll? 
Pause 

Someone ' s  taken by cheese-roll . I left it there . 
You been thieving? 

TEDDY . I took your cheese-roll , Lenny. 
Silence . 

(To SAM . )  

SAM looks at them? picks up his hat and goes out of the front 
door.  
�nee . ( p . 63 )  

Sam exits , of course ,  because he cannot bear t o  watch the mental 

carnage he knows will result from this defiance . Although Teddy 

explains his action in terms 'vhich exactly parallel the family ' s  

behaviour with Ruth ( " I  \'TaS hungry so I at·e it" ) ,  his gesture is not 
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one Lenny is prepared to ignore . The long �ovenent which follows 

presents an escalation of vicious effrontery by Lonny and Max, with 

Joey a willing accomplice. It has a dual purpose :  to secure Ruth to 

the fanily on the nost profitable teres , and to try Teddy ' s  stance of 

indifference to the linit.  The culmination of this process cones with 

Lenny ' s  proposals that Ruth should be installed in one of his Greek 

Streot flats to earn her keep l i on her back" ( p . 72 )  and that Teddy might 

act as her American advertising agent!  

Ruth ' s  entry at this point begins the cli�1actic movement and there-

fore is given emphatic stress : 

RUTH cones down the stairs , dressed. 
She comes into the roon. 
She s�iles at the g�L the ring, and sits . 
Silence . (p. 75) 

I n  this movement Teddy continues to demonstrate his apparent indifference 

to the proceedings by himself inforning Ruth of the family ' s  proposal 

without stating any objection on his part, but Ruth ' s  acceptance reveals 

a callous practicality which fur outdoes his or even the family ' s . 

Only Sam, the one character l'li th a r:1oral consciencJ? atteopts to inter-

vene , and though the effort nearly kills hin he could have saved him-

self the bother for all the notice that is taken of it . Even Teddy 

merely loo�s down at Sum ' s  body and re�arks unfeelingly,  " I  was going 

to c.sk hin to drive me to London Airport" (p .79) . He then says good-

bye to his father and brothers as if nothing in the leas t unusual had 

happened,  but i �nores his wife until she c& ls out as he gets to the 

front door:  

RUTH. Eddie.  
TEDDY turns . 
Pause .  

Don ' t  beconc a s tranger. 
TEDDY goes, shuts the front door. 

Silence . 
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This silence marks the las t turning point of the play. Teddy has 

avoided humiliation at the cost of anaes thetising his hunanity, while 

Ruth has assumed the role of a mother saying goodbye to a son who 

rarely visits the family. She then impassively and silently takes 

coEWand of her brood. 

(iv) The Blackout. -- Pinter ' s  use of blackouts goes back to his 

very firs t  play , The Room (1957) . At the end of that play Rose ' s  

sudden blindness is immediately followed by a blackout and when the 

house lights cone up the curtain has closed. In The Birthday Party 

a blackout is used to heighten the terfor of the gane of blind nnn ' s  

bluff, though here the action continues in the darkness with momentary 

illuminations frotl a fle.shlic;ht.  I t  was not until Th3 Caretaker, 

however, that Pinter used the blackout as n scene divider. Here he 

�ade � significant distinction behreen fade to blackout,  indicating 

a simple time-lapse ,
74 

and blackout which he used in the third net to 

indicate not merely a time-lapse but Davies ' is ol�tion and moral 

blindness .  

The three blackouts in The Homecoming (there �re no "fades") have 

a sioilar effect and significance. The first one cuts to darkness 

in:..mediately on !liax ' s  statement, " I  remember my fnther" (p. 19) , and 

when the lights cut in again a few seconds later Toddy and Ruth (look

ing almost like ghosts in light summer suits and raincoats) "stand at 

the threshold of the room. " Toddy by returning home hns "remembered 

his father" (as Max with gurgling glee points out at the end of the 

act) , but if he had remembered him a little more acutely he would no t  

have como at all . The second blackout (on Max ' s  exit after his night 

encounter with :'":enny) underlines the fact that Lenny has left Max " in 

the dark" about the arrival of Teddy anti Ruth. There is also a 
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sugges tion of a " blindness of paternity" motif here as Lenny has boen 

inquiring about his conception l::l.nd w·ishing aloud he had obtained. 

information about it from his " dear nother" before she " pas sed over 

to the other side" ( p .  37 ) .  The third blackout comes in the mi ddle of 

Ac t  2 when Teddy, after s tanding impotently by whi l e  Joey sprawled on 

top of Ruth kissing her , �akcs hi s s peech claiming he has the 

obj ec tivity to maintain " intellec tual equilibrium" but that Max, Lenny, 

Jo ey and Ruth arc 11 jus t  ob j ec ts11 :  

You jus t move about . I can observe i t .  I can see l'That 
you d o .  It ' s  the same as I do . But you ' re los t in i t .  You 
won ' t  get me being • • •  I won ' t be lost in it . 

BL!I.CKOUT . ( p . 62 ) 
(v) The Curtain: This and the blackout are ,  of cours e ,  the major 

" s tops "  for defining the overall pattern. The logical func tion of these 

" s to:r:o" are clearly distinguished : the curtains t o  open and close nets 

and the blackouts to sub-divide the acts . Together in The Homec oming 

they divide up ·the play into five maj or secti ons . Te�porally these 

come close to being a continuum : Evening ; Night ; Morning: After-

noon; Evening . The no tion of " homecoming" can be s chCiiW.tised s in-

ilnrly as : nHome'1 ; Arrival ; Confrontation ; .Acceptance ; Takeover. 

When the s ingle setting of the 11 open living area" is als o no ted , i t  

can b e  seen tha t Pinter happens , as he usually does i n  hie s tage plays , 

to have observed the neo-classi cal unities . 

Underlying and co�plomcnt ing this uni ty is a design rather like a 

woven tapes try the colour pattern of whi ch appears in reverse on the 

o ther s ide . The two ac ts are equally balanced in length and ess ent-

ially c ounter-balanced in action. 'l'he firs t act may be described as 

Teddy ' s  homecouing; 
75 ' 

the s ec ::'!i , in several senses of th" word , as 

Ruth ' s . This is emphas ised by the opening and final curtains . In 

76 ' 
Act 1. the curtain falls with Max moving in to his " prodigal son11 
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for a "nice cuddle and ki ss" ( p ,44) ; in Ac t 2 wi th Teddy rejecte d  

and Max beside Ruth grovelling o n  hi s lmees and saying " Kiss n e "  (p . 82 ) . 

The pattern has been �evera ed and the honecooing i s  complete . 

VII 

The Homecoming presents a s tark , monunentally-s truc tured, s tudy 

of human behaviour in a noral vacuum. Pinter has attempted nothing on 

the same s cale sinc e ,  but in hi s subsequent plays to date has probed 

s till deeper to ques tion the very poss ibility of human relationships 

when each individual inevitably attempts to sh�pe the flux of the pas t 

into an arbi trary pattern >vhi ch vlill j us tify the present. 

The resul t ,  especially in his nex t  two stage works , has been a lyrical 

mode of drama in whi ch physi cal ac tion and even overt mental c onflict 

are virtually eliminated. 

