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INTRODUCTION

I bring my own biases 1into this thesis. As a man who
has also had sex in teoilets with other men, as Orton
frequentliy did, I cannot help drawing on my own

experiences and the feelings these generated.

These are mostly to do with guilt and shame but, unlike
Orton, 1 did not take drugs prior to the encounters so
I was fully aware of what was going on for me.
Eventually I became aware of wfiyy 1 was doing what I was
doing and steopped. I discovered that for me, sex on a
casual basis was not an empowering process, although
being human it happens occasionally, and when it does I

try to stop those condemning voices in my head.

I also began this thesis believing that since I coulid
write fairly wittily, I was a similar sort of character
te Orton. But the mere 1 read, the more I realised that
I was closer to his partner, Halliwell, in terms of my
personality and behaviour, and certainly in terms of
being in teouch with my sexuality. Whatever one thinks
of the #Form Orton's sexual expression toock, one has to
admire his single minded and seemingly confident
pursuit of it, a far cry from the timid insecurity of
his partner, on whose behalf, Orton was always trying
to make sexual ceontacts. But Halliwell wanted only

Orton, which was a dilemma that only death could solve.



But I do ddentify with Orton's upbringing in a working
class, mother dominated environment. My mother was not
a powerful, sometimes violent matriarch Tike Orton's
mother, Elsdie: mine wielded her power by adopting a
different kind of persona. But like Orton, I was my
mother's husband substitute, fulfilling her emotiocnal

and to some extent her sexual needs.

I believe it 9s this aspect of Orton’'s 1ife which sowed
the seeds for the sex and violence in his plays, and
which this thesis will be discussing. It also sowed the
seeds for his genius and unigue contribution to the
theatre and English Titerature. For without Elsie
Orteon, and the dynamics that existed in the Orton
family, there would be no Kath Kemp, "in the rude,”
practically raping her young lodger, 3Sloane. No Joyce,
mot e uptset about her dead goldfish than the voung man
who has just died on her floor. No Mrs Vealfoy,
disseminating advice on sex and parenthoed, not from
haer own experiences, but from some manual of the mind.
No Murse Fav, murderer of eight patients and prepared
to sacrifice everything for money. No Mrs Prentice,
screwed by her son in a dark closet. No dead woman's
fingers in biscuit tins. No monstrous fun at the

expense of an audience that often bayed for Orton's

blood, while happily making him rich in the process.

How did this unique talent end up dead with his head
smashed in? Probably because he swapped one controlling

mother figure for another. The archetypal monstrous mum



may well manifest dtself in the figure of certain
homosexual men. Why not? Such men are obviously cross

gendered.

Halliwell was described thus: "He had visions of
agrandeur. He was always so selfish and precccupied
about himself. Constant talking of self, ego, ambition.
He was a great sgotist,” writes John Lahr, Orton's
biographer, queoting a fellow student of Halliwell's at
RADA. (fiaries, 25) lLahr also quotes G.K. Chesterton on
the artistic temperament, the disease that effects
amateurs. "The great tragedy of the artistic
temperament is that it cannot produce any art,"” wrote

Chesterton. ({7aries, 25).

That statement sent a prickle of fear up my spine, as I
remembered the times I had given vent to my "artistic

temperament.” Was I too a poseur? My ocutbursts of anger
sometimes toock on the aspects of the rage that
Halliwel]l manifested towards others and his partner.

And Tike Halliwell, a3t times I was dependent and had

few friends.

Such a personality lives in a world of make-believe,
putting on varying falilse fronts to cope with varying
situations. The persona that would have sustained
Halliwell meost would have been that of teacher and
older, wealthier friend of a Tad from the provinces.
Consequentiy, it would have been & terrible blow teo

Halliwell's pride when his pupil, Orten, became the



successful writer and celebrity, and then began to

build a 1ife which largely excluded him.

But we are all products of our genes, upbringing and
environment, and what is c¢lear is that beoth Orton and
Halliwell were shaped by their warped childhood and
adolescent experiences which, in Orton’'s case produced
genius, and in Halliwell's produced an individual who
was unable to function alone in the world. Letting go
of one’'s only friend and companion of sixteen vears
would have been almost an impossibility. He must have
often thought of the loneliness of such an option and
decided that 1ife without Orton would be too painful to

contemplate.

So while condemning him, I understand, Projecting one's
anger against the world onto those we lTove ‘iz a common
practice amongst abused and damsged +individuals. It +s
Just a pity that Halliwell never knew what he was

doing.

However, Orton Tives on in his diaries, plays and
photogiraphs, forever thirty—four, his last play, &Hat
the Butler Saw, forever a Tlawed masterpiece awaiting a

critical rewrite.

We can imagine him bent over the typewriter in his bed-
it in Noel Road, Islington, checking himself over in a
mirror prier to an excursion to the gent's toilets, or

romping on the beaches of Tangier with teenaged



Moroccan boys. 1 might even have passed him on the
street one day, because during the 1950's [ too T1ived
in London, and often used buses and underaround

stations mentioned in his diaries.

Now I pass by him once again; and with the experience,

hopefully learn something of his literature and life.

THE BOY WITH BEADS

You'd drop in on your way home - once a month,
something 1ike that, a slender, dapper man,
dark hair sleeked back, black shoes polished.
You could almost have been a jockey, but you were
a draper, saddled with German in~laws, and now
and then you'd escape to vour sister’'s, my mum's.

Before calling vou'd visit a west—end club
where girls wearing beads dance clese to the
customers. Did yvou ever go back stage when they
asked? A good way to forget Gerda, Fritz, or whatever
their names were. Sitting in our front room
dropping crumbs of your night inte my lap.

Thick blood stirred in my young pants
and shame rushed to my head. Didn't you kinow
yvour sister was German too? And sex was not
a subject she talked about, except with me.
I was her boy with beads, turning her naked body
under the Tight, she danced especially for me.

Ian Williams



CHAPTER ONE: A PREDISPOSITION TQ ADRICTION:
"Peap fe who ssek, who are driven to seek, Jlove Tn
urineils, de not deserve the best of our attention.
Fhey will be Forgiven, and, anyhow, sometimes fthey
are not seeking love; they are seeking 3 means to
express their hatred and suspicion of the worid.
Sometimes. ”
John Cheever, American short
story writer and winner of the
Pulitzer Prize, writing in his

posthumously published,
the Jowwrnals.

1 January 1993 marked the 60th anniversary of British
playwright’'s, Joe Orton's, birth, so it seems

appropriate that this thesis should be written in 1993.

Joe Orton (born John Kingsley Orton) the British
plavwright, and Kenneth Halliwell lived together 1in a
relationship from 1951 until they died in a murder-—

suicide in the early hours of 10 August 1967.

They'd met when both were students at RADA, the Royal
Academy of Dramatic Art in London. After a brief stint
in the theatre they moved in ftogether, abandoning
thoudghts of an acting career and concentrating on

establishing themselves as writers.

For the first nine years of their Tife together. they
collaborated on & series of novels, all unpublished,
but which served as a starting point from which Orton
Taunched his career as a plavwright, with his first
play being accepted for perfeormance -in 1963, just four

vears before his death.
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The fact that Orton did little to acknowledae
HaTliwell's influence in his writing success may have
bheen the reason why Haliliwel]l used & hammer to smash in
his partner's skull, before taking twenty—-two
Nembutals, which Orton had laughingly called "Kenneth's
sujcide pilis." (iaries, 201) But most probably,
HalliweTll's action was a result of a combination of
events, plus his own psycholoegical and physical 11
health. Halliwell had a high opinion of himself which
nobody, especialiy the literary world, seemed to share.
He was the senior partner in the relationship yet it
was the younger man who became the acclaimed author and

international celebrity.

I do not know what Joce Orton sought 1in urinals, but
Tike John Cheever, he was a frequent visitor.
Politically active gays might say that having sex +in
toilets, or picking up men in toilets and having sex
with them elsewhere, is a Iegitimate expression of a
Tifestyie. Since Gay Liberation, they might also say
gays have ceasad to measure themseslves against
heterosexist attitudes which have no meaning or

reievance to a gay man's Tife.

0Of course, many hetercosexual men seek sex cutside their
marriage or relationship environment. The red Tight
districts of ¢ities all over the worid cater for the
neaeds of non—gay men far more than they do for gay men.

So who 1is pointing the fingetr at whom?



However, if such behaviour is an escape from something,
and if drugs and alcohol are part of the escape
process, then there 75 a2 problem, the seeking becomes
both an escape and an addiction. John Cheever's
Jowrnais chart both the double 1ife of a married man

whoe seeks Tove in urinals, and his alcoholism.

Alcoholism may be the primary addictive substance but
it 4s only one of many addictions. Substance abuse,
prescription and recreational drugs, food, sex,
television, all can be and are addictive. Patrick
Carnes, recognised as the guru on sexual addiction,
sayvs that essentially addiction is part of a
maladaptive response to stress. Addiction becomes a way
in which the abuse events become internalised:
childheocod events being reenacted through fantasy and
behaviour. It becomes a way to survive or cope with
crisis, to deaden or escape from pain, te i1l the
heole, to nurture cneself to make up for deficit or
damage. Whether the addiction is alcohol, drugs, food
or sex, addictive behaviour g triggered by memories or

parallel situaticens. (Carnes, 129)

It is my belief that Orton’'s sexual behaviour and use
of prescription drugs such as Valium and Librium which
frequently accompanied his sexual acting ocut
constituted an addiction; and it is my theory that this
stemmed from the role he was forced to adopt in his

family of origin.

11



According to John Lahr, due to an unhappy marriage and
her own failed ambitions, Orton’'s mother, Elsie Orton,
placed her eldest son, Jochn (Joe), on some sort of
pedestal, pawning her wedding ring so she could send

him to a private school. {(Lahr, 49)

Lahr, gquoting Orton's sister, asserts that Elsie and
her husband William never had sex after 1245, indeed
"she hated it." (Lahr, 44-45%) To fi11 this gap in her
T1ife, Elsie appears to have turned to her eldest son
for satisfaction. "Elsie felt that her first child was
special. For seventeen vears Orton tried te 1ive up to
her dream of him. He inherited her belief in himself.
He read books...he was handsome and well groomed. Elsie
used to hold John up as a model to the rest of the
family...Elsie's ambitions were stalled, but her dreams

of success were to live again +in John.” {(Lahr, 49)

There is no record of anything "sexual"” occurring
between Orton and his mother, or with Jim, a truck
driver who lodged with the family, but then factse about
a family's secrets might be withheld, especially from a
biocgrapher. But Elsie's covert sexusal behaviour -is
manifest in her parading before her son, asking him how
she Tooked, and "tarting" herself up when she went out.
"Once she got dressed up in gold Tame and painted her

shoes gold just to go to the pub.” (Lahr, 158)

"That's my mum!" Orton's sister, Leonie said, Taughing

as she watched Beryl Reid's brilliant dinterpretation of



Kath in the 1975 Rowval Court revival of fntertaining i
S¥oans, wrapped in a fancy negligee to seduce Sloane.”
(Lahw, 158) It s not beyond the bounds of possibility
that Orton was recreating a scene that resembled some
aspects of true l1ife situations between himself and his
mother. And although it is most Tikely that Orton was
sub ject to emotional abuse, the possibility of some
form of sexual abuse should not be ruled out, if not by

his mother, then by another family member.

As Carnes writes, emotional abuse also leads to
addictive behaviour: Parents can gspecialize in one
child at the price of neglecting the others: Marilyn
{(Orton's sister) has memories of Orton's 'lovely
speach.' She recollects him on the bus "coming
home...his head bent over a hook, while cther bhoys
giggled and Jjeked arcund him." (Lahr, 74). Touch
deprivation in a family that doesn't show affection ‘s
another form of emotional abuse: As Orton's sister
recounts: "I never saw my Mum and Dad kiss — not once."”
{Lahi, 44) 50 4is being screamed or shouted at: "She
swore like a soldier;"” {(Lahr, 50) and violence
perpetirated on others: "She get me +in a corner with
this stick and she wouldn't stop hitting me:” (Lahr,
51) and especially being forced to take on adult roles,
such as that of surrogate spouse. (Carnes, 123) As
Carnes writes, "Forcing children to face the world l1ike
adults gives them a sense of being able to depend onty

on themselves." {(Carnes, 123)
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Orton escaped from his Terrible Mother as soon as he
was able, first into a teenage diary in which he wrote
his sexual thoughts in shorthand., (Lahr, 46) then +Hinto
anenymous sexual contact with people whe cou’ld give him
temporary relief from the necessity to live up to his
mother's hopes and expectations. This escape started
earily in his teensge years.
Watched an old film on television called A&y
Favourite Blonde...This had sentimental
overtones. ..t was at the companion picture, My
Favourite Brunetfe. . .some time in the early
forties that 1 was Tirst interfered with. A man
took me into the lavatory of the Odeon and gave me
a wank. 1 re—-lived those happy moments as I sat

watching the picture today. I remember coming down

his mac. I must've been about fourteen.
{Diaries, 88)

But although he made his physical escape, Orton never
escaped her influence. "He was as dutiful a son as she
was a mother. He bought her Tittle presents when he
arrived for his two week wvisit each summer; he wrote
Tetters she rarely answered;:;"” (Lahr, 50) and that
influence plavs a profound effect in Orton’'s artistic

output.

"A man's perscnal mother...exerts a dominant infliuence
on his experience of the inner feminine, and
consequentiy on his manner of relating to ocuter women,"
writes Loren E.Pedersen in BDark Hearts; The Forces that
Shape Mernt’'s Lives. (Pedersen, 63) But the women 1in
Orton's pliays are mostly travesties of everything that
the archetypal "Good Mother" represents: fullness and

abundance, the dispenser of 1ife and happiness, the



nutrient earth, the cornucopia of the fruitful womb.
(Pedersen, 69) If Orton's women do not actively
destroy, such as Fay in Leof, then they are
indifferent, such as Joyvce in The Rufifism on the Stair;
oversexed nymphomaniacs — Kath in £frmrtertaining A
S{oane; arch manipulators — Mrs Vealifoy in Fhe Good and
Faithful Servant: the stupid cause of violence and
death — Edileen in Fhe frpincham Camp; self righteous -
Tessa in funerai Games; and alcoholics who are sexual
with their children — Mrs Prentice in #hat the Bufler
Szw. All these manifestations of the Terrible Mother
seem to me to be aspects of Orton's mother. And though
most get threatened or slapped around ‘in the plays,
they retain their power even while misusing it. Thus
Orton sees no escape Ffrom the dominating, manipulative
female, even if, during the course of the plays, they
sometimes appear to lose control. Kath in Enterfaining

M- Sloane being a prime example.

Orton’'s treatment of such women can ocobviously be
Tabelled "miscgynist,” especially in context with his
gsexist comments and behaviour towards women in his
diaries, but it is useful to trace its source and
inspiration. However, there ‘s another side to the
anger which is directed at a wider audience, an anger
which may have been fuelled by his lack of relationshiip
with his father, or more lTikely by his social
marginaiisation as a member of an oppressed and
criminal social minority — those people whose sexual

expression is termed "homosexuality."



Unlike D_H. Lawrence, who came from a similar mother
dominated family as Orton's, and whose "great struggle”
to suppress his homogsexual {instincts has been praised
by Norman Mailer (7he Prisoner of Sex, 154), Orton
seemed to have chosen a homeosexual Tifestyle after only
a few attempts at contact with females. In Orton's
case, however, this did not involve any decisions to
adopt a Tifestyle or persona that was unmasculine. In
fact, the asvgression shown by his young male characters
may be seen on the one hand ag an attempt to
masculinise them and on the other as a suppression of

fiis own feminine nature.

In his short caresr, Orton probably achieved what he
set out to do — change the public's perception of what
a homosexual male might look like, smay and act. In the
process, I believe he somehow lTost touch with his true
sexuality. For sex and sexuality are not the same

thing.

Sex is the physical act between pairs of sexual crgans;
sexuality is a relationship act that involves emotions,
feelings and sensations, and the organ is the whole
body. It's also a public matter, an energetic force
that drives a person to move from isolation to

relationship.

The characters in Orton's plays largely operate in

isolation. When they come together it is for sex not



relationship, and when it is not fTor sex it is for
control. Unfortunately for Orteon, he exchanged a
controlling mother for a controlliing lover, who may
well have had many of the characterdistics of Elsie
Orton, among them certainly rage and grandiose ideas of
his own abilities, and certainly low self esteem. For
if Elsie Orton, a woman who sang operatic atrias in a
“very good mezzo—sopranc” (Lahr, 41) thought of herself
as being seo wonderful, why did she marry William Orton,
a man with a "frail, cowed presence” who worked as a
poorly paid gardener? Perhaps the answer is that she
too was a person who mistock the sexual act for

relaticonship?

BACKGROUND TO TRAGEDY

The crucial event in Joe Orton’'s and Kenneth
Halliwell's 1ives was their 1962 prison sentence for
defacing public library boocks. Orton and Halliwell, as
mentioned, both unpublished writers at the time, took
their revenge on a society that refused to recognise
their lifestyie or talents by replacing book blurbs and
illustrations with semi—-pornographic material. After
being "doctored” the bococks were put back on the library
shelves. Orton and Halliwell derived great pleasure
from watching the reactions of borrowers as they picked
up the books and read the mildly obscene blurbs.

(Lahr, 81-90)



Some vears later when being interviewed about this
incident Orton said, "The thing that put me in a rage
...was that I went to quite a big Tibrary in IsTiington
and asked for Gibbon's fJeciine and Fall of the Roman
fmpire. They told me they hadn't geot a copy of it...

1 was enraged that there were so many rubbishy novels

and rubbishy books."” (Lahr, 83)

John Laht says that "the trial festered in Orton's
imagination,” and that "his Tetters reveal a bumptious
energy and an anger at the manoeuvrings of the
adthorities” who were trying to lay their hands on
Orton and Halliwell's bank boocks. Three days after
Teaving prison in September 1962 they were back in
court and ordered to pay 2062 pounds Tor the damags to

the books. (Lahr, 86-89)

LEahr writes that prison proved a turning point for
Orton because he Ffound a focus for his anger and a new
detachment in his writing. (l.ahr, 90) Feor Halliwell, on
the other hand. the pursuit by the long arm of the Taw
praecipitated a suicide attempt. Obviously the prison

experience was a turning point in both their Tives.

The acceptance in 1963 by BBC Radio of Fhe Ruffiasn on
the Stair, quickly followed by the hit stage play,
Entertzining M- Sicane, was, to coin a linguistic
clicha, the beginning of the end for Orton. Halliwell
couldn’'t cope with the changes his partner's success

wrought on their lives, continued to threaten suicide,



became addicted to sleeping pilis and tranguillisers,

neurotic about his health, and eventually psychotic.

So why did Orton stay rather than get ocut?

In the introduction to Fhe Ortom Oizries, Lahr writes
that Halliwell was the entire creative environment of
Orton's adult 1ife and that he persisted so long in the
relationship not only out of a sense of loyalty to his
partner, but also because it was advantageocus to his
craft. Halliwell, Lahr goes on, was not only Orton's
editor and sounding board, he was his subject matter.

(Biaries, 31)

However, there is probably a meore fundamental reason.
Whilst Halliwell's family background was scholarly and
seemingly bereft of strong emotions, Orton's, as
mentioned, was dominated by Elsie Orton. This
archetypal Terrible Mother, who as well as being
emotionally abusive towards her children and constantly
berating her husband for his weaknesses and lack of
income, was frequently violent and sometimes drunk,
Tived in a make believe world which necessitated her
pretending she was someone she wasn't. In Lahr's
biography of Orton he reports that in spite of the fact
that the family had "no phone, no car, no appliances
and...no 1ife...she Tived in Cloud Cuckoo—Tand.._.she
wanted to 1ive 1ike a queen but couldn't afford it."

{Lahr, 47)



In such a family. children, according to Patrick
Carnes, writing in Pon't Call 7t Love, Recovery ¥From
Sexual Addiction, "learn conflict aveidance by the rule
'Don't rock the boat.’ Painful, unresoived issues
continue in the family because no one addresses them.
When children express feelings about these issues, they
are told they are exaggerating or being dramatic. from

this, children learn to tolerate pain."” {(Carnes, 101)

Perhaps this was the reason why Orton found it
difficult to leave the relationship with Haliiwel1? He
had learnt conflict aveoidance as a means of coping with
a dysfunctional family 1ife, so it was natural that his
method of copiing with a deteriorating relationship was
to avoid conflict. It 9s odd that soon after he left
home Orton should team up with a dominating, shame
based person who was self doubting. desperate for
approval and who also lived in a sort of Cloud Cuckoo—

land.

I beldieve that gay couples in a long term relationship
have the same problems separating as straight couples.
It g easy to get out if ancther, alternative partner
comes along, but the prospect of living alone would
have been daunting to Orton, as Halliwell probably
represented a combination of a father and mother figure
to him. Since Elsie Orton had died -in December 1966,
and he had never been close to his father, Halliwel]

was basically the only real family Orton had.
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However, it 1is clear from Fhe Orton Oiaries that the
Tiving arrangements Orton had with Halliwell were for
domegtic convenience only. Orton had long since Tled
the sexual nest he shared with Halliwell for the type

of working class men and rent boys he craved.

The diary is a very provocative document and contains
detailed passages on Orton's sexual encounters with
octher males. What's more, it was left in their bed-
sitter so that Halliwell could read it, ostensibly
perhaps to comment on its 1iterary attributes. But
imagine the effect this passage might have on a
naurotic and envious partner who only indulges in
wanking and sucking:
I went to the lavatory under the br-idge in Hornsey
Road. I picked up a negro¢ about twenty-five years
of age. We went back to his room...He fucked me
and came very quickly. Then I Tlay on the bed with
him and 1 fucked him. £ was a bit difficult
getting it in because he had such a big arse..."I
Tike fucking or being fucked,"” he said, "I've no
use for wanking or being sucked off..."
Eiary aentry Mondsy 17 Julfy 957
But as with many of Orton's sexual encounters, it
followed 2 row with Halliwell earlier that day.
Kenneth v. drritating today. Weather hot again.

Blue skies. Kenneth's nerves are on edage. Hay
fever. We had a row this morning. Trembling with

rage. About my nastiness when I said, "Are you
going te stand in front of the mirror all day?" He
said, "I've been washing vour underpants! That's

why I've been at the sink!" He shouted it loudly
and I said, "Please, don't let the whole
neighbourhocod know you're a queen."
Biary entiy Monday 17 July 1867.
(By impldication, in both the above instances, Orton is

saying, "I am a man and you are not," and heaping added

insecurity onteo his already insecure partner.)
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Halliwell's suicide note, written three weeks Tater
after he'd murdered Orton was left on top of the diary.
I+ satid:

"If yvou read his diary all will be explained. K.H.
P.%. Especially the latter part.”

The first things that usually go missing from a statue
of & male nude are the protuberances -~ the nose, arms,
head and penis. In Orton's final play, #hat the Buiier
Saw, written during the months prior to his death, the
penis from a statue of Sir Winston Churchill, Britain's
war~time prime minister, has also "gone missing"
following a gas main explosicon. It turns up in the dead
body of Mrs Barclay, mother of Geraldine, one of the

characters in the play.

Throughout the diaries, it seems to me that Orton
attempts to psychelogically castrate Halliwell by
comparing a "man's" method of having sex with other men
- fucking each other. with Halliwell's method -
masturbation and oral sex. The blown off penis of
Churchill might be said to represent Orton's efforts to
blow off what remained of Halliwell's manhood. Yet at
the same time, Orton's method eof dealing with "rows"
with Halliwell dis to run away from the problem by
having more and more anonymous sex, often accompanied

by the use of drugs.

For example, his diary entry for Saturday 22 July,
1967, which records a dinner party with a television

producer and other notables, reads: "Went out to dinner



tonight...l'd taken two librium tablets. Lady 6. gave

me two more. (Diaries, 249

Although the diary may have been Orton's method of
trying to psyvch Halliwell intoe leaving the
relationship, he himself was trapped in a2 work, sex and
drugs cycile which didn’t allow him the breathing space
te come to what could have been a life saving decision.
He was in a priscon of his own making and there was to

be no escape.

The fina'l scene of &hat tHhe bufler Szw, completed less
than a month before Orton died, is a metaphor for his
state of mind. The play's principals are on stage and
suddenly find themselves trapped:

D Rance goes to the wall and presses the alerm. A

stren wails. Meta] grills fall over each of the

doorse. The Tights go ocut. The siren wails o &

stop. The room s I7¢ only by the glare of &

b loody sunset shinirng through the trees in the

gardern.

(Plays, 442)

Ironmically, the play ends with the mostly nude and
bleeding protagonists climbing a rope ladder "into the

blazing light." Orton and Halliwell were both nude when

thebir bodies were discovereaed.

It was the Marquis of Queensberry, an exponent of the
manly sport of boxing, who smashed Oscar Wilde, the man
many theatre ¢ritics compared to Orton. It was the
failed writer and rejected qgueen, Kenneth Hal1liwell,
who hammered Qrton. Neither playwright knew what hit

them.
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CHAPTER TWO: PETER PAN AND WENBY -

"YOU BRING THIS ON YOURSELF"

"We are the Peter Pans of the world, the
irirepressib le ones who believe in maagic, Tolly,
and romance. Arnd, Tn a sense, we never gromw old.
That 's part of what being gay signifies: innocence
of spirit, a perennial youthfulness of soul. The
gay spirit is a young spirit. Which is why the

wor Id needs us. We refuse fo become dowdy and
dull, we refuse to dwindle inte the doldrums, and

we never die.”
James Broughton, gay poet

and fi1lm maker, quoted
in Gay Ipirit: Myth and
Meaning, edited by Mark
Thompson

Although Joe Orton's work contains much that is wildly
humerous, it also contains violence, unusual for a
homeosexual playwright who seems to be totally at ease
with himself. But 1 wonder if Orton -+identified as
homosexual? I rather fancy he saw himself as bisexual.
The following diary entry for Sunday 30th July 1867,

written ten days before his death, s most revealing:

Oscar (Lewenstein) has been sent two plays by John
Osborne. .. "What are they like?" I said. "There's a
portrait of Vanessa Redgrave in the first play
which I think is preobabiy Tibellous...Vanessa
discovered when she was twenty years old that her
father (the actor, Michael Redgrave) was a
homosexual."” "He must've been bisexual,” I said,
"or she wouldn't be alive today." "He hasn't had
any heterosexual relations since the birth of his
Jast child." "No,”" I said, "but he has several
children. He must’'ve at Teast shown willing. He
can't be called a homosexual."”

(Biaries, 262—263)
The above statement is c¢iear enocugh. If a man can have
sexual intercourse with a woman, Orton says "He can't
be called "homosexuz1." In his bicgraphy of Orton,

Prick Up Your fars, John Lahr refers to an occasion
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whenn the sixteen—vear—old Orton was caught in bed with
a bridesmaid at his sister’'s wedding. {(Lahr, 48) There
is alse an fdncident recorded in the diaries when Orton
gets an erection when standing next to a female in a
bus: “She kept rubbing up against my Teg. I got a hard
on," (#¥aries, 255%) and ancother occasion when he
escorts a German female tourist around in Tangier: "I
en joyed the Tooks of envy as I walked along with
her...and so...for a morning's walk around town, I
possessed the most beautiful and desirable girl in
Tangier. I was curiously excited by this fact.”

(Biaries, 173).

Speaking of the UOrton~Halliwell household, author and
eritic, Penelope Gilliatt told Lahr that Orton knew it
was a fTake household and that he hated himself for
accaepting domesticity and carrying on with it for so

long. {(Hiaries, 23)

This may seem to imply that it was the relationship
with Halliwell that Orton considered fake. But there 1is
also the possibility that it was relationships with
males (as opposed to sex with men) that disillusioned

him.

My theory for the sex and violence in Orton's plavs.
and the form they took, s that as well as being
representative of his attitudes towards females and
authority figures, they are also projections of Orton's

inner ambivalence about his sexuality and his



2¢

masculinity. This is not to say that I think he was
heterogsexual or even bisexual. I believe he was
homosexual in orientation and certainiy behaviour. But
telling newspaper reporters that he had been married
and divorced, (Biardies. 20) makes one wonder if he ever
tetally ddentified as homosexual? However, men of
Orton’s class and background are usualtly reticent about
ddentifying as gay, hence the lardge numbers of working
class men found cruising for sex in public lavatories.
This iz well documented in Laud Humphreys' T[earcom

Trade, as it s in Orton's diaries.

Extensive drug taking prior to sex, recorded in the
diaries during the last eight months of his Tife, is an
indication of Orton's state of being. "It is common for
gay men and lesbians to drink or use drugs again and
again because of being unable to accepi being
homosexual” writes Sheppard Kominars, who also notes
that alecholism and dirug addiction amongst gays and
Tesbians in the United States are three times higher

than the naticonal average. (Kominars, 3)

In fact, the only sexually ambigucous character in an
Orton play who g Hdentified as homosexual rather than
bisexual is Wilson 1in Orton's first play, Fhe Ruffian
on fhe Sfair, and as we shall see, the character of
Wilgson is based more upon his partner, Halliwell, than
on Orton himself. Thereafter, the other voung males
Orton creates are what Nicholag de Jongh in Aot in

Frront of the Audience: Homosexuzlity on Stage,
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describes as, "Orton's shadow, — the figure of the sexy
hooligan, a projection by which he becomegs the free,
conscienceless subverter of morality, the begetter of
sexual anarchy."” This figure, de Jongh suggests, was

not the real 1ife Orton. (de Jongh, 99)

That Orton, was the dutiful son of an ambitiocus and
domineering working class mother who "remained the
socially adaptable, well—-mannered young man about
town," (de Jongh, 99) and who at the age of eighteen
exchanged T1ife Tn a council house 1n Leicester for Tife
in a London flat with a man seven vears older. This man
provided him with some necessities of 1ife - & rocof
over his head, companionship and a classical education.
In exchange, Orton needed only to let the man have oral
gsex occasionally, an arrangement that might have gone
on indefinitely had not Orton broken through to
success. Undoubtedly, this Ted Orton to guestion both
his relationship and his sexual needs, causes of
conflict which are expliored by the characters +in his

plavs.

Lahr says that "Orton’'s compulsive premiscuity, the
aggression in his humour, showed & need to confirm his
maleness...the confusien of man, woman, and youth 1is
always the driving force behind Orton's farces.” (Lahr,
123} There'’s no deubt that through his writing he found
a method to escape some of this sexual confusion and
this was done by giving homosexuality or bisexuality a

mascutine face. De Jongh notes that (Orton was one of



the first plavwrights teo write about males who weren't
the usual effeminate, effete homosexual stereotvpes.
{de Jongh, 99) As Orton said in a 1967 +dinterview about
his character Ed in £éntertaining Mr Sloans:
I wrote about & man who was Tnterested in having
sex with boys. I wanted him played as if he was
the most ordinary man in the world. And not as if
the moment you had sex with boys you had to put on
earrings and scent. This is very bad and I hope
that now homosexuality s allowed people aren't
going to continue doing the conventional portraits
there have been in the past. {(de Jonah, 101)
The point here, and it is not ‘intended to be
homophobic, s that by insisting that homosexuals are
ot different to anyone else and are not sometimes
effeminate Orton denies an -{important aspect of himself.
He might not have showed or admitted it but +in his
unigque way Orton was just as much a "gueen” as his
partner Halliwell, whose "pinafore number" he despised.
It is Jjust that he sublimates it in an asura of
machismo, a not uncommon trait in gay men. This

toughness manifests itself in the wvioclence and sexual

mavhem in the plavs.

Ogscar Wilde, Somerset Maugham, Noel Coward, Terence
Rattigan;:; there +is nothing in the works of these known
homosexual authors teo compare with the feollowing
incident from Orton's Tirst stage hit, Ffrnitertazining A
Sifoane, although it is pessible that many plavwriaghts
who write about violence may be homosexual without

anyone knowing of their sexual orientation.
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Kemp. Weak heart, my arse. You murdered him.
Sloane. He fell.

Kemp. He was hit from behind.

Sioane. 1 had ne meotive...

Kemp. Liar...lying 1ittle bugger. 1 knew what yvou
ware from the start...

Sloane. You make me desperate. 1've nothing to
lose, yvou see. One more chance, Pop. Are you
going te give me away?

Kemp. 1'11 see the police.

Yloane. You don't know what's good for you.

(He knocks Kemp behind the settee. Kicks
Fim.} You bring this on vourself. (He kicks
Aim again.} All this could’'ve been avoided.
(Kemp half-rises, collapses again. Pause.
Sloane kicks Aim gently with the foe of hAis
boot.}) Eh, then. Wake up. (pause.) HWakey,
wakey. (Plays, 124-1286)
Orton, as FThe Oriton iaries record, was an avid movie
fan. He has culled this language and violence from
similar sources as his contemporary, Harold Pinter -
his family of origin, television slice of 1Tife dramas
such as Corvonation Streef, inner city streets, and
particularly the B grade gangster movie, both British
and Amer-ican. In fact, Orton admitted in a BBC
interview that Pinter was an influence. (Lahr, 130}
This language is the banal, commonplace English "as it
is spoke" by the masses, and while it may not be funny
te the people speaking it, in the hands of & satirist

such as Orton, 1t takes on elements of the most savage

black humour.

Orton's violence, however, is different from Pinter's
because the audience knows wfiyr young Sloane is putting

the boot into dadda Kemp. The wvictim has unfortunately



"brought this on himself," which is what an adult might
say to a child sent to bed without any supper. Such a
colloquialism might be used to describe a minor
accident or incident, such as slipping on a banana
skin. But a kiTling? One c¢ritic called this language

Orton's "South Ruislip Mandarin."” (Lahr, 48)

I doubt if Ruislip is the right location. Orton's
language has a more inner c¢ity feel - Shepherds Bush or
Istington, where Orteon and Halliwell shared a bed-
sitter at the time of their desaths. Ruislip is, or was
in Orton's day, much too suburban and respectablie Tor
people Tike Orton and his character Sloane, aithough
even in suburbia people can have "surprising'" tastes.
{My uncle, who came to see me after visits to Soho
strip shows, l1ived in Ruislip.)}) By putting the boot in
while saying, "You bring this on yourself.” the
character becomes almost psychopathic, which he 1is, and
belongs not in Londen’s cuter suburbs, but on the
fringes of the underworld and in the inner London

streets which were Orton's habitat.

In Entertaining M 5Toanse, Sloane is much more than the
sexy hooligan that de Jongh describes. Hooligans
indulge in mindless vieolence, ripping up train seats
and throwing stones. Sloane is a killer who has killed
once and will kill again. He finds his way into a house
containing a middle aged woman, Kath., and her elderly
father, Kemp. Kemp needs to be silenced as he

recognises S5loane as the killer of a pessibly
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homosexual photographer whom Kemp once worked for. The
death of Kempg will allow Sleocane to remain in the house
where he is sharing his sexual favours between Kath and
her brother, Ed. The play ends "happily" {insofar as
Kath and Ed desire Slecane so much that they are willing
to overlock the killing of their father. provided
SToane will agree to continue to service them sexually
on a six monthly take—turns basis. The whole idea +is
preposterous and, using middle class values as a
vardstick, totally immoral. But to a playwright grown
sick and tired of the morality that labels his sexual

behaviour "eriminal and a sin," it is a wonderful joke.

It is notable, however, that the author has Sloane
murder those who purport to expose him as homosexual or
being connected to homosexuals — the photographer and
Kemp. On the other hand, Sloane passively alliows
himself to be manipulated by those who treat him as &
sex object — Ed, and especially. Kath. In fact, Sleane
js drawn and can be playved (as he was in the New York
production of the play} as the victim of circumstance
rather than the aggressor. It is rather disturbing to
note that not only the old man is dispensable, so was
the ‘"queer"” photographer. As the following passage and
the subsequent action confirms, Orton seems to be
saying that it is perfectly justifiable to beat to
death photographers who take liberties with voung men.

This is a 1ittle odd for z happily adjusted "gay

playwright.