The ac tion in Landscape and Silence is almo s t  entirely in the 

characters ' minds which co-exi s t  but touch each other, if at all , only 

accidentally. In both plays the charac ters are physi cally isolated as 

well . In Lands cape the husband wife sit at right angles t o  each other 

and are s epara ted by a long ki tchen tabl e .· Pinter no tes in hi s t ex t :  

DUFF refers normally to BETH but does no t appear to hear her 
voi c e .  
BETH never lo oks at DUFF, and does no t appear to hear hi s voi c e . ( p. 8 ) 

In Silence there is no t even a s e t ,  merely " Three areas . A chair in 

each area . " For the mos t  part the charac ters talk aloud to thems e lves , 

" shoring fragments of verbal memory agains t oblivion" , as Ronald Bryden 

c ommented in hi s Observer revimv . 77 Pinter ' s  " punctuation" here ex-

pres s e s  the theme by itself . At the beginning of the play Bates and 

Rumsey each relate to Ellen to sone extent (each even makes a tentative 

phys i cal move in her direc tion) and their exchanges are punc tuated 

merely by paus es , but s oon the charac ters are is olated in their areas 
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and their spoken thoughts are broken up into smaller and smaller 

fragments by silences . The final stage-directions read : "Long 

silence. Fade lights . " ( p. 51 ) 

In these plays Pinter passes beyo=d drama as it is normally defined 

to a form of theatrical poetry obviously influenced by D�ckett ' s  recent 

work. Old Times . however shows a partial return to the type of con-

flict presented in The HomecoLlinR".. There is  a s truggle for dominance 

between two of the characters with the object of establishing a clam to 

possess the third. But 9 as in Landscape and Silence --- though there 

is a little physical action and more overt mental conflict , the 

dialogue fluctuates ambiguously ben�een past and present until at the 

end of the play the characters realise that they are and always have 

been completely isolated and alone . There are two settings : the living 

room and the bedroom. In the living-roo� are two parallel sofas on 

1-1hich Kate and Anna lie,  and a chair at right angles to them on which 

Deeley, the " Odd �ian Out" , sits . In the bedroom there are two divans 

and an armchair which Pinter stipulates " are disposed in precisely the 

same relation to each other as the f�rniture in the first act, but in 

reversed positions �' ( p. 47 ) The rooos , therefore p can be seen to  be 

mirror images of each other --- public and private reflections of the 

same continuing isolation. 

These last three plays of Pintor would seem to take �he " enclosed" 

play as far as it can possibly go --- at least while remaining more or 

less in the naturalistic mode . I t  is not surprising, therefore, 

that the intervals betweGn the appearance of each now script from 

him grow longer and longer. If the danger of "open" form is that it  

may ultimately expand into chaos , that of a enclosed" foro is that in 

the quest "to iron it down, eliminate things" it  may contract to the 



point where the curtain will rise and fall on nothing. Becket t ' s  

Breath ( 1 970 ) virtually achieves thi s ,  but Pin ter s o  far has managed 

to balance on the brink
.
without going over. It is a remarkable 

achievement ,  and in no way diminished by a s tatement he has made , 

borrorting a phrase from Elio t ' s  Four Quarte t.s,, that for hiLl each new 

play has been "a different kind of failure. "  7S 
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lfOTES 

All cit::>.tions in my text froru T .  s . Elio t ' s  plays are to the single
volume Collected Plays ( London, 1 952 ) .  Citations froru Harold Pinter ' s  
plays nre to individual volumes ( published by Methuen) as follows : 

The Birthday Party and other plays (London, 1 960)  

The Caretaker (London, 1 960 ) 

The Homecoming ( London, 1 965 )  

Landscape and Silence ( London, 1 969)  

Old  Times ( London, 1 971 ) 

Citations are followed by parenthetical reference to the page numbers 
of the appropriate volumes . 
(For a complete list of the Methuen editions of Pinter ' s plays to date 
s ee Bibliography, Section A. ) 

1 .  John Lahr , "Pinter and Chekhov" , Tuln.ne Drana Review XIII (\'/inter, 
1 968) ,  p . 1 38. 

2. John Russell Taylor, The Rise and Fall of the Well-Jilade Play 
(London , 1 967) , p. 1 40 . 

3 .  Ibid. 
4 .  John Russell Taylor ( op. cit . , pp. 1 38-9) cites a passage by Noel 

Coward from the introduction to volume II of his Play Parade 
(new, enlcrged edition , London, 1 950) , in which Coward perceptively 
analyses the nature of Pinoro ' s  social drama and pays tribute to it .  
Eliot ' s  debt to  Coward is discussed by Katherine Worth in an 
article, " Eliot and the Living Theatre" ,  c ontributed to Eliot in 
Perspective , ed . Grnham Martin, London, 1 970 ( pp. 1 62-4 ) . 
Coward ' s  admiration of Pinter ' s  dranatic craftsnanship is also 
worth noting here . �!J:artin Esslin ci tej two tributes to  Pinter 
by Coward in The Peopled \found, London, tl970 ( pp. 23-4 ) . 

5 .  "Dranatis Personae" The Criterion I (April ,  1 923) , pp . 305-6 . 
6 .  " Elizabethan Dramatists" The Criterion II (February, t924) , H.J. 1 1 6-7 
7 .  " In l-1emoriam :  Marie Lloyd" , The Criterion I (January, 1 923) p . 1 93. 
8.  Ibid. , p . 1 94 . 
9 .  Op. cit . , p. 304 . 

1 0 . "A Dialo�e on Dranatic Poetry" , Selected Essays , 3rd enlarged 
edition \London , 1 951 ) p. 44 . 

1 1 .  "Poetry and Drama" , the first Theodore Spencer Memorial Lecture 
delivered at Harvard Universi ty. Published > London, 1 95 1 , and 
reprinted in T . s. Eliot ' s  On Poetry and Poets ( London, 1 957) . 
pp . 86-7 . 

1 2 . " Little Gidding" I� Four uartets , reprinted in The Co!'!'.plete 
Poems and Plays of T. S .  Eliot ,  London, 1 969) , p. 1 92 .  
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1 3 . "Little Gidding" V, op. cit. , p. 1 97 . 
1 4 . Reprinted as "Writing for the Theatre" , Evergreen Review VIII  (August-September 1 964) , p . 81 . 
1 5 . Cited by Carol H. Smith in T. S . Eliot ' s  Dranatic Theory and Practice (New Jersey , 1 963) . p.  1 7 . 
1 6 . Hnrold Pinter "Beckett" � in Beckett at 60 (Lonuon, 1 967 ) , p .  86 . 
1 7 . Martin Esslin ,  The Peopled vlound (London, 1 970) , pp . 41 -2 .  
1 8 . "l:friting for the Theatre" , Q.£. cit . 1 p .  81 . 
1 9 . Jlli. 
20 . Ibid. , p .  82 
2 1 . Raynond l'li�lians , Drm'la in Performance (London, 1 954) , pp. 1 1 1 -2 .  
22 . As Carol H Snith has noted , " In part, the sano motive deteroined 

E I.iot 1 s "J.Se of n conic surface in The Cocktail Party as that which 
lay behind his disruption of the expectations of his audience in 
The Family Reunion : the desire to destroy and clear away conventional 
modes of thought and interpretation of events in order to reveal 
the hidden neaning and the divine plan behind appearances . "  �. 
£11. ,  p .  1 47 )  This strctegy is , of course ,  similar to that of 
Shaw in his early plays , but in Eliot ' s  hands both the purpose of 
the strategy and its effect are different . 

23.  \/i1liruns ,  p .  1 1 0 .  
24. See Eliot ' s  coJJ:tDents in 11 Pootry and Drama" , op. cit . , p . 79.  
25. " Poetry and Drmm11 , pp. 80-1 . 
26 . M . C . Bradbrook , English Drruoatic Forn, pp. 1 76-7 . 
27 . "Poetry and DraLla"·, p .  82 . 
28. Ibid. , pp. 82-3 . 
29 .  Katherine Worth " Eliot and the Living Theatre11 , Eliot  in Perspective, 

ed� Graham Martin (London, 1 970) , p .  1 6 1 , 
30 . E. Martin Browne , The Makir� of T . S .  Eliot ' s  Plays (London,. 1 969 ) , 

p. 1 1 1  • 
3 1 . �. , p .  1 1 2 .  
32 . Carol H .  Snith, p. 1 1 6 . 
33 . Grover Smith , !,. S .  Elio t ' s  Poetry and Plays ( Chicago , 1 956 ) ,  p .  208 .  
34 .  See Elio t 1 s letter, dn tod 1 8  July 1 948,  t o  Hartin Browne in � 

Making of T . S . Eliot ' s  Fl.::w:s , pp. 1 73-4. 
35 .  Ibid. 
36 . Eliot c ornLl.ents to Nartin Browne in his letter of 1 8  July 1 948 1  " In 

order to use the same set for Act IV as for Act I ,  I have put a 
final scene at t he end of Act III , which was not contemplated in 
this form when I last saw you , s o  as to get Julia, Reilly and Gibbs 
together vri th all the others out of the way. This is the kind of 
scene which I ,  naturally, rather fancy : and 'l'lhi ch equally naturally, 
I fear you will disallow. 11 rJ.Iartin Brovme 1 s sugges tion about in
creasing the use of the Guardians in the action was made in a 
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letter to Eliot dated 31 July 1 948 : "FroLl Act I scene 2 to the 
middle of Act III scene 2 the plc.y consists of a series of 
interviews . Ench is of great interes t in itself but they do 
not seen to me to be sufficiently integr�ted into a pattern of 
action. The solution of this problem seems to lie in the use 
of Julia and Gibbs . "  (Martin Browno, p .  1 75 ) . 

37 . Williams s p .  1 06 .  
38 . See Martin Brmme s p .  232 . 
39. Many cri tics have comr.tented. on this . For example .  Desmond Shawe

Taylor in his New Statesman review ( 3  September 1 949) of the 
Edinburgh Festival production of the play remarked, "r1r Eliot ' s  
characters are admirably amusing puppets , he manipulates them as 
cunningly as the magician in Petrouchka • • •  I find sooething 
faintly repellent in the quiet smiles and superior wisdom of Sir 
Henry and his tuo pals .  Considered as moral teachers A-nd 
' guardians ' (a key-word of the play) , they susgest a group of 
infini tely superior Buchoatiito leaders out of the Upper Sixth 
instead of the usual Lower Fourth • • •  ( Cited by Martin Browne, 
p .  238 . ) 

40. S ee the letter from Martin Browne to Eliot cited in note 36 for 
the former ' s  detailed suggestions about these interruptions . 

4 1 . Martin Browne . p .  246 . 
42 . William Arrowsmi th in "English Verse Drama II : The Cocktail Party" , 

Hudson Review (Autumn 1 950) , pp . 1 1 3-4 , discusses this linking of 
"half-sight" images and observes . " The meaning of Julia ' s  half sight 
is to be found in a proverb : In the kingdom of the blind the one
eyed man is king. " The Guardians have spiritual half-sight, while 
Edward and Lavinia are at the outset spiritually blind. Arrovl
smith obs erves ( ibid) that , 11 The intent of the imagery, then, is : 
the parable of a modern niracle,  the recovery of sight . "  Thes e  
conclusions are cited and further discussed b y  Denis Donahue in 
The Third Voice (London, 1 959) , pp . 1 1 7-1 20 .  Katherine Worth in 
" Eliot and. the Living Theatre" takes this ioagery a s tep further : 
" · · · as in The Fanily Reunion, the force controlling the action, 
whose agents the Guardians are, is represented by a watchful eye ; 
in this play i t  has a disquieting likeness to the omnipresent 
Orwellian eye which haunts the modern mind. The likeness is 
s trengthened by the image of the singl0 eye shared by three , an 
image pointing to the leeend of the Gorgon and. her potrifying 
stare . " (Op. ci!. , p .  1 64 )  

43.  This image is obviously informed by the episode in Elio t ' s  source 
play, the Alces tis of Euripides , in which Heracles descends to 
Hades to bring back Alcestis to her husband Admetus . The Unknown 
Guest is here preparing Edward for the return of his (spiritually 
dead) wife,  Lavinia.  

44 . See Martin Browne p. 2 1 4 .  
45 .  1..1'2i.2., p .  2 1 8 .  
46 . 112i!!· 
47. Ibid,  P• 2 1i 9. 
48. Carol H.  Smith, p .  1 80 .  
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49. The offering of drinks takes on a variety of symbolic 
implications at various points in the play. The cocktail party 
is itself a secular ritual which may be ironically contrasted 
with the mass , and the ritualistic libations at the end of Act 2 
are unmistakable. On the subject  of Reilly ' s  drinkinG habits ,  
Carol H .  Smith comoents ; "Sir Henry ' s  ritual identity is suggested 
by his continual drink of gin wi th a drop of water (he is adulter
ating hi s spiritual nature with a drop of water, representing, 
time , flux and humanity) . n  ( p .  1 79 )  

· 
50 . }lartin Brovme , p .  220 .  

5 1 . In an intervievt with DonD.ld Hall in the Paris Review XXI ( Spring
Summer , 1 959) , pp. 40-70, Eliot comoents , " It s ometimes happens , 
disconcertingly, at least for practitioners such as myself that 
i t  isn ' t  always the things constructed most according to plan 
that are the most successful . People criticised the third act 
of The Cocktail Party as being rather an ep: :ogue , so in � 
Confidential Clerk I wanted things to turn up in the tlilrd act 
vrhich were fresh events . · of � - -l.r? e ,  The Confidential Clerk was 
so well constructed in some WJ.ys that people thought it was just 
meant to be farce . "  This interview is reprinted in Writers at 
�: The Paris Revievr Ip.tervievrs , 2nd series (London, 1 963) 
pp. 77-94 . 

52 . Katherine Worth makes this point obliquely in her article "Eliot 
and the Living Theatre" : " In selecting a form giving s plendid 
opportunities for explorir� conditions of alienation but none at 
all for solutions in terms of ' ordinary, social morality ' ,  Eliot 
followed his theatrical instinct ,  though only by making things 
difficult for himself as a moralist . " ( op. cit. , p .  1 65 )  I had 
already completed a full draft of this chapter before I read Miss 
Worth ' s  article which . although it does not deal specifically 
with structure , takes much the same view of The Cocktail Party as 
I do . Her main point, however , in the sentence I have cited at  
the beginning of  this note prompts the thought , which I had not 
consciously formulated before reading her article:  that " enclosed11 
form is inimical to moralistic exhortations, vrhether implied or 
overt . It is the pattern which counts ; hence the s pecial 
effectiveness of Beckett 1 s  and Pinter ' s  11 enclosed" draoa . 

53 . M.  c .  Bradbrook (as Katherine vlorth observes in hor article on 
Eliot)  has noted in her study EnJ[lish Dramatic Forn ( London, 1 965)  
how "Harold Pinter ' s  earlier conedy seems to reflect Eliot 
indirectly .  The Birthday Party, whose very title is reminiscent . 
shows the unlucky hero being abducted, after a scene of 
mystification, by two diabolical Guo..rdians , to be treated at an 
unknown d :  stination by a sinis ter and powerful character , l>lont;y 
(who may be either military or sa:.· ';orial or diabolic ) '� ( p. 1 73 )  
Miss Bradbrook also notes the similarities in the s peech patterns 
used in this play and Eliot ' s  �e Cocktail Party. 

54 . Landscape ( 1 968) , al thoneh set in ''..:'he kitchen of a country house" , 
also  emphasises the physical isolation of the charac ters . 
Pinter notes that : " The background, of a sink, s tove , etc . , and 
a window, is dim. " ( p .  8 )  

5 5 .  Pinter interviewed by  Kenneth Tynan in  the series People Today, 
B .. D . C .  Home Service, 28 October 1 960.  Cited by IvJ:artin Esslin 
in The . Peopled Wound , p .  34 . 
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56 . John Lahr, " Pinter the Spaceman" , A Casebook on ' The Homec oming ' ,  
e d .  John Lahr ( Ne'I'T York, 1 971 ) ,  p . 1 85 .  