Sicane: 1 thumbs a 1ift from a geyser who promises
me a bed. Gives me & bath. And a meal. Very
friendly. A1l you could wish for he was, a
photographer. He shows me one or two
experimental studies. An experience for the
retina and no mistake. He wanted to pheoto me.
For certain tdinteresting features 1 had that
he wanted the exclusive rights of preserving.
(Plays, 125)
Given that the voung man could be seen as defending his
honour, this coulid make 3loane somewhat of a
sympathetic character to a 1964 audience. It alsc
allows us to follow the workinags of the playwright's
mind te a logical conclusion: iTf a queer photographer
and an old man are dispensable, so is evervone, all

sacrificed to fulfil the particular sexual and social

needs of the fictional hero.

Some of Orton's theatrical connections considered Orton
to have been a model for his character, Sleocane. “Joe
was Sloane...ruthless, not -{immoral but amoral, and
pragmatic,” Peter Willes, a television producer who
promoted Orton's plays told Lahr. (fiasries, 27) But
whereas 5Sloane gets his kicks from physical vieolence,
Orton seems to get hig from recording and recounting
his compulsive sexual behaviour +in his adult diarvy

which covers the last eight months of his life.

i.ike Cecily'’'s diary in Wilde's The Ifmportance of Befng
farnest, it is simply a young man's record of his
shocking private 1ife and consequently meant for
publication. Orteon's plays were meant to shock, and
they did. But they were not a patch on the realities of

his 1ife, as his diaries reveal. He lived the 1ife he



wrote about, at least as far as his sexual T1ife was

concarned.

A careful reading of the diaries gives the 1ie to any
idea that Orton was only interested in being the
aggressor in his sexual activities. His methods of
seeking sex could be termed aggressive — he was a
frequent visiteor to public lavatories, but he was as
much anally receptive (the one being screwed or
penetrataed), as he was the penetrator. This is as true
in Britain as it is with the rent boys in Morocco.
(fiaries, 175) This may not make him passive in the
same sense that his partner Halliwell was passive, but
it does point to a possibility that this aspect of his
homosexusality was not acknowledged. Three weeks before
he died he was writing:

Up against a tree I dropped my trousers and he

fucked me. He was quick. Afterwards he tossed me

off..."You don't want money do you?" "No," I said,.

"I've plenty of money."”

{(fiiaries, Z241)

But a man doesn't necessarily hunt for sex because he's
aggressive. Passive homosexuals are Jjust as likely 1o
be found in toilets, parks and derelict buildings.
There's real danger in such a lifestyle., and it points
to an element of sadomasochism in the participants. For
picking up an unknown man in a toilet and anally
penatrating sach other using spit as a lubricant, as
Orton did, can be painful, although at the same time,
the pain may be part of the plesasure for some

participants. Then, of course, there 4is the real danger



of an encounter with an undercover peoliceman or a

"queer basher,' someone who hates homosexuals.

In an article about compulsive sexual behaviour in the
January 1991 issue of Vanifty Fsir, entitled, A Ffever in
the Blood, Ann louise Bardach quotes sexoclogist E179
Coleman as follows: "People who are sexually compulsive
have experienced some kind of abuse in their family of
origin, which can just as well be emotional as
physical, and develop a deep shame and anxiety disorder
which their sexual behaviour temporarily assuages.” She
alsc quotes Peter Trachtenberqg, author of Fhe Casanovae
Comp lex who says that "sexual addiction 1is an emotional
compulsicon that arises from the same root as all
compulsions — a damaged, shaky sense of self that
requires endless grounding and reassurance throudgh some

external object.” (Bardach)

John Lahr, Orten's biographer, makes the same peint -in
his dintroduction to Fhs Orfon Diaries. He writes that
Orton had a swagger that betrayed his inadequacy and
that when faced with situations that made him feal
"weak"” or out of control, such as his rows with his
partner, the depressing opening of one of his plays, or
his mother’'s funeral, he socught te confirm his strength
in the anonymous dangers of the public lavatories.

(Qiaries, 15)



I believe the sex and violence in Orton's plays are the
methods Orton uses to give expression to his own
feelinas of +inadequacy. Theyv also allowed him to
portray the type of young male he perhaps wanted to be,
not Tiving in a closeted "couple" relationship with
another man, but free to roam and be sexually available
to either sex. That these may have Tardgely been males
of a particular type s reasonably clear. They are a
far cry from the ciassically educated Halliwell with
his affected manners and emotional tantrums. Orton has
no time fTor pansies or queens like that. His men have a
day's growth of beard and wear the uniform of the
classic macho gay man, a uniform which became almost a
sterectype for the liberated gay male from the 18970°'s
onward. Mote that once again Orton is penetrated.
He had pale blue eyes and had & day's growth of
baard. He wore jeans and a check shirt, under the
shirt 3 white vest. He was about twenty—{ive years
of age and came from Burnley in Lancashire. He had

a softness about his body which wasn't the
softness of a2 woman. [ hoped he would Tlet me fuck

him....Then, rather to my surprise, the blue—eyed
Dave...began to push his prick up my arse. It
seemed rude to refuse...so I let him fuck me.

(Diaries, 122-123)

Orton justified his Tifestyie by saying he needed to be
sexually promiscuous as it was a form of creative
stimulus. But in hindsight, a rich and famous
playwright must surely be desperate to seek "creative
stimuiation" in such a toilet as this:
I went in. It was v. dark. There was a man in
there. Tall. grand and smiling....He showed me hig
cock. I let him feel mine. 'QOo!' he gasped, not
noticing the sinister sore that had developed on

the end over the last week or so...I asked if he
had anywhere to go back to. "No,’' he said...He



nodded to a dwarf sulking in the corner of the
lavatory. 'He'1l suck you off though. I've seen
him do it.' He made a motion to the dwarfish
creature rather as someone would call a taxi. The
dwarf sucked me off while the other man smiled
benevolently. .. (ftiaries, 7264)

It was sexual episodes such as these that possibly

promoted Halliwell to c¢all Orton "a selfish Tittle

1

whore." (fiaries, 157) But Orton got his own back in
full measure by the most damning way one man can

destroy another - by questiening his partner's

masculinity.

There's no doubt Orton felt sexually superior te
Halliwell because of the latter's form of sexual
expression, which seems to have consisted only of
masturbation and oral sex. "Mcochammed, after swearing
Tife-Tong friendship to me vesterday, seems content to
do the same to Kenneth today. Kenneth said they wanked
each other. K. having a psychological (or physical)

block about taking it up the bum." (H7aries, 167)

Although Orton tells a Moroccan youth, "I Tike to fuck

"

wherever possible, (fiaries, 167) the diaries clearly
record many episcdes of Orton being passive. So it s
dironic that when Halliwell says he would like toe take a
whip te¢ an Arab boy in Morocco, Orton telis him,
"You're simply substituting violence for sex...your
psychological slip is showing. A whip is a phallic

symbol. You're deing on a symbolic level what I do in

reality.” (fiaries, 223)



However, Orton's ability to fuck gave him the
psychological advantage if masculinity is being
compared. It was Orton whe was the anal penetrator or
sodomite, the ocne whom the gay French sociologist Guy
Hocguenghem labels the true homosexual. "Homosexuality
primarily means anal homosexuality, sodomy" he writes
in Aomosexual flesire.(Hocquenghem, 84) Interestingly,
although Orton was able to fuck countiess other men,
includinag "lots of ageing queens.,” he is never able to
fuck Halliwell, a fact he mentions in his diary entry

on 3 May 1967. (Diaries, 152)

In the intreoduction to Hocgquenghem's book, Jeffrey
Weeks writes that "In our patriarchal society, only the

Phallus s a dispenser of identity."” (Hocquenghem,
P.24) Thus the use of the phallus to penetrate, even
though it is used for anal penetration by a homosexual,
may lead to a more positive self image than that
possassed by the totally passive homosexual, such as
Halliwell, especially if the passive male has delusions

of grandeur and an unfulfilled ambition to be an

author.

DOUBLE TALK, THE EROTICS OF MALE LITERARY COLEABORATION

“TDouble +alk is an economy with all expenses
and no return, a way of discharging languasge
in a masturbstory Ffolie a deux.”

Wayne Koestenbaum quoting Georges
Bataille in

ouvbie Talk The Erotics of flale
Literary Coliaboration



Althecugh Orton's sexual promiscuity may have been one
reason why Kenneth Halldiwell beat his partner's brains
cut, that was probabliy only a minor Hdrritation. It was
their collaboraticon as writers that probably lay at the

root cause of the tragedy.

The dyvnamics that exist between men who collaborate
with each other to produce Titerary texts are explored
by Wayne Koestenbaum in Dowble Tailk, The Efrotics OF
Male Literery Collaboraftion. Koestenbaum argues that
when two males form a partnership, often to write
fiercely revoluticonary texts -~ Marx and Engels forging
communism, Freud and Breuer labouring over
psycheanalysis — it signals a belief that collaboration

makes these texts more effective. (Koestenbaum, 13)

They are more effective, Keoestenbaum writes, because
the two men adopt active (masculine} and passive
(feminine) roles which complement each other:; although
the "fertilisation" that takes place betwesn
heterosexual men usually lies in the seeds that are

sown in each other's minds. (Koestenbaum, 20-21)

However , an intense male bonding does take place which
puts an emotional seal on the relationship. "Double

writing,” says Koestenbaum, "like good c¢itizenship,

sublimates homoerotic ltonging.” (Koestenbaum, 18)
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As well as mentioning Orton and Halliwell, Koestenbaum
goes on to explore the dvnamics of collaborations
between several pairs of men, including John Addington
Symonds and Haveleock E11is who collaborated on Sexusl
Inversion, and Wordsworth and Coleridge who each

contributed poems to Lyrical Ballads.

Koestenbaum explains that Sexwual? Inversion was
instigated by Symonds and was intended as a
"secientific" response to the Labouchere Amendment of
1886 in Britain which made illegal both private and

public "acts of gross indecency between men."” Symonds,
a homesexual, although not "out" -+Hin any modern sense,
suggested writing the book to E114s by noting that

inversion cught to be investigated scientifically,

historically and impartially. (Kocestenbaum, 44)

Symonds died thiree years before the first edition of
the boock was published and his executor, to protect
Symonds ' reputation bought up most of the copies. In
later editions, Ellis omitted Symonds' name from the
title page, and severely truncated his contribution.
(Koestenbaum, 44) Koestenbaum goes on to say that
Wordsworth did the same to Coleridage, cutting 7The Rime
af Fhe Ancient Mariner from later editions of Lyrical

Ballads.

The key point that Koestenbaum makes s that the story
of these partnerships neatly follows Oedipal lines: by

cutting Svmonds' portion into pieces, Ell4is, nineteen



vears the vounger, castrated a literary father. By
cutting Coleridge, Wordsworth performs an equally

fratricidal or patricidal act.

Koestenbaum writes that this "alienates his utopian
sense of double writing as a male seamlessness, and
shows collaboration to be, at times, the use of
friendship for unfriendiy ends.” (Koestenbaum, 44)
Apply this to the Orton/Halliwell collaboration and it

is easy to see why Halliwell felt abandoned.

While fFreud/Breuer, Symonds/Ellis, Wordsworth/
Coleridge, and the other colliaborators Koestenbaum
examines +in his book — notably T.S.Eldiot and Ezra Pound
{The Waste Land}), Robert lLouis Stevenson and his step
son, Lloyd Osborne ({ffhe £bb {ide}, Andrew Lang and
H.R4ider Haggard (The Worild's Desire}, and Joseph Conrad
and Ford Maddox Ford, had only paper "affairs” with a
subliminated homcerotic content, that between Orton and
Halliwell was a far deeper collaboration. Their writing
took them bevond sublimation into a physical as well as
emotional connection which would have bound the two men
together in a much more complex relationship. But
essentialily, the outcome was the same as the examples
quoted above; what began as seamless writing, nedither
partner claiming this or that as their “work.," ended
with Orton castrating his Titerary father, Halliwell,

and c¢laiming all the glory.
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Although the Orton—-Halliwell collaboration ended -+in the
murder of one of the partners, this can be seen as
Halliwell's last desperate attempt to maintain his
active status in their collaberation. For what could be
more active than picking up a hammer and smashing in
someone’'s head? Yet as Koestenbaum points out, it is
not unusual Ffor the passive partner to die or go mad
during the course of collaboration or aftter it has
taken place, Coleridge, Symonds and, to a lesser

extent, Pound, all being examples.

In Visdonary Love: the Plagickal (sic) Bay Spirit—Power,
Mitch Walker distinguishes Double-love, the love for
someone of the same sex, from Anim—~love, the love of
someone of the opposite sex. Double—love he says is
distinguished by uncanny feelings of unitv, strength,
and reinforcement of persconal identity. This creates an
atmosphere between lovers of profound familiarity; a
mysterious jovyful sharing of feelings and needs; a
dynamic, €dntuitive strength and understanding. He
equates this love with the brotherty love that exists
between men in battle. (Gay Spirit, 224) But he also
mentions the destructive aspect of the Double ~ the
competitor, which seeks to destroy a perseon's identity,
which when projected onto another person is seen as a
threat and an enemy to be destroved. I believe this is
what occurred in the Orton~Halliwell relationship.
After collaberating for ten years, the lovers took
separate creative paths and so lost a crucial element

that made up their Double—Tlove. If one half of the
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Double—love team is a winner, the other has to accept
the role of loser if he remaing in the relationship.
Halliwell doesn't seem to have been able to accept this
since, as the older man, the one who originally had the
money, owned the property where they lived, and had the
education and superior social status, he had always

been in control.

The description of the gay archetype that opened this
chapter does not appliy te Orton. His Peter Pan quality,
his drrepressible spirit and perennial youthfulness of
soul which manifests itself in his unique humour, and
which was also possessed by many of the gay playwrights
mentioned earlier has, through his compulsive sexual
behaviour, become tinged with something that aimost
resembles a death wish. It is a Tittle like the
position that Oscar Wilde arrived at in 1895 when he,
Tike Orton, had twe hit plays running in the West End
of London, An Ifdeal Fusbend and The Important of Being
farnest. It is the idea that one can do ne wrong, that
one s all-powerful with a talent that places one
beyond the man—made and natural laws of the day. As
with Oscar Wilde, Orton could not or would not heed the
warning signs, the sin%ster sore on his penis, the
strange behaviocur of his partner that preceded the
murder . Perhaps, like Wilde, he was too dirunk with his
own success to notice. But most probably, he simpiw
wanted to escape from a deteriorating domestic

environment and sought refuge in drugs and sex.
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At the time of their deaths, Orton had come to
represent everything that Halliwell weuld never achieve
himself — Titerary success, fame and wealth, the very
essence of the straight seociety that Halliwell and
Orton professed to hate. Betraved, impotent and unable
to express his anger any other way, Halliwell used his
fists and finally a hammer on his partner's head. Thus
straight society gained its revenge through an wunlikely

source. But did Orton bring this upon himself?

The targets in Orton's plavs are primarily
aestablishment dnstitutions such as reldigion, the
church, the police, working class wvalues, industry,
psychiatry and sexual morality as defined by the middle
classes. During his vears with Halliwell, he changed
from a working class Tad from Leicester who could
barely construct a sentence, to an erudite man of

Tetters able to guote from the classies.

Orton cites EFEuripides’ 7The Bacchae as a source for his
play 7The frpingheam Camp., According to Bettina L Knapp
in A4 Jungian Approach to Literature, in The Pacchae,
the action Ties in the clash between male/femalie
principles, religious faith and the lack of it, and the
violence that these powers strike at each other.
Dionvsus (Bacchus) s said to come to rectify the
balance when the Earth Mother and, by extension, the
feminine principle, s being demeaned or violated: he
disappears from view when the balance is restored. As

Knapp savys, "Dionysus was worshipped in antigquity as
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the divinity of vegetation, of spring planting and
seascnal renewal. Plutarch alluded to him as the god of
the tree, Hesiod suggested he brought excitement and
ravelry wherever he went. The phallus was his symbol."
(Knapp, 3—-12) Dionysus was an extroverted god and the
antithesis of Apclle whe was introverted and
represented l1ight, spirituality, cerebrality. inner
perception and intuition. Dionysus stood for 1iberty,
for uninhibited 1ibido in all its free flowing

manifestations. His fTeelings are bound to sensations.

(Knapp, 12)

Orton himself was a scholar of Greek literature and
knew about the Dionysian influence:
I always say to myself that the theatre iz the
Temple of Dionysus, and not Apolloe. You do the
DHionysus thing on vour typewriter, and then you
allow a Tittle Apolle in, Jjust a 1ittle to shape
and guide it along certain lines you may want to

go along. But vou can't allow Apolle 1in
completely. {(Lahr, 15%)

Orton may have let a 1ittle Apolle inte his plays, but
he doesn't seem to have let much into his life.
"Providing one spends the time drugged and drunk, the
world is a fine place,” Orton wrote in his diary on the

3rd of June, itwo months before he died. (Lahr, 15)

Although homosexual, Halliwell represents the negative
aspects of the feminine as found in the figure of
Pentheus from 7Fhe SBacchae. "Unlike Bionysus, Pentheus
does net 1live in harmony with his sexuality. He is a

prisoner of his own rigid system...behaves like an
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automaton ...everything and anything that does not
comply with his own logical frame of reference is

gimply eradicated from consciousness.” (Knapp, 172

Halliwell and Orton may have been compatible during the
eariy stages of their relationship, but once Orton had
achieved success, Halliwell's rigidity did not allow
him to accept the change this success brought to thedir
relationship. He had constructed & false self Hin s
false world - consisting of himself and his acolyte,

Orton, against "them,” the enemy. When this world
collapsed, the self that Halliwell had constructed
based on his 1ife with Orton had lost its point of

reference. He had no role to play because his partner

in failure had stepped onto the worid stage.

The Oriton Dairies, although written by Orton, contain
footnotes supplied by friends who knew them both which
indicate Halliwell's state of mind. Just a few days
before he killed Orton, Halliwell had visited the
theatre where Lowvt was playing. Sheila Ballantine, one
of the stars, said to Lahr. "He told us about the new
play, &fhat the Butler Saw, as if it was a bit of a
secret he was letting us in on. It was a bit sad...]I

could see he was disturbed." (fiaries, 266)

With treatment, a new and healthier ego based on
reality could have emerged, but Halliwell was
unfortunately treated by doctors who prescribed

tranguillisers and sleeping pills for hi=s conditien,



allowing a further escape from reality. In fact, he was
prescribed them by the hundred. Orton's sexual
behaviour, his desire to distance himself from
Halliwell by seeking other sexual partners, simply
added fuel to the fliames. For Halliwell, abandoned by
both his mother and father, was obviocusly not prepared

to be abandoned as cowauthor of Orton's success.

So he picked up a hammer. And Peter Pan departed for
the Never Never Land where he would never grow old; and
right alongside him. riding on his shadow, there would

always be his Wendy - Halliwell.
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CHAPTER THREE: BEFORE LIFE BECAME A FARCE

I'm Tnclined o think thaet the main fescination

of Swiftt (a5 with Byvlan FThomas, Brendan Behran, and

many other writers and artists) s with his [Iife.
His art certainly doesrn 't warrant the merit
attached fo Rim.

Joe Orton, Diary entry,
Wednesday 29 March 1967.

Although Joe Orteon's T1ife has almost overwhelmed his
art as subject material for books and theses, the man
must eventually be Jjudged by the guality and -Himpact of

his art.

Orton's published and performed literary output was
crammed into an dintense four vear period between 1963
and 1967. Violence and death are common themaes in the
stage hits, Efnftertaining M- Siczne (1964), in which a
vouna hoodlum who has already killed a photographer,
kicks an elderly man to death; Loof (1865), in which
the major prop of the play is a coffin containing the
dead body of a woman who has been murdered; and &rimes
of Pasgiornr (1967), a doublie bill which consisted of a
revised version of Orton’s first play to be accepted
for commercial production {(by BBC radio), fhe Rui¥fian
onn the Sftair (1963}, in which a voung male hairdresser
is killed, and FThe frpingham Camp (1266), originally
written for television, in which a holiday camp owner
is hounded to death. Only &hat The Buitler S5aw of his
stage plays, written in 1967 and produced posthumocusly
in 1969, contains no murders past or present, alithough
it more than makes up for this by its other subject

material — incest, transvestitism, Tesbianism,
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nymphomania. blackmail and bribery, not te mention

nudity and Winston Churchill's penis.

Entertaining M S¥osne and Loof were made into films,
the first mildly successful, the second a total Tlop.
A film script for The Beatles, p Against F£ {(1967).
was alsco completed althouah the film was never

produced.

Orton also wrote two further plays for television, 7he
Good and Faithful Servanit (1964) about a one—armed man
who dies soon aftter compieting fTifty years service as a
doorman {commissionaire} with a large company, and
Funeral Games (1868), about a church Teader who wants
to murder his wife so that he can be arrested and seen
as a martyr to his followers, but is instead arrested

for a murder he did not commit.

With these plavs, and a novel, Head fco Tee, published
posthumously in 1971, Joe Orton hags managed to make his
mark as a l1iterary fTigure of some significance on the
British and world stages. In 1875, &hat the Butler Saw,
which had flopped in 1969 when first staged in Britadin,
was revived with great success. Similarly Loef. which
had failed on Broadway {(New York) -bin 1967, was a smash

hit when staged there in 1986.

However, John Lahr's perceptive but occasiconally
inaccurate biography of Orton, Prick Ue Your fars,

pubilished in 1978, probably did as much to promote
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Qrton as any of his plays. Similarly the sensational
Fhe Orton Diaries, published in 1986, gave graphic
evidence of Orton and Halliwell's parallel paths to
destruction. A 1982 made for televisicen film, aitsco
entitlied Prick Up Yow £Eargs, featured Gary Oldfield as
Orton, an acter who in appearance and size could almost
have been Orton's double, and Alfred Molina as
Hal1liwell. This may have made the film less credible
for students of Orton as Molina is a tall (about 6 ft 2
inches), well-built man, and dominated Oldfield
physically to the point of intimidation, whereas in
reagl 1ife Halliwell and Orton were the same height

(5 ft @ inches) and both of silender build. Perhaps the
producers thought that the "killer" needed to look
menacing, mad and murdercus rather than Tike the
pleasant faced man Halliwell appears to have bheen,
smiling out of snapshots in the biocgraphy and the
diaries, beside him, an often surly faced Orton. In
pubTicity shots, which are also reproduced +in the
biecgraphy and diary, Orton is ocbviocusly concentrating
on presenting an ‘image of the young, handsome,
successful and rather outragecus playwright. But I
think that was only a pose, the reality could have been
naarar to the photographs that were taken with

HalTliwell.

Since death figures so prominently in Orton’'s writing,
there may be something in the idea that if somecne
continuously writes about death he or she might attract

it. It is an interesting concept and lies in the realms
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of metaphysics rather than literature, ailthough this
thesis, because it is about a dramatist, has to take
note of dramatic events in both the author's plays and

his Tife.

DIFFERENT STYLES

Reading Orton's plays in chronological sequence, one
can see that there is a considerable change in style.
In fact, so dramatic are the differences, if we did not
know who the author was the plays might well be
attributed to varicus playwrights. They may roughly be

divided +dinto:

1. Suburban—speak black comedies, FThe Ruffian onn the
Stair and Entertaining Mr S$lozne, in which Orton's
creative ear is tuned into the speech and customs of
Tow culture, i.e. the proletariat or working/lower
classes. These are the most overtly wviolent plays with
two on—stage deaths and three off-stage deaths between
them. The humecur Ties in Orton’'s gift for parodying the
values and milieu of the British. This., from
Entertaining Mr S5Toane, for example, where Kemp s
warning his daughter, Kath., that her brother, £d., might
send her "teo Bournemouth" for being sexual with Slecane.

One has to know Bournemouth to understand the _joke:

Kemp., He may take vou away.
Kath. Where to?
Kemp, Edinburgh.

Azth. Too cold.
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Kemp. Or Bournemouth. You always said vou'd go
somewhere with palms. (Plaps, 92)

C.W.E. Bigsby, amongst other critical writers, ¢laims
these plays are heavily influenced by Harold Pinter.
{(Bigbsy, 24) Certainly in Orton's eariy plays, 7The
Ruffian on the Stair and fntertaining M- Sloane, the
JTanguade has a similiar colloguial ring to that found in
such Pinter plavs as The Birthdsy Parity and The Oumb
Waifer. But the major "borrowing” might be seen in the
plot. Meg wants to mether Stanley in The Birthday Party
in much the same way as Kath mothers Sloane. Both men
seem to find the overtures of the older, middle aged
women, equally disgusting.

Meg. Stan?

Staniey. What?

fMeg (shyly). Am 1 really succulent?

Staniey. Oh. you are. 1'd rather have you than a
cold in the nose anvyway.

fleg. You're Just saving that...{(sensual, stroking
his arm). Oh, Stan...

He recoils from her hand in disgust.
(Pinter Plays One, 13)

Sloane’'s opinion of Kath is expressed in more physical

terms. As we shall see later, he hits her.

Thus we come to the crucial difference between the
playwrights. In early Pinter plays vicolence exists as a
sub—text. It s edither about to happen, or when it
does, as in The Room, happens without anv apparent
reason. Thare is an air of tension in Pinter which is
missing in Orteon. It is quite clear why S5lcane decides

to kill Kemp and why he hits Kath.



Similariy, the sex in Pinter is a subtle weapon used 1in
the power struggie. Although there is a hint that Meg
and Stanley are on very familiar terms, they don't roll
around on stage as Kath does with Sloane. In Pinter,
sex is as much a mystery as the violence. It may be
used to humiliate and distract, it may be on display,
as in Fhe Homecoming, but we don't know why. The
audience can only guess why Ruth is being sexual with
her relatives in Fhe Homecoming, or why Flora is
attracted toe the matchseller in A S77ight Ache. Is he &
"real" person? Does he have some sexual gquality that s
Tacking in Edward? Pinter hints, Orton throws sex into
our faces. Kath is desperate for love and thinks she
will get it through sex. Ed stalks Sicane's bottom and
offers a Jjob and money as the lures. Sex s a commodity
that is traded, whereas in Pinter, it is a mystervy.
Most of ali, Pinter's humeour lies in the menace of the
upknown, his characters are lost in time and space, a
TittTe Tike Beckett's, whereas Orton's know exactliy
where they are going:
Joyce: Have you got an appointment today?
Mike. Yes. I'm to be at King's Cross station at
eleven. ['m meeting a man in a toilet.
He puts away his shaving materials.
Jdopce. You go to such interesting places. Are vou
taking the van?
(Plays, 31)
(Interesting to note that there is a "van'" both Hin

Orton's first play and in Pinter's The Room, and both

are set in "a reoom" and end with a dead body on the

stage.)
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2. Then there are the plavs which have a social or
political point to make: the waste of a l1ife or Tives
in The Good and Faithful Servanit: the doewnfall of
authority +in The frpincghem Camp: and the corruption of
gospel type religions in funeral Games. Once again, on
stage or on screen (plays written for television),
violence is a key ingredient. Buchanan in e Good znd
Faithtul Servant uses a hammer to smash the useless
gifts he has been presented with after 50 yvears with
the same firm. The authority figure in &rpingham s
hounded to death by rebellious, rioting campers. While
in Ffuneral Games, the severed hand of a woman whose
body Ties in the cellar, appears in a biscuit tin in

the kitchen.

Of course, much of this violence is balanced by sex and
humour: Buchanan's arandson, Ray, has made a girl
pregnant in The Good and faithful Servant and she has
only ever met him "by accident."

frs Vealfop. Is the voung man willing to marry

you?

Pebbie. 1 haven't asked.

Mrre Vealfop...Try to win his confidence. Has he
any hobbies to which he iz particularily
attached?. . .Where do vou meet him?

febbie. He's never asked me to meet him. [ usually

do it by accident.
{(Plays, 162~163)

Bigsby says that The Erpingham Camp is a farce.
(Bigsby, 24) Although the action might indicate this,

the Tanguage does not. Some characters speak in the
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same suburban—speak as the earlier plays. Even the
"molitical speeches"” are a parody of reality. I would
also imagine that a visit to a British holiday camp in
the 1960's would have revealed a host of pompous
Erpinghams, innept Chief Redcoat Rileys. pugnacious
Kennys and pregrnant Eileens, so I will include that as

a satire.

3. Finally there are the farces, Loot? and #hat the
Butler Saw, where the lTanguage becomes mannered, the
action faster, and all pretence at realism s
eliminated. Here both wviclence and sex are on stage.
"They pick up their clothes and weary., bleeding,
dirugged and drunk, c1imb the rope ladder into the
blazing Tight,” reads the stage directions for the

Tinal event in #hat the Butler Saw. (Plays, 448)

Fach play in seguence might be seen as a step 1in
Orton's social development, starting with the play
written when he was on the dole and did not hawve much
of a future to loock Fforward te, and ending with the
“hlazing light,” of growing fame and fortune. These
steps might be seen as part of what Carl Jung called

"the individuation preocess.” and Abraham Maslow termed

"sagl1f actualisation."”

As Perry London writes in 8S8eginning Psychofogy, "Self-
actualizers are more accepting of themselves, with all

their faults and guirks, and have a sense of gusto and

vitality in 1iving their lives." Another keyv trait -is
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that they are gecal oriented, no matter how distant or

impossible that geoal might be. (London, 403-404)

In the process of self—-actualisation, Orton, given the
opportunity, may have discovered what it meant to he a
gay/homosexual man in his inner core or being. How does
a homosexual man perceive himself in a culture that
condemns his behaviour as deviant and criminal? As far
as the 1963 play Fhe Ruffiarn on the 5ftair was
concernaed, not very positively, but by 1267 Orton had
completed the transition from writing about homosexual
Tove and death, to writing about madness amongst the
psychiatric fraternity. Ironic considering that while
he was completing the play Halliwell was dgoing mad and
about to see g psvchiatrist. True, the vehicle s
fFarce, but Orton has injected all his 1ife force -inte
playvs which abound with vitality and outrageocusness,
halTmarks of the characters as well as the action. In
Loot and What the Butier S5asw, it would be ‘impossible to
imagine anyone contemplating suicide. Murder, perhaps,

but not suicide.

The comparisons made between Orton and Oscar Wilde
usually centre around both of their Tinal plays, #&hat
the Butler Saw and ThHe Imporiance of being Farnest. The
similarity of their "happy" endings has been mentioned

by Lahr and other writers.

Iin Orten's pltay, Dr and Mrs Prentice are reunited with

their twins, Geraldine and Nicholas., conceived when
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they had sex together in a pitch black Tinen cupboard
{there was a power cut) in the 5Station Hotel, and
subsequently adopted out because Mrs Prentice did not
know whe the father was. In Wilde's play, Jack, the
baby left in the handbag on Victoria Station (the
Brighton l1ime), is reunited with his birth famiiy and
discovers that he was christened Ernest, the name he
had invented for an idncorrigible, non—existent vounger
brother who lived in town and whom Jack needed to visit
freqguently because he was always getting inte trouble,
thus Ernest is Jack's real name. Jack—Ernest may be
seen as rapresenting the moral and immoral aspects of
the one person, and to a lesser degree, the twins in
Orton’'s play could be seen to represent the masculine
and feminine in Orton. Since they subsequently swap
clothes and become =ach other, this miaght also be seen
as a sign that the author can easily slip into either
role, which the diaries show he could. But the most
significant events that are reveatled in the play must
surely be the near seduction of Geraldine by her
father, Dr Prentice; and the sexy young hooligan,
Nicholas's, carnal knowledge of his mother. As in the
Oedipus myth, Tack of knowledge of the true
relationship is no excuse, and the gods must be
revengaed. While the Oedipus myth spells ocut the fate of
sons who have sex with their mothers, a “"double
incest." probably deserved a Tittle more than blinding
and exile, if not of the character, Nicholas, then of

his creator.



Atthough #&hat #he Bufler Saw mav not measure up to
Wilde's masterpiece, Orton’s debt to Wilde is apparent.
Lahr mentions in the biography that during his teens,
Orton would read passages from farnesé to his sister.
(lLahr. 74) In fact, considering the similarity of their
styles, 1ifestyles and unhappy endings, it might be

useful to compare their writings.

ORTON AND WILDFE

Ronald Bryden, the critic who called Orton the "Oscar
Wilde of Welfare 5tate gentility,” (Lahr, 221} would
not have known at the time of writing that both men
preferred their sex with "trade," the gay terminology
for working class homosexual partners who are either
paid for sex or who come from working class

backgrounds.

I think the similarity ends there for alithough his
Jokes are somewhat epigrammatic, in the Wildean style,
Orton's comedy is ne respecter of 1ife or limb, whereas
with Wilde, the atrocities are verbal ~ shredding the
social norms, reputation and status with gentle,
mannered and sometimes barbed wit. His targets are

widespread.

lLiterary critics:
Alfgernon {(to Jack) +in fhe imporfance of Being Larnest.

Literary criticism is not vour forte, my dear
fellow. Don't try it. You should Teave
that to people who haven't been at a
university. They do it so well +in the
daily papers. {(P.14, Act 1, 218-220)



Marriage:

Algernon. .._.You don't seem to realise, that in
married 1ife three s company and two iz
none.

(P.16, Act 1, 270-271)

Widowhood:-

Lady Bracknell...1l'm sorry if we are a 1ittie
late, Algernon, but I was obiiged to call on
dear lLady Harbury. I hadn't been there since
her poor husband's death. 1T never saw a woman
so altered: she looks gquite twenty vears

younger .
(P.19, Act 1, 299-302

Te which Algernon responds, after some conversation
about cucumbers:

I hear her hair has turned guite gold from grief.
(P.20, Act 1, 321)

Orton's wit was also aimed at turning society's values
on their proverbial ears, although it was tinged with a
1ittle more madness, the confrontation between Dr's
Prentice and Rance in the final few moments of Wha?t The
Butier Saw being a case in point, with Dr Rance
recaltling how he sacrificed his family to further his
professional reputation:
Rance (holding Dr Prentice at bay with one gun and
picking up the other). 1'11 have you in a
Jacket within the hour. It's a hat trick!
Prentice. Is this a record for you?

Rance. By no means. 1 once put a whole family into
a communal strait-jacket.

FPrentice., How proud your mother must've bsen.

Rence., She wasn't, I'm afraid. It was my own
family. vou see. I've a picture of the scene
at home. My foot placed sgquarely upon my
father's head. I sent it to Sigmund Freud and
had a charming postcard in reply.

(Plays, 442)
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The Oscar Wilde scandal of 1885 and his death in 1900
resuitted in his becoming something of a gay hero.
Certainly, Wilde was the subject of persecution by the
moral majority of his day and deserves to be an icon of
gay censciousness. But he also deserves his place 1in
gay history for another reason. "Modern gay fiction 1in
English begins with Oscar Wilide," writes Claude J
Summers. He goes on to say that this is not only
because Wilde's early story, "The Portrait of Mr. W.H."
"has claim to being the earliest short story on a gay
subject in English Titerature or that 7hAe Picturs of
Darian Gray is among the first novels to feature
(though blurred and inexactiv) a homosexual

subculture."” But "most profoundly...because of his
(Wilde's) role as a syvmbolic figure who exemplified a
way of being homosexual at a pivotal moment...the
crucial final decade of the nineteenth century.”
{Summers, 29). for Wilde, "being homosexual” meant
drawing attention to himself through flamboyant and
eventually notoriocus behaviour. and by Filling the role
of mocker in chief of English hypocrisy and moralism.
This had +9ts seriocus side, revealed in such pamphlets
as The Soeul of Man vnder Socizfism, in which he
enunciated a doctrine of Tibertarian socialism guite at
variance with his mask of frivelity. (Summers, 30-31)
Although Orton never published such & pamphlet, he was
one of the spokespeopie of the 1960's, a decade where
similar social changes were taking place: and he, too,

adopted the role of chief mocker, albeit in & Tess

filamboyant but no less effective stvle than Wilde.
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What makes the humour of gay plavwrights distinctive?
Since gay men have sex differently to the heterosexual
majority, it might be logical to assume that they see

the world and their place in it differently.

Nicholas de Jonah understands the essence of camp
humour much better than John Lahr, but I think he
misses the point when he says the diction of the
characters in £fnterfaining Mr STosne is camp. Camp
Tanguage has to be accompanied by artificiality and
mannerism, otherwise it s simpily language. It is not
until the later plavs that Orton begins to stylise his
speech along Wildean lTines. Kath, Ed and Slicane might
communicate in a sort of telly-language, but it is not

camp .