57. The underlying circularity of The Birthday Party is emphasised in 
Pinter ' s  poem on the play, " A  View of the Party" : 

And S tanley sat --- alone , 
A man he might have known , 
Triumphant on his hearth ,  
Which never 'l'nl.S his own. 

For Skanley had no holCle . 
Only where Goldberg was ,  
And his bloodhound McCnnn , 
Did St��ey reme�ber his name . 

58. "Writing for the Theatre 11 , op, ci t . , p. 82 .  

( Poens , London, 
1 968, p. 1 8 ) 

59.  "A Director' s  Approach :  An Interview w·i th Peter Hall " ,  A Cas ebook 
on ' The Homec oming ' , p. 1 6 .  

60.  The Caretaker and Silence end wi th the s t�e-direction � "� 
s ilence . "  The Room ends wi th a blackout before the curtain ; The 
Collection, in its s tage vers ion, ends wi th a s low fade to half 
light and then to b lackout ; The Lover with the s tage direction, 
" They arc s till, law eling, she l eaning over him" ; The Homecoming 
'1-Tith the s tage direc tion " She continues to t ouch JOEY ' s  head, 
l�ghtly. L!iKNY s tands , watching'' ; and Old T imes with a-:long, 
s till , and silent grouping as the lights fade and then c ome up 
to full b efore the final curtain. 

61 . Martin E sslin in his full-l ength s tudy of Pinter ,  The Peopled Wound 
( 1 970)  makes this point ( c onveni ently using the same term): 
" s ilences are no tations for the end of a movement , the b e�inning of 
another , as between the mover1ents of a symphony. 11 ( p .  220) 

62 . I n  these plays the pat terning o f  the (verbal ) a c tion b y  silences 
is of c rucial importanc e .  There is no o ther way of signalling to 
the audi ence the beginning of a new movement .  

63 .  " Harold Pinter : An Interview" , The Paris Review XXXIX ( 1 966 ) ,  
p .  26 . 

64. Thi s is rather obvious but i t  is as we ll to dis tingui sh Pin ter ' s  
usage in thi s re s pe c t  from that of Granvi ll e-Barker, the firs t 
modern English dramati s t  to employ t he three do te no tation ex ten
s ively .  Margery M .  Morgan in her ful l-l ength s tudy of Granville
Barker s tates that he us ed i t  " to indi cate the phrasing of the 
dialogue for t he ac tor ' s d elivery : the breaking up of s peeches 
int o  separate short intonational uni t s ,  ' Li ttle tunes ' requi ring 
great fl exibili ty in the us e of the voice . In many ins tances , 
perhaps nos t ,  no perceptit le pause is intended LDr. Morgan ' s  italics) 
but the ac tor has to sugges t --- and the reader may unders tand --
that new thoughts are cro'l'rding up behind the wo rdSSJ as they are 
uttered. " (A DrruJa of Po litical Han, Preface . p . vi i )  Granvil le
Barker ' s  nethod is interes ting as an earlier atter.1pt to evolve a 
dramati c  no tation whi ch c ould gui de the actor in the details of 
his delivery. Hi s method ,  however,  does no t have the precis ion 
of Pinter '  s .  
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65.  John Russell Brown, " Di alogue in Pinter and O thers , "  The C !"i tical 
�uarterly, VI I ,  No . 3 ( 1 965 ) ,  p. 2 2 9 .  (The extension to 
Professor Brown ' s  defini tion i s  necessary to clarify the dis t inc t
i on between the pause and the hesi tation. I t  takes two t o  pause 
in rlle Homecoming.) 

66 . Another important example of this oc curs in Ac t 1 at the end of 
the sequence in whi ch Teddy and Ru th arrive at the house in the 
middle of the nigh t .  Teddy ' s  unease at Ruth ' s  suddenly announced 
decis ion to " have a breath of air11 is sharply s ignalled by 
pauses . The audience l e .., �·ns in A c t  2 that Ruth was born nearby 
and before her marriaGe had been " a model for the body . 11 In 
re trospec t  then it can be inferred that T eddy sus pe c ted that her 
urge to take a walk at night round her old haunts was prompted by 
a yearning to escape from an emo tionally s terile mnrr�age and 
re turn to her old profe s sion. The paus es in fac t operate ns 
ano ther sub tle " plant': foreshadowing Ruth 1 s eventual ueci sion to 
leave Teddy and t ruce over his father ' s  household . 

67.  There is poss ibly a similar " s ecre t" underlying n number of the 
cxchanee . between Mnx and Lenny ( i . e� thnt Lenny i s  not Max ' s  son 
but MacGregor ' s ) , but Pinter del iberately leaves the point 
ambiguous . Paul Rogers who played }bx in the original RSC 
product ion of the play, has s tated that he believes if.oey to b e  
MacGregor and Jessie ' s  s o n .  Rogers mQ�es the essential point, 
ho vrever , about the faoi ly infighting that " The rule s  of thi s  game 
are that nobody ever sho'I'TS n blow ac tually regi s ter . " , --' 
Acto r ' s Approach : An Interview with Paul Rogers , A Casebook on 
' The Hor:1ecoming' , p .  1 65 . ) lvhethcr or no t Lenny is r�ax ' s  s on 

bo th of them are too experienced t o  make Sam 1 s  mis take . 

68. All the chara c ters before s penlcing their firs t 1vords are " shown" 
to the audience : Max .d Lenny by the opening curt�in, Snm nnd 
Joey by entering on silences ,  and Teddy and Ruth by / ' di s c overy" 
vrhen the lights COLle up af ter the first blackout . 

69.  The pnrall el s equences in Ac t 2 are not marked off by s ilence s 
( though there i s  n " double s ilence" before the crucinl part of 
the Lenny/Teddy one ) , and during the Lenny/!llax plot ting episode 
Teddy and Joey are �ls o on s tage . Pinter (as usual ) is c onten t 
to make his points subl.i.�i"aUy. 

70. " The Homec oming" , Tulnne Drama Rcvi el'f XI , (Winter 1 966 ) ,  pp. 85-1 91 

7 1 . Ibid, p .  1 91 .  

72 . The d ifference between the eff ect of Teddy ' s  role as played by 
two different ac tors is indi cated by s ome c omments of Pe ter Hall 
in the interview published in A Casebook on 'The Homecoming ' : 

" Teddy we..- only changed because Michc.el Bryant , who 
played i t  in Englnnd , covldn ' t  go to New York. So we go t 
Michael Craig to play i t  • I can ' t compare the 
two perfor�ances ; I thought they were �oth brilliant . 
Michael Bryant was s o  much the cnmpus intellec tual who ' d  
o pted out of any kind of responsibili ty in human t erms , 
wanted to kee p  his hands clean.. He did that absolutely 
beautiful ly . Michael Crnig go t some of tha t ,  but he 
als o had s omething else whi ch made the play even more 
horrific . He 1ms the biggest bas tard of the lo t ,  as 
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well as b eing the withdrawn intellec tual . He really 
was . So when he wsnt at the end , leaving his wife he 
was not in any Ttmy !'. vic tim or a. mart"Jr . He l'las the 
biggest shit of all .  He was leaving them with their 
de s erts . He ;-ms leaving her with her deserts . And 

he was the 1wrst of the lo t .  11 ( p .  20 ) 
73. This is perhaps ques tionable . John Normington, who played 

the role in the RSC production, considers that Sam is a nas ty 
character , " jus t as co.pa.ble of putting in the boo t as the rest 
of them . " ( "An Actor ' s  Approach : ,  .An Interview wi th John Norming-
ton, A Casebook on " The Homecoming" , p .  1 37 )  But Sa.m does o.t 
least make a desperate attempt to s top Ruth ' s  defection from 
Teddy to the family. 