"Camp" 1is the special humour of the gay or homosexual
subcuiture which springs from the archetypse of the fool
or trickster. As Mark Thompson writes in Gay Spisit:
Myvth and Mesning, "it's the role of the fool, the
trickster, the contrary one capable of turning a
situation inside out. Often cross—dressed or adorned
with both masculine and feminine symbols, these merry
pranksters chase through history, holding up a looking
glass to human folly. Confidants to kings and
commonars, tellers of truths., and c¢loaked in many
disguises, these gqueer (sic) figures seem to spring
from the shadow realm that lies between worlds of above
and below. It is a reole that seems particularly suited

to gay men.”" (Thompson., 52)
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There are no outrageocusliy camp characters in Orton's
early plavs because he is sti11 working through his
homosexual angst, but they begin to appear later — men
dressed as women, women dressed as men, camp situations
and much covert camp behaviour. Examples of these will
be outlined when we come to discussinag the plays in
later chapters. But although the gay writer may use
camp humour to revenge himself on a society that
marginalises and suppresses him, he seldom resorts to
violence. This is where Orton takes a separate path

from the archetypal trickster.

Such an archetype has been represented in plays since
Shakespeare's time., The Fool in KAing Lear Tor example
would never compromise his position by stepping outside
his defined role. His job is to point out man's follies
and peculiarities with his weapons, wisdom and wit.
Once he takes up the sword he loses his special
privileges, the right to free speech and the protection
of the king. And perhaps gay men who take up their
sword appendage, the phallus., and thrust it up ancother
man's anus, are not tricksters at all, but belong
amongst the troops. the hunters, the executioners. "I

prefer to fuck," says Orton, and we must believe him.

It is necessary therefore to loock at the violence 1in
Orton's plays and see what it represents. My theory is
that it s not Just an expression of a trickster's

ocutrage against "them,” the straights, although that s



part of it. It is also a product of Orton's unresolived
relationship issues between himself and his parents,

and especially between Orton and Halliwell.

Interestingly, enough, in view of what happened, it s
often the young male characters ‘in the plays who are
involived with viclence. sometimes receiving it (Wilson
in The Rufftianm on the Stsir and Hal +n Loof), and
sometimes dishing it ocut (Slcane in &nfertaining M-
Sloarne, Kenny in The Erpinghsm Camp, Caulfield ~ not
veary adequately — in Ffureral Games). This violence mavy
have 1its origins in the tyvpe of sexual practices
followad by Orton, but most likely it dis simpiy
repregsents the author's way of using his writing as a
sort of cathartic therapy to express what he cannot
express directly in his perscnal relationships. Comedy
may be seen as the reverse side of tragedy, which s
why this thesis attempts to explore the tragic aspects
of Orton's work, aspects that take the plays ocut of the
gay play category into a darker world. As many critics
have pointed ocut, Orton wrote his own epitaph with the
W.E. Henley pcem that introduces 7The Ruffian on the
Stair:

Madam Life's a piece in bloom,

Death goes dogging everywhere:

She‘s the tenant of the room,
He's the ruffian on the stair.

The death that dogded Orton, the ruffian on the stair,
the shadow figure that crushed his Tife, was the

antithesis of the gay spirit mentioned earlier. Society



struck down UOscar Wilde through the unlikely figure of
the Margquis of Queensbury, and he and Halliwell have
remarkably similar characteristics. As Sheridan Morley
wrote of Queensbuiry:

"Extremely prejudiced and conceited...indifference
to his views drove him frantic...he bered people
with his atheistical opinions on every possible
occasion...he may have been lTiked by his horses
and dogs...but no one else cared for him...he
buliied and neglected his wife and children...
{Morley, P.78)

But the people Queensbury and Halliwell killed also had
remarkably similar characteristics. Wilde and Orton
believed that their unigue talent placed them in a
special category, that they had no need to please
anyone but themselves, that other psople had no rights,

as Orton's diary entry for the 725th May 19687 -Hdndicates.

"I want nothing to do with a civiligation they made.
Fuck them! They'1l sit and listen to bugger's talk from
me and drink their coffee and piss off,"” Orton tells
his dinner companions at a cafe in Tangier when his
conversational topic, fucking men, embarrasses an
American couple sitting at the next table. After the
couple move away, one of his dinner companions savs,

'with an old scheoel teacher's smile,' "It seems rather

a strange Jjoke." Orton replies. "It +Hisn't a Joke,

there's no such thing as a Jjoke. (Piaries, 186)
The Hdncident howevar cannot be guoted in disclation.
Prior to going to the cafeg, Orton "took a couple of

valium. ..had a lTargeish slice of hashish cake...and...a

63
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glass of wine because it works well with hash.”

{Diaries, 186)

Seeking revenae on society is not a joke, it is a
deadly serijous business. This is not the trickster
talking, or the Lord of Misrule, but a homosexual
version of John Osborne's angry young man, Jimmy
Porter. Mevertheless, Orton is not se cut off from
reality that he does not sense it mav be coming to an

end. On the same day as the cafe incident sbove, he

writes:

We sat talking of hoew happy we both felt and how
it couldn't, sureiy last. We'd have to pay for it.
Or we'd be struck down from afar by disaster
because we were, perhaps. too happv. To be voung,
good—looking, healthy, famous, comparatively rich
and happy is surely going against nature, and when
to the above Tist one adds that daily I have the
company of beautiful fifteen-year-old boys who
(for a small fee) Tind fucking with me a
delightful sensation...I slept 311 night soundly
and woke up at seven fTeeling as though the whole
of creation was conspiring to make me happy. I

hope no doom strikes.
(fiiaries 186—187)

Ironically (and there are a great many ironic
happeninags in Orton's 1ife), Crimes of Passion, the
doublie bill consisting of two of his plays,. had Just
complieted 3 short run at The Roval Court theatre in
London at the time of his death. Both plavs end with

the death of the major character.
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CHAPTER FOUR: PLAYS 1963~1964

BEDSITTERS, RUBBISH DUMPS, TOASTERS

THE RUFFIAN OGN THE S5TAIR

Mike, Ft's the Assistance Bosrd. I'm not a
believer in charity. lnless [ need 7t. &7EH
the cost of Tiving being so hAigh 'm greatly
in need of a weekly donation From the
Government. They say mp circumstances have
aitered. I haven 't any circumsisnces fo
alter. FThey should know that. ['ve Filled in
& Form to the effect that ['m a dereifict.

Wiisan. Yes. My brother and me had the same
frrouble.

MNike., They haven 't the Tnsighit iTnte the humal
heart that we have Tn freland.
(Plays, 49)
It is appropriate that Orton's first play to be
accepted for performance, The Ruffian on the Stair,
should be one which has heomosexual love as its theme.
He wrote it while receivinag National Assistance, three

pounds ten a week, and on that amount of money, psople

don't have a great deal to Tive for.

The characters in the play are certainly culled from
Orton’'s immediate rather than family environment — an
Irish petty criminal, a reformed prostitute and a voung
man whoss brother/lover has just been knocked over and

killed by a wvan.

It iz the only Orton play in which the voung male
character is shown as wvulnerable, in fact all the
characters are to some extent. After this Orton’'s young
men become more confident, opportunist, and sometimes

gadistic, violent and murderous.



The play, which was accepted by the 8BC Third Programme
in 1963, breadcast in 1964, and then revised for a
stage presentation in 1967, was partly derived from /[he
Boy Hairdrasser, the last novel Orton and Halliwell
collaborated on, which Lahr says is important as a
testament to their suffering. {(Lahr, 120) Even though
the plot of The Boy Hairdresser- and that of Ru¥¥ian on
tHhe Sta7r have 1ittle connection, the anast of the
characters has. Peterson, the boy hairdresser, and
Donelly, his older homosexual partner, steal books from
bookshops, toilet rollis from public Tavatories., pens
from post offices, make obscene telephone calls, and
put cards in Praed Street windows where prostitutes
normallty advertise, giving the addresses and phone
numbers of wvicars' aunts and aldermen's widows, (Lahr,
120) a trick in a similar vein to Orton and Halliwell's

Tibrary book defacements.

Peterson and Donelly's worid is remarkably similar to
Orton and Halliwell's: the seedy back streets of Londen
where those dwelling on the fringe of society dinhabit
its bed—-sits, coffee bars, pubs and pornoaraphic book -—
shops. Yet it is not thigs world that Peterson and
Donelly want to wipe out with an atomic bomb, but that
of the cathode ray tube, the traffic sign and the semi-
detached villas with their Mod Cons. (Lahr, 120 It s
people in suburbia who are the enemy, families with
nine to five Jobs, paving mortgages and raising

children.
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Martin Esslin says that "the desire to shock at all
costs, allied with a stresk of extreme violence that
runs through ali his (Orton’s) work, springs from a

saeva indignatio of great +intensity.," and compares what
he articulates to the same rage and helpless resentment
that motivates British hooligans to wreck trains.
vandalise telephone kiosks and write obhscene graffiti
on lavatory walls. {Esslin, 96) Plainly, there is more
to Peterson and Donelly's fumn than mere childish
plavfulness. In Fhe Bowxv Hairdresser, as in Orton and
Hailiwell's 1ife, the protagonists have some deep
seated resentments against the ordinary people who Tive

or-dinary lives, for what could be more violent than

exptrassing that anger by using an atom bomb?

But what is the alternative? Esslin says that Orton's
work never advanced cne positive suggestion foir
changina theose things in society which he lampooned so
savagely and so brilliantly. (Esslin, 107) But in Fhe
Rufitian on the Sfzir, with its seedy setting and
criminal characters, what 1s perhasps being Tampooned s
the "play about gangsters and their women,” the genre
within which the play falls, rather than any particular

facet of "ordinary” 1ife?

The Bow Hairdresser and The Ruffianm on the 5tair differ
in that in the novel it is the vounder man, Peterson,
who dies. while the distraught older man, Donelly,

botches an attempt to murder -innocent people then kil



himself. He ends up in hospital being cared for by the

peoplte he despises. {(Lahr, 122)

Ordiginally accepted as a radio play, but later
rewritten for the stage, Fhe Ruffiam on the Stair is a
taut 11ttle drama about love, death, revenge and sacri-
fice. The wvoung boy hairdresser, Wilson, unable to bsar
the pain of living without his "brother,” seeks out the
brother's murderer, provokes him, and gets himself
shot. To ensure that Mike, the murderer, does not miss,
Wilgson wears a pullover and tells Mike:
#ilson. The heart dis situated... just below the

badge on my pullover. Bon't miss, will yvou.

I don't want to be injured. I want to be

dead. (Plaws, 54)
It i a symbolic sacrifice that, as it turns out, has
1ittle effect on Mike, the man who killed Wilson's
brother by knocking him over with a van. For Mike is a
seasoned killer whe has probably done the same to
someone he had an appointment with in a toilet at
King's Cross station. But although he has a hint of
menace: "I was handy with my Tists once. I could make a
pulp of vou," (Flaps., 53) Mike also has a touch of
vulnerability, being dependent on his partner, Joyce,
for comfort and companionship. By also making Mike
Irish and Catholic, Orton ensures there are plenty of

opportunities to display his rare comic touch.

Mike. ...ls your mother expected to recover?
#Milson. It's teouch and go.

ffike. She's mavbe doomed...S5he's probabliy being
stripped by the angels as we speak. 1 suppose
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we are roasted nude? I've never seen it
to ask. It's not a question vou can put to
the father. Though he is & Jesuit.
(Plays, 48)
Wilsen, too, is Catheldic and perhaps Iirish, which
allows some snappy exchanges between the two, such as
the often quoted one below which stems from the fact

that in Orton's day. agents' hairdressers sold

contraceptives:

#ifson. I'm a Gents Hairdresser.

Mike., You wouldn't have to be dabbling with birth
control devices? That's no way for a Catholic
to carry on.

WHilson. 1 don't handle that part of the trade. My
old man does it. He has the free—thinking
frame of mind. 1 can't approve of course.
It's the Latin temperament which has been the
curse of our religion all along.

Mike. The Pope is Italdian.

#iIsorn. You have something there. I'd like to see
a Liffev man on the throne of 5t Peter
myself. 1'd be proud to hear the Lateran ring
with the full throated blasphemies of our

native land.

Mike. What are yvou thinking of? The Vicar of
Christ deesn't blaspheme.

#7Isorn. He would if he was Irish and drank
Guinness. (Plays. 47)

Peter G6i11, who directed the plav when it was staged in
London, says FThe Ruffian on the S5fair is the only Orton
play where he tried to write about genuine homosexual
emotions. (Lahr, 134} In the manner of Greek tragedy,
the boy hairdresser, Wilson, proves his love for his
dead "brother"” by allegorically throwing himseif on the
funeral pyvre of his older mentor., teacher and lover,
although what the act achieves. other than also killing
a few goldfish. the play dees not explain. I wonder,

thouah, if Harold Pinter’'s character Goldberg, in Fhe
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“Birthdzy Party, had anything to do with Orton's choice

of pet?

As mentiocned earlier. this play and Orton's next,
Frntertaining M- Sleane, owe a great deal to Pinter, as
Bigsby, amongst others, points out. (Bigshy, 25) Wilson
tries to dnsinuate himself into & room in much the same
way that Mr and Mrs Sands deo in Pinter's 7hRe Room. But
as with other Orton plays. what makes 7The Ruffian on
the Stair uniquese is the overt sexual and bodiiy
content. The narcissistic emphasis on hodily
descriptions and display is an Orton trademark,
reflecting Orton's interest and orientation towards
bodies, especially penises, which his diaries show he
treated as a sort of sexual merchandise. This miaght be
construed as a negative phallic orientation which as
Pedersen says. "is conspicucus for its lack of £&res,
the quality of relatedness. Without fros, lTove is

narcissistic, an unrelated performance."” {(Pedersen,
201) It 1dis this aspect of Orten which the "straight”
critics such as Esslin find offensive. probably because
their own world is so very far removed from that of
Orton. Relatedness in the gay world is often oriented
towards another man’'s sexual merchandise. In the film
Prick Up Your fars, we see Orton., watched by Halliwell.
remove his underpants prior to an excursicon to the
toilets. This is to allow for easier access to the

genital area. No other form of communication need take

place. Having no underpants on savs it all.
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In The Ruffizm on the Stavr, it is drondic that Wilson
would rather die than face the pain of lTiving without
his "brother” frank. This seems odd as Frank seems to
have been able to live without him. having been "en-—
agaged” at the time he was kKilled by Mike.

Wilsorr. 1 wasn't with him when he died. I'm aoing
around the twist with heartbhreak.

Mike. He's dead?

Wilsorr. Yes. [ thouaght of topping myself. As a
gaesture. 1 would've done but for my strict
upbringing. Suicide g difficult when vou've
got @ pious mum.

Mike. Kill yvourself?

Wilsorn. I don't want to live see...In my will 1
state that 1 want to be buried with Frank.
It's my last request. They'Tll be bound to

honour it. His fiancee won't mind. She's off
already with another man.

(FPlayps, 50)
Wilson will not kill himself but hopes tec inveigle Mike
into doing it for him. Thus the play’s "solution"
dnvokes the classic Ygay as victim" svndrome which runs
through much of the Titerature of the previocus fifty
vears. One could ask how well developed Orton's gay
pride was at that point in his career? But it might
also be simply a solution that has been borrowed from
another source, the American B grade gangster movie
where the "bad girl1" from the wrong side of the tracks
redeems her 1ife by geitting the bullet meant for the
hero, dying happily in his arms. his words, "I love
vou, " echoing +in her ears. Many gays will have

fantasised being part of such a scene, playing.

naturally, the lady who got the bullet.



Seen in context, Wiison's ninilism and desire for death
may be seen as reflecting both Orton’'s and HaTlliwell's
inherent masocochism. As mentioned., Orton’'s hero was
Oscar Wilde, whom Claude Summers in Gay Fictions from
Hilde to Sfonewall, labels a masochist., saving the
theme of martvrdom runs through much of Wilde's work
and probably reflects the strong masochistic element in

his personality. (Summers, 31)

Suicide is the ultimate form of masochism, and for a
areat many gay men, sadomasochism is an integral compo-
nent of their sexual and social activity. Why this is

so reguires an explanation.

for a male, a conscicus act of submission is to take
the penis cof another male in his mouth or accept
another man's penis up the anus. Ordinarily, these acts
do not involve pain. But place sex beatween men in a
context where pain is deliberately heightened, throuah
bondage, flagellation. and the use of fists. dildes,
uniforms and leather., then the subjects enter a world
which is not far removed from Orton's real and
Fictional one.

I Tiftfted his legs in the air, spat on my hand,
wiped my cock and got the end up his arse. "Oh

no," he cried. "No, ne." I stopped and the
realisad that this was part of his personal kink.
I gripped him hard. "I'm going to fuck you.," I
said, "keep quiet.” I pinned him to the bed with
his legs n the air and shoved my cock right up
him. He gave a cry., "0Oh my God. Oh vou're hurting

me." {Piaries, P.204)



Wilson wants to get hurt, and although Tightened bv the
Irish connection, there is a good deal of emotional
pain in Fhe Ru¥F¥Fisn on the 5tair, the confrontations
between Wilson, Jovce and Mike are full of it. Wilson
shows his sadism by teasing Jovece and his masochism by
planning his own execution. although when it comes to
actually dying, he may have changed his mind. Are
Wilson's final words a contradiction of his real in-
tention?

&ilsornn. He took it serious. How charminag....He's a
bit of a nutter if you ask me." (Plaps, 60)

"Two valiums" assisted Orton's gsexual encounter above,
which tock place immediately following the plav's
opening night on 6th June 1967. It was the first half
of the double bill, Lrimes of Fassiornr. Orton said

Ruffiarn came across as "a sad little play," (HDieries,
203) which it probably was. Althouagh revised for the
stage, it may well have been originally written as an
epitaph for Orton and Halliwell, only the roles are
reversed from their real 1ife relationship. This sad
1ittle speech of Wilson's echeoes the many sad speeches
Halliwell must have made to hig partner:

Hilsorr. I wasn't mentioned in the press, so they

didn't realise the important part I
plaved in Frank's 1ife. (Plays, 35)

Orton's attitude to women alse aot its First airing in
thiz play. Joyce, Mike's live—in lady friend., is a

reformed prostitute, whom Frank, Wilsen's brother, has
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"had it off with" after seeing Fhe Sound of fusic.
Wilson tells her, echoing perhaps Orton’'s own attitude

to womsn:

#ilson.. You're Tike most women, here todav and
gone tomorirow. My brother's fiancee resembled
vou n many ways. Fickle in her emotions.