74 . As no ted in Cha�ter I of this thesis , Pinero achieved the same 
result in � � 1 901 ) , by lowering the curtain for thirty 
s econds in his first and third acts .  

75 . " ' Homecoming ' is a fruitful pun : 1 .  Jessie,  in Ruth; re turns 
home ; 2 .  the Mo ther brings Home back to the family ; 3 .  Ruth 
i s  returning to her birthp�ce ( as is Ted ) ; and 4 .  the play 
erupts into a veritable household orgasm ( or tribal rite ) jus t 
before the final curtain . "  Kelly Morris ,  op. cit . , p .  1 86 .  

76 . The " prodigal s on" parallels are discussed in an o.rticle by Hugh 
Nelson, " The Homecoming :  Kith and Kin, " Modern Bri tish 
Dramatists, ed.  John Russell Brown ( New Jersey ,  1 968) .  

77 . "Pared t o  privacy, melting into silence" , The Observer, 6 th July, 
1 969.  

78. "Eas t Coker" V, Four Quartets, op. ci t . , p. 1 82 .  
in "Wri ting far the Theatre" , op. c i t . , p. 82 . 

Cited by Pinter 
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Chapter 6 

Summary and Conclusions 

I 

31 1 

Modern dramatic form is usually discuss ed in terms of 

modifications to and reactions agains t the reali stic mode 1 but in 

this thesis I have endeavoured to consider the structural techniques 

of six playwrights of the modern English theatre from a s omewhat 

different perspec tive , namely ( to persist wi th the optical metaphor) 
that of dramatic focus . Realism as a theatrical s tyle may , for 

c onvenience,  be dated from the middle of the nineteenth century, but 

the basic contras t be tween what I have termed " enclosed"· and " open" 

form �ay be found in drama (and, indeed , in all art ) from its 

recorded beginnings . I t  �ay , for example ,  be observed in a com

parison of Sophoclean tragedy and Ari s tophanic comedy or of the 

tragedies of Racine and Shakes peare. In essence the contrast is 

between works in whi ch the author has s ought perfection of foro by 

stripping away all that is  inessential to his conception, and works 

in which the author has s ought to inc lude as full an impression of 

the manifold complexity of life as hi s medium and theme can encompass . 

This polarity of approach, though it  can be found in the drama 

of different periods , is no t s trongly marked in every ago . 

Eli zabethan drama, for ex�ple ,  is generally " open" in form though 

s ome plays ( such as Ben Jonson ' s  maj or works ) are more tightly 

constructed than others. In English drama since the 1 890 ' s , however ,  

there seems to b e  evident in the \'Tork of certain oojor playwrights 

a s trong tendency towards one or the other of thes e two basic 

struc tural approaches . The central aim of this s tudy has been to 

provide evidence for this contention by discussion and analysis of 



the theatrical pat terning of SOille relevant plays . 

31 2 

T he need 

for detail in thi s has meant that my s tudy is necessarily a s el ective 

one , but I hope that the s elec tion of plays and plaT>irights has been 

suffi cient to provide the necessary evidenc e .  Th@ purposes o f  this 

final chapter are to assess the usefulne ss of the analytical techniques 

I have used , to summari s e  the resul ts ob tained, and to c ons ider 

briefly the impli cat ions of the s o  resul t s .  

II 

I have endeavoured to analys e t he theatrical pat terning of the 

s elected plays in two c ompl ementary ways : ( 1 ) by examining their 

overall "blocking" patterns - 1.:..£. the order , frequency and grouping 

of the charac ters ' appearanc es wi thin the general struc ture es tablished 

by the ac t and scene divisions ; and ( 2 )  by examining in de tail the 

us e of entrances , exi t s , s tage-bus iness and pausation to impress the 

moment-by-moment unfolding of the ac tion on the audienc e .  My 

princi pal tool for ( 1 ) hns been the s cenario graph. This , though i t  

might be more aptly described as a blunt ins trument , has the meri t of 

providing a compa c t  visual isation of the " blocking" pa ttern from 

whi ch it is frequently poss i ble ( in the light of one ' s knowledge of 

the play) to make s ome useful obs ervations and , on occasion, 

c omparisons . I t  obviously becomes usel ess when a playwright decides 

to dispens e wi th entrances and exit s  as , for example, Pinter has in 

his mos t  recent playe . There is no s imple way of s tudying the 

de tailed internal patt erning ( 2 )  of a play, but the terminol ogy of 

movements , s eguences and uni t s  has at least provided me w i th a way of 

dis cuss ing i t .  I have tri ed t o  use these terms wi th care. but while 

s eguence is usually a pre cise term ( though sequences vary greatly in 
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length and im�� c t) movements and units involve value-judgements 

and interpretation ae well as thea.trical signals such as entrances 

and pauses . Despite the se admi tted limi tations , I believe my 

me thods ' of analysis have yielded s ome us eful resul ts . 

The scenario graphs of Pinero ' s  maj or s ocial dramas illus trate 

the general similarity of their " bl ocking" patterns and sugges t 

s one of the ways in which their author attempted to overcome the 

problem of combining realistic effect with the artificial plot 

formula of the well-made play. As the graphs show, the plays are 

regularly proportioned with ( except for l!i!) three long acts and a 

shorter final one . Though the number of charac ters in the plays is 

rather larger than we find in the plays of Eliot (Murder in the 

Cathedral excepted) and Pinter , the blocking patterns show the 

dominance of three or f our charac ters in each play. The actions 

clearly revolve around the central female character who after her 

initial entrance is rarely absent from the on-stege ac tion . Some-

thing of the basi c  action of the play i s  usually suggested by the 

ways in which the appearances of the o ther charac ter ere related to 

that of the heroine : in the graph of The Second Mrs Tangueray, for 

example ,  charac ters are introduced in the s econd and third ac ts but 

disappear from the graph during the last ac t .  In the plot of the 

play, as I have no ted , the arrival of each new character appears to 

offer Paula s ome reli ef from her conciousness of s ocial is olation 

but this hope always proves illusory .  O f  all the so cial dranas 

� has the mos t expressive " blocking" pattern , with the progress

ive defec tion from the heroine of all her admirers until she is 

cast out by the last of them. The main point, however, which 

emerges from analys i s  of these scenario graphs is tha t ,  though the 
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plays get progressively longer, Pinero uses fewer s equences in 

his later ones . The reason for this is that in his l ater plays 

he simplifies the plot s truc ture in terms of c omplications in order 

to give himself more rooo for realis tic characterisation. 

It is in the internal s tructuring of the plays , however, that 

their essentially " enclosed" nature i s  mos t apparent . As has been 

shown by detailed analysis of sequences from The Second Mrs Tangueray, 

The Thunderbol t and Mid-Channel, Pinero meticulously pundUates the 

action by pauses and silences s o  as to emphasise i ts logical develop-

ment.  This punduation i s  contrived so that i t  appears realisti cally 

motivated, but in fac t it divides up major sequences into an almos t 

mathematically-exact series of units and movements . There i s ,  indeed, 

a s trong sense of symmetry evident in the construction of many of 

Pinero ' s  acts and maj or s equences , and this is often emphasised by 

repetitive s tage-business . The giving and returning of the latchkey 

at the beginning and end of the climactic sequence of Mid-Channel is 

a typical example .  Such touches emphasise the working out of a 

pattern in which the beginning s trongly f oreshadows the end . The 

theatrical effect sugges ts the inexorabl e  unfolding of a pre-determined 

design . 