(Plays, H58)
And Mike, thinking she has been +intimate with Wilson.
Tets her have it verbally and physically.:

Pike. .. . You cow! Plaving me up....Il've heard about
you. You'll be taking vour clothes off in the
street next..._Some men would kill vou...A
fine family. Your mother was doing 4t in a
doorway the night she was killed...Your
granny spent Mafeking night on her back. That
makes three generations of whores. (He smacks
har Face. Joyce shrielks with surprise and

Fright). 1'11 murder vou. (He leaps upon
her) . (Plays, 56)

But, as mentiened, Mike is dependent on Joyce, telling
her after hitting her., "I don't want to Jose you. 1
don't want to be on my own again. I was so lonely

before." (Plays, 57)

And there is a l1ine which may have its rodts in Elsie

Orton's feigned disgust with matters sexual.

#ilson. Is your husband passicnate with yvou?
Jopece draws Tn & sharp breath.

Joypee. 1'm reporting you. Using filthv language.
(Plays, 36)

There isn’t a great deal of sex {in RuFffizn, but what
there is was calculated to provide a minor sensation.

In the following exchange, except for the location,



Orton is describing with great accuracy his Tiving
arrangements with Halliwell.
¥ilzsorr. We T1ived in Shepherd's Bush. We had a
1ittle room. And our 1ife was made quite
comfor-table by the N.A.B...We were happy
thouah. ..l was seventeen. He was twenty-
three. You can't do better for yourself than
that, can you?...We were bosom friends. I've
never told anvone that bhefore. I hope I
haven't shocked vou.
Mike. As close as that?
Wiison. We had separate beds — he was a stickler
for convention, but that's as far as it went.
We spent every night in each other's company.
It was the reason we never got any work done.

Mike. There's no word in the Irish language fTor
what vou were doing.

Hilsorr. In Lapland they have no word for snow.
(Plays, 49-50)

However . there is a great deal of sex in Orton's next
play, in fact its central theme involves a young man
selling his body and soul for sex, not with any dedgree
of emoticon, but as a social and business transaction. A
similar emctionless transaction to the ones Orton must

have made with the men he encountered in toilets.

ENTERTAINING MR SLOANE

In Fnfertaining Mr Sitosne, the sex and violence revoive
around characters who seem to be drawn from Orton's
Tamily of origin. At first glance 1t may look Tike a
play where everyone wins. Slcane, the young male
Todger, kills Dadda Kemp, the elderiy father of middle
aged Kath and Ed, who then decide that theay will
condone the murder provided S1§ane will service their

varving sexual needs. Since Kath is the subject of some
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verbal and physical abuse from the men, the fact that
she achieves parity in the sharing of Sloane could be

seen as a triumph of the feminine.

Kath is interesting in that she is the antithesis of
Orton's mother in a sexual sense, yet shares many of
her habits and values. Lahr tells us that Elsie Orton
was fond of collecting cheap bric—a-brac and pretending
it had vaiue, it was the way she gave status to her

insignificant 1ife. Kath does this, toe, in Sioane:

Kafth. Isn’'t this room gorgeous?
SToane. Yes.

Keth. That vase there came from Bombay. Do vou
have any interest in that part of the worlid?

Sloznre. 1 Tike Dieppe.
Kzth. Ah...it's all the same. I don’t suppose thew
know the difference themselves.
(Plays, 93)

Kath alsoc has a cracked china shepherdess which "comes
up like new when 1 aive her a wash,” (FPlaps, 132) and
Just 1ike Elsie Orton, whe had false teeth which she
kept in Stergene., so does Kath: "My teeth, since wvou
mentioned the subjsct, Mr Sicane, are in the kitchen in
Stergene. Usually I allow a good soak overnight. But
what with one thing and another...l hate pecple who are
careless with their dentures." (Plays, 99) But unlike
Orton at home, who survived by being the dutiful son,

STeane behaves violently towards the woman, acting out,

perhaps, Orteon's real feelings towards his mother.



Kath. My teeth! (She claps & hand over her mouthk.)
My teeth. (Sioane ¥ilings her From him. ShHe
crawls round the Floor, searching.)

He's broke my teeth! Where are they?...

Ed. Put vour teeth in, will vou? Sitting there
with them in wvour hand.

Kath. He's broke them.
Fd. They're only chipped. 6o on. turn vour back.

Kath (puts her teethr 7n}. What are we going to do
Eddie? (Plays, 146-147)

The suburban symbols of Elsie which Orton "rubbisheg”
in Sloane are mostly those which a marginalised working
class homosexual {(with some classical education) miaght
see as laughable. But Orton's Taudghter is tinged with

sadism. For Kath's "junk." the shepherdess, a vase from
Bombay., the trappings of the consumer society by which
pecple signifyv their "good taste.," go hand +in hand with
a portrait of a mother—whore who will do anyvthing for

sex, even to the extent of inviting a nineteen—-vear—old

man she has only Just met to visit her at home.

The seduction begins almest as soon as the curtain
rises. S5loane 1= the same age as the child Kath has
given up for adoption and the same age as the young man
who got her pregnant many vears earlier. In ne time at
a1l she has persuaded Sicane to remove his trousers and
by the end of the Act she s showing Sloane a photo of
the spot near the bushes where she got pregnant, all
Teading to a sexual coupling in which, oddly, the word
“"shame,"” crops up.

Kath. .. (...she is simoest on top of Rim.} Mr

Sloane. .. {Reilils on fo Aim.} You should wear

more clothes, Mr Slocane. I believe you're as
naked as me. And there’'s no excuse for it.
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{Silence.} 1'11 be vour mother. 1 need to be
Toved. Gently. Oh! I shalil be so ashamed -in
the morning. (¢(Switches ofF the Iigh¥t.} What a
big heavy baby vou are. Such a big heavy
baby. (Plays, 95)
What, one wonders, has Kath got to be ashamed of? Are
her words merely hypocrisy, a pretence? Or could Orton
be projecting his own "shame" for his sexual activities
onto one of his characters? In Kath, has he produced a
character partly based on his mother and partiy on his

own suppressed feminine, that part of himself which his

macho attitudes and behaviour try to hide?

Car1 Jung coined the word "Anima" to describs & man's
internal feminine images and the dyvnamic role theyv
could play in his psychological and emotional
development. (Pedersen, 15) The anima iz a composite of
the women a man comes in contact with during his 1ife
and the archetypal images of women which dwell in what
Jung termed the c¢ollective unconscious. Pedersen writes
that "The anima's projected image appsars to be at a
developmental level that corresponds to the Hdnner
development of feminine gualities. For this reason, a
man is going to be unconsciouslty attracted to women

with a developmental level similar to his own.’

(Pedersen., 37)

3ince the anima figure appears in dreams, it is not
bevond the bounds of possibility that the female Tigure
a writer "dreams up"” for a play or novel might have

elements of his own anima, and in Efnfertaining Mr

Floane, "she' gets what she wants by any means at her



disposal, Tirst by seduction, then by adopting a stance

of false morality.

According to Lahr., Orton's mother was a sexusal prude.
"Mum hated sex, she told me she hated it,"” Orton's
gister told him. {(Lahr, 44) Yet E£lsie Orton alsc seems
to have been covertly sexual. "At the pub, Elsie had a
vivacious come—on: How vou fixed for a giddy
barmaid?... She put on a Jjolly, rambunctiocus (sic) face
for the world with the same broad garishness that
characterized her clothes. 5till she was shocked and

disagusted by men who...tried to pick her up.'

(Lahr, 45-46)

It is this sort of hot house sexual c¢limate that mavy
have contributed to the predominance of sex in Orton's
work and 1ife and iis under—the-counter nature. Sex is
"desirable"”...but rejected because it is "vuligar and
dirty." His mother gets dressed up and gces te the pub
in order to attract, then spurns the advances of those
she attracts. As Lahr writes, "The taboos of the body
were Telt by Orton. whose adolescent diary switches to
shorthand when describing anything to do with his body
or sexual practices.” (Lahr, 46) Perhaps as a reaction
to the indignant morality of Elsie Orton, Orton was
indignantly immoral, not only in his 1ife but
especially in his piays. But Kath's statement, that she
will be so ashamed in the morning after having sex with
Sloane, and her c¢hildish illusion that "I never wanted

to do rude things. Tommy made me,” (Playps, 107) points
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to & Temale who may be sexual but is hardly mature,

perhaps a 1ittle l1ike Orteon himself?

The Kath character then, in $7eane, is a grotesque
parody of the older FTallen woman, who seeks love where
she can find it, but is thwarted in her desires by
controliing male Tigures. John Russell Tavlor describes

her as a "Superannuated 8aby Doll." (Tavlor, 12) no
doubt referring to the movie of that name directed by
Elia Kazan. Or she could hawve her roots +in the Deep
Seuth: the fallen schoolteacher, Blanche Dubocis, in
Tennessee Williams'®' A Sfreetfcar Naemed Desire, who also
had a homosexual husband, sprindgs te mind. But unlike
Ms Dubois, whose past 1ife victimises her, Kath is
triumphant. The working class mother—-whore who has Tost
her own child and Tlcoats around losking Tor voung men

to mother Tove., s not aoing to make the same mistake

twice:

Kaths. Stay with me.
Sioane. No.

Kath. There's no need to go away,. dear. Don’'t make
me unhappy.

Sioana. 1'm going with Ed.

Kath. 1 was never subtle, Mr Sloane...If you go
with Eddie, 1'7171 tell the police.

Sloane. If I stay here he'll do the same.

£edf. It's what is called a dilemma, boy. You are on
the horns of it.

‘ath. You see how thinas are, Mr Sloane?

Slozne smacks her Face, she screams.
(Pilays, 145)
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From this exchange. obviocusly it s not Tove that binds
SToane to Kath but his survivai. It is Tike a child
bound to a mother it hates. It will stay within the
mother's orbit only as long as there's no alternative.
For Sloane, the alternative turns out to be Ed., Kath's
homosexual brother. Initially he adopts a high moral
tone:
£of. You'wve agot to realise my position. I can't
have my sister keeping a common kip. Some of
my associates are men of distinction. Thev
think neothing of tipping a fiver. That sort
of thing. If they realised the wsy my familiy
carry on, l'd be banned from the best pnlaces.
(Plays, 82)
Howaver, once Ed tests the water, sensing that Sleane
could be a man after his own tastes, he beccomes his
emplover and presumably sexual partner., although this
is implied rather than made expliicit. [t alsc results
in what are some of the most highly ercoticised
exchanges between males ever seen on a public stage in
Britain, though their sexual games are less
demonstrative than heterosexual ones — no touching and
no pregnancies. Amazingly, not one of the cuts to the
script demanded by the Lord Chamberlain., who had
absolute power of censorship at the time., concerned the
sexual manoceverings between Sloane and t£d, which as
fficholas de Jongh points out, describe a homosexual

transaction negotiated at some speed...relaved in

language of code and innuendo. (de Jongh, 101%1)

Far from having nothing new to say, as Esslin would
have it, the subtext in S57oane had something very new

te say to the audiences of 1964 —~ that men presumed
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heterosexual from their physical appearance may be

anything but.

£d. You're fond of swimming?

Sloane. I Tike a plunge now and then.

Fed. Bodybuilding?

Xloane. We had a nice little gym at the orphanage.
Put me in all the teams they did. Relavs...&d
lTocks Fnferested...soccer...fd nods...pole
vault...lonhg distance... fd opens his
mouts. . _hundred yards, discus, putting the
shot...fd rubs Ais hands together...Yes, ves.
I'm an all rounder. A great all rounder. In
anything vou care to mentijon. Even in Tife...

£¢l. . .do you. .. (shyi...exercise regular?

Zloane. As clockwork.

£d. Good, good. Stripped?

Sloane. Fully. ..

Fd. Do you wear leather...next to the skin?
Leather jeans, say? Without...aah...

Slosne. Pants?

Ed. {Laughs.} Get awavy!
{(Plays, 86—87)

As de Jongh savs, (forgetting Wilson) "AT1l the old
sians and codes are discarded. A new convention iis
being achieved. No homosexual or bisexual is sensitive,
artistic. nervous or emotional in Orton's plays.”

(de Jongh, 101) But maybe that is what is missing from
Orton? Many homosexuals aig sensitive, artistic,
nervous and emotional, even the ones that swim, run in

vrelays, and wear nothing under their leather jeans.

The "street” uniform that Orton wore — high—cuffed blue
Jeans, white T-shirt, leather jacket and leather cap,

(Lahr, 164) — is & forerunner of the urban uniform
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adopted by gay men throughout the western worid. But
not very distant from the apparent nonchalance of this
uniform is the ritualised use of leather 1in dominance
and submission., and occasionally abusive situations,
between men. How aware was Orton, I wonder, of the more

sinister aspects of #f#7s uniform?

Ed. I might Tet vou be my chauffeur.

Sloane: Would you?

Ed. (laughs.) We'll see...l could get vou a
uniform. Boots, pants, a guarantes 100 per
cent ne imitation Jacket.._.an...er...a white
brushed nvlon T-shirt... with a Tittle
Teather cap. (Laughs.) Like that?

Sivane tiods. 57 lence. (Plays, 88)

There appears to be some difference of opinion about
the character of Sloane. According to Peter Willes, who

was a television producer and enthusiastic supporter of

Orton's work, "Joe was Sloane. Ruthless, not immoral
but amoral, and pragmatic."” (faries, 27) A former
flatmate of Orton and Halliwell's agreed. "He was 1ike

Sloane, a tease," he said of Orton. (f#7aries, 27) And
Patrick Dromgoclie who directed the first production of
Slozne said, "Joe was a slippery bloke to talk to. A
charmer. A manipulator. He could put on any face. To

that extent he was 1ike very much Sleoane."” {(Lahr, 149)

As mentioned in Chapter Two, Nicholas de Jongh savys the
figure of the sexy hooligan., Sloane, is Orton’s shadow,
a projection by which he becomes the free,
conscienceless subverter of morality, the begetter of

saxual anarchy. He says that for all Orton's sex games
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in lTavatories, and casual pick—ups, despite the Arab
teenagers, he was not a transmitter of such freedom in
real 1ife, but more the obedient mother ‘s boy whe
despite his rages against middle-class hypocrisies
remained the socizlly adaptable and well-mannered young
man about town. (de Jongh, 99) But if Sloane was
Orton's shadow, the fact that he is presented as beding
more interested in heterosexuality than homosexuality
ig very significant indeed, so is the fact that he has

killed a homosexual.

Since part of the individuation process menticned
elsewhere is the incorporation of the shadow 1inte one's
personality, all the sexy hooligans from Sloane onwards
which Orton crszated can be seen as an on going process
of personal maturation towards a bisexual
identification, since none of these characters His

homosexual.

I could also aguess that Sloane's tough bravado, whilst
a composite either of Orton himself or his shadow,
probably has connections to the voung hoodlum—gangsters
in the movies. perhaps the voung thug whom Orton's
screen idol, Dirk Bogarde, played in the 1950's film
The Blue Lamp, or Graeme Greene's hero in the movis of
his novel Brighton Rock. Note that +in Lahr's biography
there is a photograph of Orton “"looking 1ike birk

Bogarde.'



In view of the above, I think it is a mistake to claim,
as de Jongh does, that Orton never experienced any
negative feelings about his homosexualiity or
promiscuous lTifestyle even iT, as de Jongh says, "He
{Orton) was the first playwright in Britain — indeed
one of the first writers in either Britain or America -
to reject the dominant myth of homosexuality as
sickness or sin and live without the oppressieon of
guilt."” {de Jongh, 94) Orton probably sublimated any
guilt with his dominant emotion -~ anger, with drugs
and hashish helping to deaden a1l feelings teo some
extent: and being an [Hdronist and detached, he was able
to remove himself from any deep emotional connection to
the acts, convincing himself that the sex was for

"experience.’

To summarise: Enteriaining f- Sivane is not a play
about & yvoung man having & homosexual relationship with
an older man and a heterosexual relationship with his
sister. It is a play abeout a young man who, to ensure
his survival, is willing to accommodate the social and

sexual demands of both an older woman and an older man.

In one of the key exchanges in the play, Sloane states

his position:

£d. ...You've committed a murder!...

Sioane. He had his stick.

£d. He wasn't strong encugh fto use it...
SToane. What kind of a 1ife +is it at his age?

£d. You've abused my trust.

g5



Slozne. 1 did him a service in s manner of
speaking.

Fd. You'll have to face the authorities.
Sfeane. ook, 1I'm facing no—one.
Fd. You've no cheoice.

Sloane. 1’11 decide what choice [ have.
(Plars, 133)

Sloane's choice will be not to murder and run as he has
done in the past but to stay and worle things out. This
ig achieved by the simple expedient of bartering with

the only commodity he has available, his body.

Sioane. Are yvou going to help me?

fd. No.

Sioare. We must Find a basis for agreement.

EFd. There can be no agreement. I'm a citizen of
thig country. My duty is clear. You must

accept respensibility for your actions.

Sloane (s7fts beside fd. {ays & hand on his kneel.
I accept responsibility.

£4. Do you?
Sloame. Fully.

£, Good. Remove that hand will yvou.
(Plays, 134-135)

As Orton writes of the character himself: "Sloan=s knows
£d wants him. He has absolutely ne qualms about
surrendering his body. None. He's done it many, manwy

times." (Plays. 16)

That this kind of sex drive can be seen as "healthy and
1iberating” amazes me. In fon'ft Call it Love, Recovery
firom Sexuzl Addictvaorn, Carnes quotes from F. Scott

Peck's seminal book about psychotherapy., The Rosad Less

firaveiled, in which Peck makes the statement that the



closest manv people get to religious experience is
orgasm, and that those lost in the "compulsive, driven”
pursuit of sex are really searching for spirituality.
He talks about sexuality and spiritualiity being

inextricably tinked., with both being a quest for

wholeness or completeness. (Carnes, 302)

To me. there is a definite correlation between Sloane’'s
decision to stay with Ed and Kath on their terms, and
Orton's decision to Tikewise Tive with Halliwell. 1
also see the violence that erupts in S7vane and other
Orton plays as the plavwright's unconscious desire to

free himself from this kind of association.