I t  was precisely this air of inevi tabili ty in Pinero • s  s ocial 

dramas which infuriated Bernard Shaw and impelled him to expose them 

as , in his view , pretentious : entertainnents .  The " blocking" patterns 

of Shaw ' s  major plays, compared wi th those of Pinero , show hardly any 

consis tency at all . After his earlier works in which the s tructures 

( though no t the c ontents ) are fairly conventional , Shaw' s "blocking" 

patterns become increasingly idiosyncratic and irregular . There 

is , indeed , little point in generalis ing about them , except to say 
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that Shaw was attemp ting to let the ac tion of each play find its own 

peculiar shape . Thus the "blocking" pat tern of Major Barbara refle c ts 

a relatively clear-cut outline of " exposi tion, si tuation and 

discussion" , Getting Marri ed shows a progressive introduc tion of new 

points of view until ��s George arrives and the grou,ing dissolves 

into a s eries of duo s  and tri o s ,  the groupings in Misalliance see� as 

haphazard as the lives of the charac ters , and the patterning of 

Heartbreak House shows its inhabi tants alternating between futile 

s curryings-around and iner tia m1til the moment of nemesis arrives .  

The " Third Manner" plays display an even greater varie ty of "blocking" 

pat terns (most of them mul ti-s cened ) whi ch mus t likewi se be interpreted 

according to the di s tinc tive ways in which their " emotionalised 

di scus si ons" are developed . However , the sc enari o graphs of a 

number of these plays do i llus trate one c oumon s truc tural feature : 

Shaw ' s  us e of " di spersal endings" to emphasise the unfinished nature 

of their ac tions . No table , too , in these " Third Manner" plays is 

Shaw ' s use of series of symbolic s e t tings to give a kind of 

me taphori cal emphasis to the general dire ction o f  the ac tion. 

Detai l ed analys is of the internal theatrical patterning of Shaw ' s  

plays reveals the fluidi ty of his technique . This is apparent even 

in such early work as Mrs Warren ' s  Profession. Analys is o f  the major 

sequence b e tween Vivie and her mo ther at the end of Act 2 reveals a 

completely different relationshi p be�reen s tage-business and dialogue 

from that shown in Pinero ' s  drama . S tage-business is used in s eem

ing excess in the first part of Shaw ' s  s equence in o rder t o  sugges t 

the insincerity of Mrs "\'/arren ' s at titude and behaviour. \'Then she 

b egins to s peak in earnes t however .  Shaw dis penses wi th s tage

business al together s o  that the audience will c oncentrate on the 



31 6 

dialogue . This ,  as I have demonstrated with reference to o ther 

plays such as John Bull ' s  Other Island and Major Barbara , is a 

basic feature of Shaw ' s  technique . S tage-bus iness i s  often used 

for light relief and to vary the pr'.ce in betwe en the seri ous 

dis cussions and sermons , but the climactic pgsaages of the plays 

are essentially verbal . In this respect the final act of Too True 

to be Good appears to me to demons trate the quintessence of Shavian 

theatrical technique . In ess ence thi s act is , as Shaw fraru{ly 

admitted, a collection of s tage sermons , but each new entrance is 

brilliantly contrived to create a sho ck effect which keeps the 

audience alert for the torrents of ideas which are yet to be 

released . 

Analysis of the "blocking" pat terns and internal theatrical 

s truc ture of plays by 0 1 Casey and Arden reveals s everal broad 

features which are also evident in Shaw ' s  draQa, along with s ome 

features which are peculiar t o  them . The mos t  obvious features in 

oommon are the increases in s i ze , scope and conplexi ty which can be 

seen when their early plays are c ompared with their later ones . All 

three playwrights favour large-cast ensemble works , and the later 

two , because they place more emphasis on action than discuss ion, 

normally use a considerable n�ber of entrances and exi t s .  (I t  is 

worth repeating here that though Pinero ' s  later social dramas also 

increase in length the struc tures become simpler . There is also a 

clear difference in charac ter between the family groups in plays 

such as The Thunderbolt and the larger and much more varied ensembles 

in the plays of Shaw , 0 1 Casey and Arden. ) 
Generally s peaking, the s tructural outlines of O ' Casey ' s  plays 

are more regularly-shaped than those of Shaw and Arden. In none 
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of his plays does O ' Casey use more than four acts or scenes , and 

these are usually approximately equal in duration. This 

regularity of outline is further emphasised by the use of seasonal 

or diurnal patterns in the net s truc tures of a number of the later 

symbolic plays . When, however, the "blocking" patterns are examined 

i t  is evident that the internal s tructure is highly episodic . In 

n number of the plays a measure of linear continuity is provided by 

the almost continuous presence on s tage of one or two central 

characters (such as Marthraun and Mahan in Cock-a-Doodle Dandy) , but 

the overall effect  of 0 ' Cnsey ' s  patterning is to convey the 

impression of an entire conmunity responding in various ways to the 

central conflict.  

Arden ' s  plays give the impression of being even more thickly 

populated with disparate individuals . His cas ts are large by modern 

theatrical s tandards and they appear even larger because of the busy 

and somewhat fragmented nature of the "blocking" patterns. In �

a-Doodle Daniy (and Kathleen Listens In) O ' Casey presents his 

comnunity in a single setting comprising three related elenents -

the house ,  the walled garden with its flagpole , and the surrounding 

countryside -- which together may be taken as syobolising Eire and 

perhaps the wider world beyond its boundaries . Arden, however, 

generally presents his communities in a more piecemeal fashion using 

a nunber of scenic locations . In order that the various scenes can 

follow without a break, he requires open-stage methods of 

theatrical presentation with the vario�� localities being 

represented by selective 0ften embleoatic ) details rather than by 

fully realistic settings . In Armstrong' s Last Goodnight he demands 

the use of the nedieval staging technique of "aioultaneous oansions" ; 
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in Serjeant Musgrave ' s  Dunce and The Workhouse Donkey he asks 

for skeletal settings which can be changed wi th a nini�um of 

interruption to the action . The use of these techniques enables 

hin to juxtapose successively or s iL1ultoneously the various 

elements in the conplex patterns of his plo ts .  

The scenario graphs o f  Arden ' s  ploys thus display " blocking 

patterns" whi ch are even nore complicated than the larger works of 

Shaw and O ' Gasey. Arden does , however ,  sinplify things to a degree 

by ass igning oo st of his charac ters to interes t groups (� " Labour" , 

" ConservativG " ,  " 'l!he Police" , and u The Electorate" in The \<lorkhous e 

D'onkey) and by the use of certain charac ters as " presenters" who can 

give the audience s ome idea of the direc tion of the ac tion and nain-

tain continuity through the scene changes . Both these features 

energe cl early froo the detail of the s cenari o graphs : charac ters 

belonging to a particular interest group often enter or leave the 

s tage together, and certain charac ters can often be noted continuing 

on s tage despi te a change of setting .  But the nost interesting 

feature of these scenario graphs is the way in which the " blocking" 
,., 

patterns sugges t the basic conflicts of the plays . Thus the graph 

of Ser,jeont Musgrave ' s  Dance shows the al ternation of " cold" and 

"warn" scenes in Ac ts 1 and 2 which mirrors the fundaoental difference 

of attitude between Musgr:we and the wonen, c.nd the graph of fiE!:!!·' · ·  ·· 
s trong' s Last Goodnight sugges ts the irreconcilable division of 

interes t between the Palace and the Castle . One further point which 

is clearly indicated by the Arden graphs is his practice of building 

to a final confrontation scene involving nost or all of the cas t .  

In The Waters o f  Babylon and The Workhouse Donkey he ends wi th a 

chorus involving everyone except the protagonis t ;  in Serjeant 
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Musgrave ' s  Dance and Arnstrong' s Last Goodnight he allows a brief 

epilogue after the clioactic scene to point the noral in a quiet and 

subdued Q.anner. 

The nain point which needs to be r:tade about the internal pattern

ing of O ' Casey and Arden ' s  plays is that it is overtly theatrical . 

Attention is gained not by subtle pointing to isolate key details , 

but by s trong entrances , broad ges tures and eophatic stage-business .  

Neither playwright uses the technique of neticulous punctuation by 

pausation which is so charac teristic of the drana of Pinero and Pinter. 

O ' Casey ' s  and Arden ' s  plays , as I have dcnons trated in the analys�s 

of Co ck-a-Doodle Dandy and The Workhouse Donkey, can be readily 

divided into novenents and episodes signalled by strongly-emphasised 

entrances and exits , but for the oost part their sequences cannot be 

subdivided into sealler units which have any theatrical validity. 

Like Shaw, Arden and O ' Casey have so Q.Uch ground to cover in their 

plays they can rarely afford to slow down the ac tion, let alone allow 

it to s top. 

Analysis of the techniques of theatrical patterning used by 

Eliot and Pinter show these to be clearly different in kind fron 

those used by Sbnw , 0 1 Casey and Arden. The scenario graphs of 

Eliot ' s  Murder in the Cathedral, The Family Reunion and The Cocktail 

Party display "blocking" patterns l'l'hich have a clear tendency towards 

fornal syooetry. These plays are two-part s tructures (despite the 

ultimate descision to present The Cocktail Party as a three-act play ) 
in which both halves are evenly weighted ; key scenes and sequences 

in the first half often being parallelled by related scenes and 

sequences in the second.  Pinter ' s  most recent full-lencth plays, 

The HoQ.econing and Old Tines, display a s inilar balance in their 
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two-act structures , but this is more evident from a detailed s tudy 

of the texts than from sca�Jring the bare scenario graphs . What 

is evident at a glanc e is that Eli o t ' s  and Pinter ' s  plays usually 

keep to the s piri t ,  if not the absolute letter, of the neo-classical 

uni ties . The cas ts are soall ,  only one or two settings are used in 

each play (if two then the sets are usually in sone way complementary) , 
"' 

and the ac tion takes place over a lioi ted time-span, often a single 

day . On the o ther hand, the tendency of " o pen" drama is to ignore 

the uni ties . 

As with Pinero , however, i t  is in the detailed internal pa ttern-

ing that the " enclosed" nature of Elio t ' s  and Pinter ' s  plays is mos t 

evident . Both " punctuate" heavily so that attention is drawn to the 

details they present.  Much of the control in Eliot ' s  plays c omes 

from the precision of the verse ,  but theatri cal " punctuation" , as I 

have shown, is very important to the effect of The Cocktail Party. 

The sound of doorbells , buzzers and telephones is inescapable when 

the play is presented on s tage , and c ontributes to the impression 

that the characters are being manipulated by mys terious forces for 

some inscrutable purpose ,  Eliot thus compels his audience t o  observe 

closely in order to detect clues offered by the dialogue and action 

which may help to solve the oys tery. 

Pinter demands even greeter audience concentration for his 

plays . Here the oeaning and pattern o f  the action become apparent , 

if at all , mainly through the impact of the various kinds of pauses 

which punc tuate the dialogue and s tage-business . In Pinoro !s· . plays 

it iG aonorally po ssible to nccept the literal truth of the 

informtion convoyod by the dialogue , but this ic no·t Do td th Pinero ' s  

drama. Inotend the nudi ,�m: u  bf•.a to conni dor the c;es tur.t�.l 
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s ignificance of the speeches , and the main clues which Pinter offers 

are to be found in the placement and duration of the pauses . By 

noting the various hesitations , pauses and silences ,  the audience 

can make some assessment of the relative strength or weakness of 

the characters . Even more germane to the purposes of this study, 

hm·1ever, is the fact that the silences alert the audience to the 

most crucial moments in the action, and thus supplement curtains and 

blackouts in signalling the beginning or end of the principal move-

ments .  I haye demonstrated a similar structural use of pausation 

in Pinero ' s  drama , but there its role is 3upportive : the meaning 

of the action would be tolerably clear (though less effectively con-

.veyed) without it.  In Pinter ' s  plays the strucv�ral use of 

pausation is crucial for without i t  the audience would be lost. 

When, however, the " puncuation11 is examined closely, it is possible 

to verify Pinte.r 's  claim that for him " everything has to do with 

shape , structure and over-all unity" and that he is , in this sense ,  

"a very traditional playwright" . 1 

III 

I believe that the evidence I have summarized in the previous 

section supports my claim that a polarity betl-1een " enclosed11 and 

"open" structural forms is demonstrable in English drama from the 

1 890 ' s  to the present day. It is ,  however, also necessary to 

consider, even if only briefly, why this polarity has been so 

atrongly marked, and what influence it  has had on the development 

of English drama. If the following remarks appear tentative , I 

hope it will be appreciated that I am conscious of the fact that 

this has been a selective study and that there is need for caution 

in extrapolating general conclusions from limited evidence.  
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The first point which needs to be made ( or,  from the poin t of 

view of tlri s s tudy , admi tted) is that undoubtedly much of the 

s tructural experimentation which has occurred in modern English dramn 

has been in large measure mo tivated by the dissatisfac tion of a 

number of playwrights with the shallo'�>T " reali s ti c "  f orms preferred 

by the middle-class audiences of London ' s  c ommercial theatres . 

Indeed , f or much of the period under discuss i on playwrights have had 

to choose between wri t ing for these thea tres or no t having their work 

performed .  I t  i s ,  therefore , clearly s ignificant th�t mos t  o f  the 

really innovative English drama of the past eighty years has been 

written for non-co�ercial theatre s ,  notably the Stage Society and 

the Court Theatre ( during the Vedrenne-Barker management ) prior to 

World War I ,  and the va:rious subsidis ed theatres which have c ome into 

existence during the las t two decades . 

The above explanation accounts fairly adequately for the 

comparative dearth of innovatory drama written in England between the 

world ware and for the much greater number of experimental plays 

wri tten in the decades immediately before and after this period ;  I 

do not think i t  accounts adequately for the particular forms whi ch 

ha�e been developed by the genuine innovators . Clearly a playwr�ght 

wi ll be reluctant to 'l'�i te an unusually-s tructured play if i t  is un

likely to be performed ( few playwrights have the s tubborness and 

tenaci ty of O ' Casey) ,  but the exis tence of a market dces no t explain 

the innova tory form itself . Though the playwright 1.,rill undoubtedly 

be influenced by existing dramatic forms ( bo th contemporary and 

tradi tional 1 his prinicipal reason for creating a ne'I'T one i s  likely 

to be that only thus can he express his personal view of things . 
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Of the s ix playwrights discussed in this thesis Pinero has 

the weakest claim to be accorded the s tanding of a genuine innovator. 

Despite hi s worthy, and no t unsuccessful , efforts to rais e  the standard 

of drama in the comaercial theatre of his day, occasional lapses into 

conventional s entimentali ty betray the lack of a distinc tive and 

emphatic view of life . The generally negative and " enclose.d" view 

which hi s s o cial dramas appear to embody would, on balance ,  S€:e::l to· 

be the product of the dramatic form he chose to imi tate and whi ch he 

s ought , through careful craftsmanship,  to bring to a ne�r s tandard of 

exce·llence . His work is best categori sed as an attempt at improve-

ment from within the system rather than innovation, and as an 

improver he meri ts an honourable place in the development of modern 

English drama. 