I have covered the violence +in this play in an earlier
chapter, but it is worth noting that the feeble,
whining vet vindictive character of £d and Kath's
father. Kemp (he hasn't spoken to his son, Ed for
twenty vears when the play opens), who gets murdered,
was probably drawn from William, Orton's father. From
Lahr's biography we know that thouoh Orton may have
found his mother's pretensions lTaughable, he despised
his father. Here Slcane is talking about Kemp.
Sioane. I've nothing against him. {Pause.} But
he's Tived so long, he's more Tike an old
bird than a bloke. How +is 1t such a
father has such a son? A mystery. (Pause)l
Certainly is. (Plaps, 122)
And the waste tand which the Kemps ‘inhabit may be a

metaphor foirr the waste lands Orton inhabited both as s

child, and towards the end of his Tife with Halliwell.
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Sloane. A perfect skyline vou've got here. Lord
Snowden would give vou something for & shot
of that. Stunning it is. Stunning. Was this
house a spaculation?

Kemp. Not exactTy.

Siloare. Who built it then? Was he a mad financier?
The biocke who conceived the idea of building
a house in the midst of a rubbish dump?

Kemp. 1t was intended to be the first of & row.

Sloane. Go on. What happened?

Kemp. They gave up.
(Plays, T2)

Lahr writes that Orton was against violence for iits own
sake. "I hope that the violence in my plays is not of
an Tnconsequential nature...l'm always horrified by
violence in some things, especially American films and
novels...l mean, it was necessary for the old man in
Sloane to be beaten up on purely pragmatic grounds of
the plot, and I coulidn't have the play working

otherwise,” Lahr guotes Orton as saying in an

interview. (Lahr, 173)

But the guestion must be asked, what motivates a
plavwright to write a8 play where viclence is central to
the plot if he 1is "horrified by violence”? Although
Sloane doesn't guite kick Kemp to death, hes kicks him
unconscicus. Death follows. But by the act of killing
he is forced to submit to the control of Kath and Ed.
It s a neat variation on the sadism and masochism that
paermeated the 1ife Orton and Halliwelil led together.
Orton has multiple sex partners and sadistically tells
Halliwell. viaz the diary, that he has surrendered his
Tife to the pursuit of pleasure., then masochistically

absorbs Halliwell's punishment. But it may not be all
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pleasure. As Simon Ward says, "1t may be an act,”

during which process, Orton murders his own soul.

Orton's misogvny is worn on Ed's sleeve. The reasons
why Ed prefers men may be the reascns why Orton prefers
men. "Only a man who's had experience with women can
dislike them...he's had the sense simply to see the
obvious alternative."” (Lahr., 157) Like Orton, Ed either
does not 1ike women, has been hurt by them in the past
and mistrusts them, or simpiy cannot be bothered to
play the games necessary to form a relationship. Ed
makes it petrfTectly clear where he stands:
£d...5he's no good. No good at all. A crafty tart
she is. 1 could tell you things about — the
way these women carry on. {(Pauss.)

-.-Espeacialiy her.
(Flayps, 112)

But so does Sloane, and that's on the fence.

Ed. What'’'s your opinion of the way these women
carry on?
Pauzse.

Sfogne. 1 feel...how would vou say?

£4. Don't you think they’'re crude?

SToane. Dccasionally. In a way.

EFd. You never know where vou are with half of
them.

Sfoane. A1l the same it's necessary.
(Piawps, 113)

The "Pinter pause" says it all. Sloane does nof agree
with Ed's ideas about women. Even if it is only for
their sexual Ffunction they are "necessary,” and 1t may
be that Sloane is simply "doing it"” - having sex with a

maile, because after killing Kemp his options are



1limited. Hig priority is to save his neck,., so he will

accept any deal, but at the same time, being an

opportunist, squeeze as much from the transaction as he

can:

Ed. How do vou feel then?

Siosne. On the main points we agree.

£df. Pack your bags.

SToane. Now?

£d. Immediate.

Sioanse. Will I get a pay rise?

£d. A rise?

Sicane. My new situation calls for it.

Ed. You already had two.

Sloane. They were tokens. 1'd like you to upgrade

my salary. How about a little car?
(Plays, 113-114)

The dencuement in Sfcane s a sexual cone, and Sloane
will Tead as much a parallel life with Kath and Ed as
Orton lived with Halliwell., selling his body {(and his
soul?) in exchange for security and home comforts, but
perhaps, like Orton, staying emotionally detached.
Bigsby echoes Lahr when he says, "Orton's narcissism
was undeniable, his callousness raised to the dignity
of willed Andifference and ‘ronic detachment is

apparent in his diary sntries and characters. Such a
character +is Slecane, but 1ike Orton, the bartering of
his body for room and board has placed him in a
difficult position. Kath and £d will decide Jjust how
Teng they will him. Sloane might have all the surface

characteristics of Orton — cutward confidence, sexual

proficiency, purposefulness, restlessness., single
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mindedness with Tittle conscience:; but he is also
having to cope with multiple sexual roles:
heterosexual —- a man who penetrates the passive
feminine; agaressive homosexual, penetrating the
passive masculine; and passive homosexual, penetrated
by an older male. The way out of the confusion caused
bv these roles is to project one's Hinner conflict
outwards: slap women, kick old men, kill photeographers

who make "advances." But whereas Orton can subiimate
his vieclence in his art, Halliwell had no such ocutlet,

as he would eventually demonstrate.

THE GOOD AND FAITHFUL SERVANT

Using writing as a cathartic process to explore one's
1ife must also include dealing with the past,
especially parents with whom we might have had poor or
dysfunctional relationships. Orton’'s father, William
Orton, appears to have been 3 nonentity, a quiet,
retiring sort of man wheo mostly worked as a gardener
for the Leicester City Council. Lahr tells us he spent
a great deal of his leisure time in a shed at the
bottom of his garden, or playing skittles at his
working men's club, no doubt refuges from his family
and nagging wife. [t was a habit his son, John {Joe
Orton changed his name from John to Joe in 1863 to
avoid confusion with John Osborne) would copy in his
adult 1ife, although his escape was into a different

type of buiiding.
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In his biography of Orton, Lahtr gives the impression
that Elsie Orton was taller than William and towered
over him, Jjust as she dominated her family. However, a
photograph of the couple taken in 1864 at the wedding
of Orton's sister, Leonie, clearly shows William to be
a half a head taller than his wife, even though Elsie
is wearing high heels! She must have just seemed big.

(Lahr, 112)

Whatever their respective heights, it is ¢lear that the
Orton family was a matriarchy, with Elsie not only
wearing the trousers but using a poker (a penis?) on
her children when they displeased her. Such a
thoroughly nasty piece of femininity 1is enough to give
any male a complex about women, fTor as Pedersen writes
in fark Hearts, FThe Unconscious Forces That Shape Men's
{ ¥ves, published as recently as 1991, "Although
nomosexuality s no Tonger officially considered a
pathological disorder...Psychoanalysts generally
continue to believe that the early environmental
influences are the most signifticant, with the most
common explanation being that a male with a homosexual
orientation identified with the overinvolved and
intrusive mother and, at the same time, was often
unable to form an adedguate positive identification with
the father, who was often overbearing, cold, distant,

and uninvelved in immediazte family 1ife.'

{Pedersen, 197)



Kenneth Halliwell alsoc came from a fTamily with an
overinvolved mother, whe died tragically when Halliwell
was only eleven vears of age, and a distant or absent
father; so do I, so do many of my gay friends. But
today fow or why one becomes homosexual s not
considered so important. What is important is: how does
one feai about one's homosexuality? IFf a gay male feels
that whoever and whatsver he is, he is O.K., that is
the key starting peoint to self acceptance and the

acceptance of others.

A man has a difficult task in defining himself as a
man, especially if he has a poor bhond with his fTather.
This makes it more difficult for him to break away ftrom
the influence of the mother because she is seen as the
strong parent while the father s not. As Pedersen
says., "One of man's greatest developmental tasks 1is to
achieve a healthy separation from the original bond

with his personal mother. (Pedersen, 74} This healthy
separation involives ddentification as a male regardless

of one's sexual orientation.

The evolving themes in Orton's plays show him to be
separating from both his mother and the mother—father

substitute, his partner, Halliwell.

But he must also distance himself from the weak and
unsuccessful father, and in The Good and Faith¥ul
Sarvant, written for television in 1964, he does this

more precisely than in Sfeane by writing a play that



94

lets the father character, Buchanan., simply wear out,

but not before he has seen some sort of "Tight.”

Whereas Sloane in Enterteining M- 5loane puts a
physical beocot into the olider man, in fhe Good and
Faithful Sarvant it s Tife that does it. In the final
few moments of the play, Buchanan, through the good
auspices of the playwright, suddenly sees that his life
has been a waste. The clock and tocaster, his firm's
retirement presents after fifty vears' service, have
broken down, as Buchanan himself has broken down. In
what is the plav's only violent moment, he smashes
these signifiers of hig 1ife's work with a hammer.

Edith’'s FTivimg room.

Buchanan stands beside the tsble. On the

table the clock and the ftoasiter. He 1ifts =

Ahammer and smashes them to pieces.

(Plaps, 190}

Ironically, Orton seems to Jjudge Buchanan with the
values of the society he himself rejects. There is no
avidence that William Orton ever smashed anvything, but
there is evidence that his inability to make any tvpe
of mark in the world - in a career or in his family
Tife, was a motivating factor that drove Orton to
overcome the obstacles between him and the recoanition
he eventually achieved. Anger is a prime emotion that

when focussed towards a goal produces a tremendous

amount of eneray.

The CGood and Faithful Servant is notable for the Tirst
appeatrance of the archetypal female organiser. 5She has

appeared in earlier plays as a working class woman who
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is under male domination and hence is softer and
stightly vuinerable. But now she emerges as the type of
middie class woman whom Orton professed to hate, the

patronising. well—organised “"woman in charge." Mrs
Vealfoy. She also appears in Orton's next play., Looé,
as the nurse, Fay. whe kills as well as organises. and
to a lesser extent as the dead Mrs Mcecleavy., who s
buried in her W.V.S. (Women's Voluntary Service)
uniform, an organisation which s largely made up (or

was 1in Orton's day) of well—organised, middle class

wWwomen .

They also might make speeches like Mrs Vealfoy's to
Buchanan's grandson, Ray, who has made his girl fiiend,

who works for the same Tirm as Buchanan, pregnant.

Mrs Vaaffoy. ....You see, Raymond, 1 think what
you have done s wrong. Not for any religious
reason (I'm an agnostic myself), but simply
because love—-making should be kept for one's
maririage partner alone. Outside marriage the
act may seem the same, but I have my doubts
as to whether anyone derives any real and
Jasting satisfaction from +it. There is no
finer sight than two married people making
Tove. (Plawys, 182)

This last line, an often gquoted classic, may be said to
sum up exactly where the English are or were in relat-

ion to sex. They Tike peeking but will net admit it.

In her farewell speech to Buchanan., as she gives him
his tecaster then the clock, Mrs Vealftoy savs. "When vou

Took at it, vou'll think of us, I'm sure."” Buchanan
after accepting his gifts replies, "1 hope to see vou

at the annual 'get together’ in & month's time. So it
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isn't by any means 'Goodbye.'" (Plays, 160-161) But it
was, fTor Buchanan crams a lifetime of Tiving and
awakening into that month — he gets married. discovers
a new grandson has made a girl preanant, and that in
spite of his fifty vears at the firm as one of the

front door commissionaires, nobody knows him.

It is a rude and sad awakening and at the moment when
there seems everything to Tive for, he dies.

Edith. ...The tickets have arrived for the 'get
together,'...It's to be gayer than ever this
vear. %o much laughter, so much jov 1in
peoplte’s hearts, so many happy faces all
around....Il'm buying a new dress for the
occasion. And I shall smile a lot, more than
usual., because we have so much to be thankful

for.

Buchanan closes his eyes and dies.

(Plays, 191)

This occurs as his new wife Edith, who had bheen a3
charlady at the same firm Tor as long as Buchanan,
shows him the photos of his grandson's wedding
{interrupted by the birth of the haby). The fact that
Buchanan dises while this is happening might indicate
what Orton thought of the institution of marriage and

his parent's marriazge in particular.

Perhaps Orton had the odd emotional twinge when writing
this play, which may either be Jjudged as valid soccial
comment or simply as a vehicle for parading Orton's
disdain for his father's l1ife and wvalues, the middis
class Mrs Vealfovs of the world, and the faceless

organisations they all work for.



"Dad was everything John didn't want to be," says
Douglas Orton in Prick Hp Your EFars. "You could push
Dad around. He was domineered.” (Lahr, 44) How ironiic
that Orton would choose a partner who would also push
him around and domineer him. What Elsie wanted was some
six—footer to give her "a bloody good hiding,” William
Orton, in hindsight, said to John Lahr. Maybe the same

couild have been said about Halliwell.

"The cheoice” of love partner is alwavs an attempt
(however amiss the results may be) to fulfii a deep
emotional as well as spiritual need.,” writes Petersen
in Park Hesrts. "Whether we are homosexual or

heterosexual," he dgoes on, "the search for an outer

partner is always an attempt to gain a closer

connection to what s migssing within."” {(Pedersen, 203)
As Pedersen savs, "Gay men seem to be longing for a
lost or ‘incomplete attachment to their fathers.”
(Pedersen, 1968) Thisgs is not necessarily the reason whay
they are homosexual, for many heterosexual men must
long for a Tost attachment to their fathers. And that

is @& tragedy that no amount of comedy can disguise.

Bacause the tone of the play s so muted, probably due
to the age of Buchanan and Edith, the comic Tines are
mostiy Tow key. But as can be expected in an Orton
play, theyv centre around sex, specifically the sexual

indiscretions of the young, and Orten’'s attitude
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towards the work ethic that chains people to Jjobs that

Orton sees as having no value.

“Mr Buchanan s yvour grandfather...l should have told
you, 1 suppose,” Edith tells Ray., her grandson, "It

would have been easier if your Tathers were alive.”

Ray. My fathers?
Edith. Yes.
Rawy. 1 had more than one?

Edith clasps her hands in hAer Iap and turns o
Buchanan.

Edith. Just where to stop when telling the truth
has always been a probiem.

Rzy. How could I have two ftathers?

Edith. Your mother was a generous woman. And wour

fathers - though one of them must surely have
been vour uncle — loved her dearly. You were
the result.

Ray. And my mother?

Fdith. Her pediagree couldn't be subjected to
scrutiny either. (Filays, 167)

And the best l1ines in the play:
Rap: 1 don't work.

Buchanarr. Not work? (He stares, open—mouthed.}
What de you do then?

Ray. 1 enjov myself.

Buchanann. That's a terrible thing to do. I'm
bowled over by this, I can tell vou. It's my
turn to be shocked now. You ought to have a
steady Job.

Fdith. Two perhaps.

SBuchenan. In what direction do vour talents l1ie?

Rzy. 1 mended the bathroom tap once.
(PiIays, 167)

9¢
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It 98 not difficult to imagine Orton and his father
having a conversation something like that, for apart
from a six months stint at Cadbury's +in 1959, Orton
1lived on National Assistance {and possibly some of
Hz11iwell's money)} Trom 1953 until the BBC paid him for

the script of 7The Ruffian on the Sfa7r in 1963.

Finally, the connection between Buchanan and William
Orton {(whose recreation was playing skitties) is made
complete by Buchanan's teliling a felilow member of the

firm's ‘Bright Hours' c¢lub:

Buchanan.
I looked forward to my retirement so's I
could play skittles full time. I used to be a
fan. I was in 1ine for the cup. I just
missed it. The mysterious thing was that I
never came in line for it again.”

(FPlays, 185)
Writing this play would have released a great deal of
Orton’'s conscious and unconscious connection to
childhood feelinas of neglect and loss. "It's his mest
personal play," writes Lahr. "His most direct and

compassionate play,” writes Charney (59), and it
undoubtediy helped open the door to the next stage in
his writing. What it alse did was give more than a clue
that millions of people actually liked having the
security of a regular income, enjoyed earning fifteen

pounds a week, and felt very safe knowing that the Mrs

Vealfovs of the world are there to take care of them.
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CHAPTER FIVE: PLAYS 1965-1966:

CAMPS. COFFIN5, COPS

THE ERPINGHAM CAMP ~ CAMPING IT UP!

ERPINGHAN. . . Behave as though nothing had happened.
It's my inftenticn to defy the Forces of
Anairchy with al17 that's best in twentieth
cantury civilisation. I shall put & record of
Russ Conway on the gram and browse through a
James Bond.

{The Efrpingham Camp, Plays, F08)

TED. e 've no authority fo force the Tocks.

KENRY., Be'll take the authority then.

KENKY Flings out his arms. embracing the crowd.
I'm an ordinary man — F've no wish to be 5
leader — my onliy ambition is te rest in peace
by my own Tireside. But, Tn the Tife of

every one of us, there comes & time when he

must choose. ..
{The Erpingham Cemp, Plaps, JF883)

In FThe Ruffian on the S5tair, Entertaining M- §ilcane and
FThe Good znd Faeithtul Servent, Orton seems to be
exploring his own psyche and Hdnner world, drawing on
significant people in his past to supply him with the
basis for many of the characters. Only in the last of
these plays does he begin to adopt an overtly social
and political stance, attacking Qapitaiist and
patriarchal Hinstitutions; his Jjob at Cadbury's,
perhaps, providing inspiration for the firm and some of

its empliovees in The Geood and Faithiul Servant.

Theres is & year between that play (written in 1964) zand
his next, 7The frpinghem Camp, also written for
tetevision. Now that family influences had been laid to

rest, rton was free to satirise less personal



establishment institutions, in this case the British
holiday camp with its mindless daiiy ritual of
activities to entertain the campers: the glamorous
granny and the mother and child competitions., the
beauty contests., and the disability bonus:

Erpinghiam. ...won by Mr Laurie Russel of Market
Harborough. Both Laurie's Tegs were certified
"absolutely useless' by our Resident Medical
Officer. Yet he performed the Twist and the

Bossa HNova to the tune specified on the

entrance fTorm.
{(Flayps, 283)

The action of the play centres arocund the struggle for
power between the owner of the camp, Erpingham,
representing Authority, and the militant campers led by
Kenny, Eileen, Ted and l.ou, representing The People.
Pawns cauaght up in the action are Erpingham's emplovees

and the less militant campers.