Shaw , on the other hand , possessed a clear outlook on life 

which permeates all his drama from " potboilers" like Funny' s Firs t 

Play to maj or works such a s  Man and Superman and Heartbreak House . 

He c ons i s tently o ppos ed rigidity of form because of his beli ef in a 

Life Force which continually s eeks by experiment to create higher 

forms of lif e.  His plays are , therefore , dedicated to the 

possibility and neces s i ty of change . He unques tionably was the 

principal figure in the English theatrical avant-garde during the 

two decades prior to World War I ,  o pening up a vas t field of new 

subj ec t-matter and encouraging the inventive use of techniques and 

ingredients drawn from a considerable range of classi cal and popular 

dramatic forms . His later plays faithfully mirror the confusi on 

and uncertain standards of English and European middle-class s ociety 

after World War I ,  but the s trength of hi s vision gives even these 

oddly-s tructured works a sense of c oherence .  I t  seems l ike ly ,  
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therefore , that one of the principal �.sons for the existence of a 

substantial number of " open" plays in modern English , and indeed 

European, drama is qui te simply the inspiration and example provided 

by Shaw. 

Shaw is unquestionably a maj o r  i1lfluence on the drama of O ' Casey. 

I have in Chapter 4 ci ted several of the warm tributes whi ch O ' Casey 

paid Shaw , and many more c ould be added. Though O ' Casey ' s  plays 

lack Shaw ' s  quicksilver facility with ideas , they dis play an equally 

vigorous social concern, an equally passionate endorsement of youth 

and vitali ty . and nn even s tronger dislike of hypocrisy and rigidity. 

When the s trength of 0 ' Casey ' s  likes and dis likes is  considered. i t  

is  no t surpris ing that his plays are more emphatic i n  their overall 

s tructure than Shaw ' s ,  but his belief that " life is never rigid11
2 

finds 

expression in a vigorous juxtaposition of farce and pathos ,  realism 

and fantasy. 

Arden ' s  drama is equally strong and direc t  in manner,  but the 

thought and feeling which informs i t  is more complex. Thi s ,  I think, 

is because Arden ' s  ins tinctive sympathy for the vi tal Dionysiac 

impuls es of life is qualified by an appreciation of their dangers and 

by a rational ( though no t enthusias tic ) a'I'Tareness of the necessi ty 

for law and order . Ultimately his plays endorse vi tali ty, but the 

view expressed is never a simple one and the tens ion between what may 

be described as the opposing sides of his personali ty is expressed 

in dramatic s truc tures whi ch are often not merely complex but 

fragmented in appearance . His drama is  "public" in formnt , drawing 

on a rich store of tradi tional and popular forms , but intensely 

personal in its underlying poetic concern - namely, 1 1 to tes t the 

truth of his own knowledge , feelings and vision. "
3 
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T .  S. Eliot began his playwrighting career by experinenting 

with " open" forms and even in his modern comedies there are elements 

and references whi ch are derived from older ( especially clas sical ) 
traditions of drama and li terature. There i s ,  too , an evangeli cal 

mo tive behind Eliot ' s  plays which might further sugges t that an 

" open" rather than an " enclosed" viewpoint informs them. However � 

the class ical and religious references in his plays after The Family 

Reunion are concealed so carefully as to be virtually invisibl e .  

A slight s imilarity may be noted between Eli ot ' s  attempt t o  convert 

to his own purposes the well-made comedy forms acceptable to the 

entertainment indus try of Shaftesbury Avenue , and Bernard Shnw ' s  

parodis tic treatment of the equiv� ent forms of the 1 890 ' s  in his 

early plays . Eliot ' s ,  however, is a much more covert approach. 

His method in The Cocktail Party is essentially ono of subversion 

rather than parody : the subtle infusi on of religious significance 

into a c onventional nnd shallm·; form of entertainment .  By taking 

this form seriously he hoped to demons trate the conventi onal and 

shallow lives of its audience and thus sugges t their need for 

salvati on . Eli ot in fac t ,  mani pulates the res ponses of his 

audi ence in much the same way as , in the play , his Guardians 

mo.nipulate their " patient s" . The effect,  in my view, is somewhat 

chilling. Not only are there implicat ions of de terminism in the 

ac tion of the play , but there is an implied view of human s oc i e ty 

(when unredeemed by divine grace ) which is essentially in accord 

with that of Machiave lli .  4 The " enc los ed" structure of � 

Co cktail Party, therefore , matches the viewpoint which informs i t .  

This , I believe , makes the play an important work no t only in i t s  

own right but i n  i t s  foreshadowing o f  a new type of " enclosed" 
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dramatic s truc ture . 

Pinter ' s  maj or contribution to modern English drama has been 

tlle realisation of this form .  In h i s  drama he rej e c ts all 

" philosophies , tracts, dogmas , creeds 7 ways out ,  truths , answers" 

and concentrates hi s attention on the surface behaviour of a very 

limi ted numb er of characters in an enclosed s pac e .  His s ole 

dramatic concern is to accurately record the pat terns which emerge 

from the enc ounters of his c harac ters as they manoeuvre for posi tion 

among theQselves . The theatri cal effect of this is often highly 

runbiguous . J.lnrtin Eis s lin has commented how Pinter ' s  plays are 

s imul taneously · realistic and absurd ,
5 

and , from the perspec tive 

of this thesis ,  a s ioilar paradox may be observed concerning 

s truc ture : that the plays can be logically classified (ac cording to 

the defini tions offered in the opening paragraph of Chapter 1 )  as 

ei ther " enclosed" or " o pen" . However, this synthes is is the resul t 

of Pinter ' s  method o f  s tripping away inessen tials so as t o  isolate 

the underlying patterns , and, therefo re , the plays are primarily 

" enclosed" . The differences be tween The S econd Mrs Tangueray and 

The Hooecoming illus trate how profoundly " enclos ed" form has been 

modified in Engl ish drnma during recent years . 

I t  is no t my intention in thi s thesis to claim that " open" forms 

are superior to " enc losed" , or vice-versa. Each approach is valid 

in its own terms and has produced vital and innovatory dr�a. Sh&w , 

O ' Cnsey and Arden ( to say no thing of other advocates of " open" theatre 

such as Joan Littlewood, Henry Livings and Charles Wood ) have vas tly 

expanded the horizons of oodern English theatre ; Pinero in s ome 

measure , Eliot and Pinter have accomplished the even more difficul t 

task of imparting new rel evance t o  apparently s terile and exhaus ted 
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realistic forms .  (Noel Coward and .John Osborne might, perhaps , 

also be cited in this category. ) What , ho>·Tever, I would lib� to 

suggest as I conclude is the creative effect of the polarity. I 

have quoted numerous comBents by the selected playwrights which 

confirm their preference for one or the other approach , and I con-

aider that it raay be possible to denonstrate a further claio: 

that conscious rivalry between playwrights favouring " enclosed" or 

" ope�" form has , in itself , been a significant factor in the shaping 

of some of the most  original and influential works in nodern English 

drana. 

NOTES 

1 .  "Harold Pinter : An Interview" , The Paris Review .XXXIX ( 1 966 ) ,  p. 30 . 

2 .  Sean O ' Casey,  Blasts and Benedictions , p. 83 . 

3 • .John Arden, " Building the Play" , Encore VIII ( 1 96 1 ) ,  p. 23.  

4 . For Eliot ' s  general endorsenent of Machiavelli see the essay on 
hio in For Launcelot Andrews : Essays on Style and Order(London, 
1 928) , pp . 49-66. 

5 .  :t-1artin Esslin, The Thectre of the .Absurd, rev. ed . (London, 1 968) , 
p.  291  • 
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