Can a play be "gav"” even if the characters are not?
Eric Bentley said that even thouah Oscar Wilde did not
create gay characters in The Ifmportance o¥ Being
farnes?t it was the most signifticant piece of gay
theatre because it was by Oscar Wilde who was, of
course, dgay. George Whitmore, a contemporary writer of
gav literatures, supports Bentlev by suggesting the play
is the 'paradiam of gay theatrical styie — swift,

witty, subversive.' (Carlsen, 166)

Examples of this subwversiveness can be found throughout
farnest and now begin to appear in Orton’'s work to a
areater degree than previcusly. Wilde's subversiveness

is well illustrated by these examples:

10



Lady Bracknell....Do you smoke?

Jack. Well, ves, I must admit I =smoke.

Lady Brackrneil{. 1 am glad to hear it. A man should
have an occupation of some kind...

(Act 1, 485-499)
and:

Gwendoline. Ernest, we may never be married. From
the expression on mamma's face I fear we
never will. Few parents nowadavs pay any
regard to what their children say to them.
The old-fashioned respect for the young s

fast dying out.
(Act 1., 701-704)

Orton's subversiveness can be more cruel; Laurie Russel
appears to be a paraplegic, vet he "performed the Twist

and the Bossa Nova."” It is also dismissive of low
eldlture — in Erpingham’'s speech which opened this
chapter he terms the pianist, Russ Conway, and a James
Bond book, "all that's best in twentieth century
civilisation:" and irreligious to the point of

blasphemy -~ one can never imagine Wilde having the

courage to write the following exchange:

Efrpingham. Have yvou prepared vour sermon for
tomorrow?

Padre. Yes, sir.
Erpinchiam. Is 1t it to be preached?

Padre. 1 hope you'll give me any cuts that may be
necessary.

Erpingham. What is the subject?
Padre. The Miracles of Jesus.
Frpingham. 1 hope we're not in for some far-

fetched tale set among the Bedouin?
(Pilzys, 7288)
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Jonathan Doliimore says that Wilde renounced his
subversiveness in fle Profundis with what he calls a
"tame accommodation of self to Chiristian humility,”
Wilde's imprisonment being the catalyst for change.
{(Doll9more, 95—97) But prison had the opposite effect
on Oriton because his existence was prison—like anwvway.
UnTike Wilde, who T=211 from a great height, Orton
merely exchanged one low 1ife existence for ancther.
with National Assistance (the Dole) replaced by a
different type of government hand out -~ room and board
for six months. Thus prison nurtured Orton's anarchy.

He was able to see at first hand what went on in

institutions and was toughened by the experience.

However , The frpingham Camp wmarks the beginning of
Orton's Jjourney from a low culture perspective to high
style farce, from low camp to high camp, and in the

process he attacks both camps.

The play has c¢lass struggle at its core, so it could be
said to have a serious messaqe. The camp staff,
specifically ELrpingham and Chief Redcoat Riley, are

sub ject to a number of quite savage attacks by the
rioting campers. To some extent this viclence s
nullified by the set piece speechas made by the major
protagonist and his advearsary, of which Kenny's
declamation which opened this chapter s the prime
example. The equally farcical nature of the supporting
nlavers., the incompetence and Irish blarney of Rilev,

and the sexual antics of the pious, sermonising Padre,
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alse undermine the plav's serious message. Orton also
used well known classical music pieces to flawvour the
"big" scenes, a further step in the camping it up

DrocCass .

Looked at objectively, the most "camp" characters in
The Erpingham Camp are the camp Padre and the camp
owner , Erpingham, who runs it Tike the "kommandant"” of
Stalag 13. Both are subjects of much camp humour, some
of it visual. But the campers representing the
proletariat are Just as fiercelv parodied, as Kenny's
speech which opened this chapter illustrates. In fact,
the opposing factions might be described as being in

opposite camps.

Orton's knowledae of working class belief svstems.
behaviour and morality came from his 1ife experiences.
One can wirite so much more accurately about holiday
preferences of ths working classes 1f one has taken
such holidays, as Orton did with his family in North
HWales, a favourite playground of Liverpool's
proletariat. (Lahr. 50). He knew that given the Teast
Jegitimate excuse and opportuniiy, heterosexual working
class men with highly moral attitudes can be willingly
parsuaded to take off their trousers and dress up in

fantasy costumes or women's clething.

The scene that starits the riot off is culled from the

smutty, Tow camp., heavy with sexual {innuende music hall



and British seaside pier acts which are synonymous with

British humour. Orton catches it peaerfectly:

Riley. ...vou'll have to drop vour slacks, my lad.

Kenny Iooks dubiocus. Flason gives a gigale and
& pirofessionally coy smilis.

Pizson. He doesn't want to take them off in front
of a lady.

R7ley. Where's the Tady? You're not trying to
tell us vou're a lady, Miss Mason?

Mesorr. 1 am.
Riley. We'll have to check your credentials later.
{Fo Kennp. } Go with Miss Mason....but

remember to keep vour cheques and your legs

crossead.
(Plaps, 293)

These are Orton's people. If he does not know them
personaltly he knows them from the popular culture. He
also knows they are possibly the most morally offended
by homosexual activity. Smut s their outlet for sexual
auilt. It was Elsie Orton's outlet toe. Orton grew up
in an environment heavy with sexual innuendo but neo
healthy adult role models. It was all talk and no
action, all undercover, hinted at activity. The
childhood -imagination iz Teft to conjure up its own
pictures of what "love” {dis. And it is often shameful.
Women get pregnant but "how"” i3 not known, only
impliied. And in Elsie Orton's world the impiication 1is
that it is & "dirtyv deed.” With such women, the
pregnancy allows a brief respite from the sexual
attention of her husband, also the subject of low camp
humour in the play with Eileen's endless restatement

that she is "pregnant.”
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It is these psople that Orton s lampooning. Kennv,

"champion of campers' rights,"” spends almost the entire
play naked except for a "Tarzan of the Apes” leopard
skin. This defines him as a Philistine, a half naked
savage out for blood. His wife, Eileen, is a tvpical
archetype of the Midlands or North of England working

class woman who. when she gets pregnant, becomes the

total focus of attention of her menfolk.

The other working class couple, Lou (the wife) and Ted,
met "outside" the Young Conservatives Club where Lou
once acted as scorer for a brain specialist's daughter
who was playing table tennis. That was as close as they
got to the middle classes but it gives them a certain
"standing."
Lowu. My husband and I are civil defence
workers. This is an emergency.
HWe're taking over
(Plays, 310)

Ted, in faci, does what many sexually inhibited
Englishmen do when given a legitimate opportunity to

take their clothes off in public, he can't get his

trousers off quick enough.

Rifeyr. One more gentleman? Who =21se is game?
fad runs onto the stage.

Riley. Take vour clothes off, sir. I'd T1ike vou to
do the can—can.
Needing no more persuading Fed #takes off his
trousetrs and cost, and, fto the tune of the
can—can from 'Orpheus ¥n the Underworid'. .. he
dances 2 can—can With his shirt tatfs Flving.
(FPlays, 296)



In the mid 1260's, a holiday camp was probably still a
favoured holiday resort for certain types of British
holtiday maker (they would soon discover the Costa
Brava): these include upwardly mobile working class
couples, and peoplie such as Ted and Lou, described as

"middle class prats” by Eileen. What type of middle
class they are supposed to represent is problematical.
Possibiy gqualified tradespeople such as pliumbsrs or

electricians? Few professional people would take their

holidays in a holiday camp.

As Orton would have observed, demarcation Tines -in
British society are fairly strictly observed. At
certain Tevelis peopie Tike to be regimented and would
go to a holiday camp with its programme of
entertainment so that thevy didn't have to think for
themselves. (A similar philesophy accountits for the

zsuccess of packadged holiday tours). Sc¢ a revolt in a

hoeliday camp is & very unusual event, just as political

anarchy +in Britain is also an unusual event.

The union movement in Britain, as it was in New

Zealand, was at the height of its power in the 1950's

and 1960's. It might even be said to have threatsned to

usurp the traditional power held by the establishment.

In his play, Orton se=ms to be saving that Authority as

wielded by the establishment is preferable to that
wiglded by the anarchists. This might reflect his ocwn

changing financial circumstances, for by 19265 he was

able to afford te take his first holiday in Morocco. OFf
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course, over time, it is not unusual for a radical

playwright to become an Hicon of the ruling class.

John Osborne 1s a case in point. He burst onto the
scene in 1856 with Lok Pack in Anger. certainly a
watershed in British drama with its Jower middle class
anti—~herc, Jimmy Porter, who as John Russell Taylor
says in Amger and After was the "stuff of which
perennial rebels are made...the self Tlagellating
solitary in self—-infliicted exile from his own misery.,"
(Taylor, 41) written by "the first of the angry voung
men and arguably the biggest shock to the system of

British thesatre since the advent of Shaw.” (Tavior, 3%)
By the mid-sixties, Osborne was working on a commission
from the National Theatre, adapting Lope de Vega's La
Fianza Satistecha as The Bond Aornoured, which Taylor

says was difficult to take seriouslty. {(Taylor, 64—-65)

So while Ffre Erpinghiam Camp 1s primariiy a satirical
attack on both the pomposity and rigidity of those in
authority, specifically Erpingham. and the mindlessness
of those who usually abide by the rules, its overriding
message is that anarchists are even more stupid than
those they attempt to overthrow. Which seems stiranage
when related to Orton's sexual behaviour. This prompts
the question: Is the pltay rather more than a satire on
an inter class power struggle? Whatever the message,
can one take it seriocusly amidst the welter of farcical

camp situations? These constitute a8 wonderful
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oppertunity for some rich satire and great "camp"

humeur .

"My camp is pure camp.,"” sayvs Erpingham, when at the
beginning of the plavy., someone reports that two plastic
ducks, stuck together “"beak to beak.,'” have been causing
a disturbance in the children’'s paddling pool; (Flays,
279) and, as mentioned, organised religion is heavily
satirised:

frpingham. You're interested in religion then,
Padre?

Padre. From a purely Christian peoint of view,
sir...1 find great solace in the Tife of the

Spirit.

Erpingham. 1'm sure you do....What happened in
court this morning?

Padre. [ was ascquitted, sir. The voung woman
withdrew her charae.

Frpingham. T'm pleased to hear it. You must give
up vour evangelical Torays into the teenage

chalets. They're Tiable to misinterpretation.
(Plays, 291-292)

While the violence in the play is symptomatic of the
clash between Authority and anarchy, the sex -is
suggestive rather than overt. Some people would Find
the sight of Erpingham in his underwesar having his
corset laced up by the Padre somewhat tittivating,
especially as we know the Padre has a weakness for
women's knickers. Orton probably would have made that

men's pants if the law had aliowed.

There is a hint in this scene that Erpingham miaht be

Orton's second (Wilson was his first) gay victim. There
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is no woman in frpingham's Tife and he shares some
attributes with Halliwell. He's a vain, grandiose
figure who smokes cigars and has his clothes "handed"
to him while getting dressed. His "grand vision” s

very camp, so is the music that accompanies it:

He Tights @ cigar, blows a oifoud of smoke
inte the =7r, smifes, and gives an expansive
wave of his hand.

Erpingham. Rows of Entertainment Centires down
Tovely. unspoiled bits of the coast. across
deserted moorliand and barren mountainside.
The Earthly Paradise. Ah...He stares infto
the distaence. 1 can hear it. I can touch Tt.
And the sight of it 9s hauntingly beautiful,
Rilev.

Plusio: 'The Holy City.’
(FPiayps, 281)

But Orton saves the campiest action for Erpingham’'s

death sceane:

the assembled statF and campers stand round
the bier. A great cross of coloured Iight, as
from distant stained gilzss, Fails sctross
Erpingham’'s body. Everwvone bows their hesds
in silence. Pusic: Bach ‘Toccats and Fugue. '’

Riley. He was a areat man. One of the very
areatest of our time. Poet, philosopher and
friend of rich and poor alike. Distinctions
were Toreign te hi=z nature. He was at all
times a simple man. Littie children loved
him...He gave up & career as a missicnary to
come to us..... It was in the Erpingham
Heldday Centre that he found the spiritual
peace he had long been seeking. His death,
when it came, found him quite prepared.

(Fiays, 318-319)

Erpingham, in fact, falls through a hole 1in the floor
and was totally unprepared for death. Every word of
this speech, as the audience knows only too well by

now, is a parody of what the real Erpingham was Tike.



This is very much in the Oscar Wilde vein. The most
camp touch Tollows:
Music The Last Past.
Four dozen red balfloons. . fall slowly upon
the bier. ds fthey last bailoon descends the
trumpet tades. Riley I7i¥ts Ais head.
Riler. He will now file past our beloved friend
and leader for the last time.._Goodbye. sir.
Be seeing you.
L e body. . .75 Teft alone in tHhe moonlighi
with the red balloons and dying flames i 2
blazre Ffrom the distant stained glass. A grest
choir s heard singing ‘The Holy Citp. '’
(Playps, 319-320)
If one sees only the ballocons in this final tableau
then one misses the Jjoke. Red is the colour of
socialism and The People could be seen as triumphant.
However , reldigion has the final word, it usually deces.

(Even Orton and Halliwell finalily ended up in church,

although they had no say in the matter).

By killing off the camp kommandant, Oriton may have been
wishfully kiTling off Halliwell, his own camp
kommandant . frpingham spends most of the pltay riding
roughshod over his staff and the campers. He refuses to
Tisten to advice on how to deal with the problem or

reach a compromise solution:

Rileyw. Let discretion play the better part, sir.

frpingham. Never!t This is my kingdom. I make the
Taws. We'wve our traditions. And thev're not
to be Tightly cast aside at the whim of a
handful of trouble-makers. 1'11 never agrese
to their demands. ..

Riley, Oh, sir, (FPleadingiw.} call them back.
Let's thrash it out over a cup of instant...



Frpingham. . _.This whole episode has been fTermented
by a handful of intellectuals...To give
in now would be madness.

(Plays, 307-308)
In 1967. when he rewrote the end-ing of Fhe frpingfiam
Cemp for the Crimes of Passion double-bill with FAe
Ruf¥ian on the Stair, Orton says in his diary,
"Finished Fhe frpinchem Camp this evening and read it
through. It's by far the best thing I've written for

the stage so far." (fiarfes, 136) He probably liked it

because it had such a satisfying outcome. The Authority
figure's inability to compromise brought about his own

demise, but it was basically an accident rather than

deliberate murder. He might have hoped that Halliwel]l

could be disposed of as conveniently.

I have mentioned Chesterton's pronouncements on the
artistic temperament, the disease that afflicts
amateurs, and which cannot produce any art. Chesterton
may not be entirely correct there, but Lahr was
certainly correct about Halliwell. The diaries are full
of instances where Halliwell gives vent to his
"artistic temperament.” which in effect are the
tantrums of a spoilt Tittle bov. For as Leonard
Shengold writes in Soul Murder, The Fiffects of
Childhood Abuse and Deprivation, "1t should be clear
from some of the c¢linical material in this book that
over—indulgence {of children) plays its considerable
role in soul murder alongside deprivation.”

{ Shengeld, 274)



Shengold ig making this statement not about Halliwell,
or even Orton., whe was himself over—indulaed within
filgdie Orton's 1imited emotional and financial range,
but with reference to Rudvard Kipling's memoirs and
stories, which, he says, depict the narcissistic
vulnerability that can accompany the grandiosity of the

over—indulged child.

"Narcissistic,"” "grandiose.," "pompous," all the words

that come readily to mind to describe Halliwell are
appropriate to Erpingham. I think that Orton, with his
wickaed sense of fun. is parodying much of the character
of his Triend in the plav, with the added irony of
givina Erpingham's chief adversary, his friend's

Christian name:

Erpinghiam smiles. There s contempt in hAis
swile. He faces Kenny coolly.

frpingham. You're talking nonsense. You have no
rights. You have certain privileges which
can be withdrawn. I am withdrawing them.

Kernny. You'll pay for this. you iagnorant fucker!
There are criass of horror from the stasfi.

EFrpingfiam. 1 think vou're fotrgetting to whom
vou're speaking. Calm down before 1 have you
thrown out.

Kenny. HWe want food. We demand bread. We expect
shelter.

Frpingham s made angry by the fone of
Kenny's voice.

Erpingham. ...No. You must be taught a lesson.
There will be ne food tonight. I shall net
give way. You can sleep in the open. The
chaliet is closaed until fTurther notice.

(Plays, 307)
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This s extremely heavy handed treatment on Erpingham’s
part towards people who presumably have paid for
accommodation. But as noted earlier, Erpingham's
rigidity reflects that of the male ruling classes as
personified by the fiagure of Pentheus from Fhe Bacchae.
"His world...focuses on the rational principle alone;
all other levels of his psyche have been repressed,
rendered inefficient., and fragmented. He has one
obsession, cone view...Mo evaluation can take place, no
objectivity, neo understanding of other processes.
Upholder of Timited conventional wvalues, Pentheus
prractises what he considers to be virtues — at least
outwardly...he is a prisoner of his own rigid system.”

(Knapp, 17)

As Bettina Knapp writes., "In Jungian terms Pentheus may
...be called Dionysus's shadow figure...and represents
all those traits which the ego considers negative and

would tike to annihilate." (Knapp, 17)

"We 311 have to master hate,” writes Shenacld, "but
those who have been abused as children have to master
more hate than most." (Shengold, 77) Orten, whose
childhood abuse took a different form to Halliwell's,
atthough both were over—indulged to gsome degree, turned
his hatred safely outwards, using his imagination to
"ki11 off" the Pentheus shadow that was part of his

inner wot 1d.



But the Dionysus shadow that haunted Halliwell's 1ife
was Orton himself. As with Erpingham, there was to be
ne compromise, no talking things out "eover a cup of
instant." Halliwell, rigid, terrified to let go, moody
and subject to fits of depression and tantrums, and
finally forced to face the reality of his lack of
wreiting talent, did not have the necessary self
knowledge to make it possible. There would have to be a
scapegoat, and there was only one person Halliwell

could blame for his failiure.

LOGF — GETTING AWAY WITH MURDER

Although the original version of Loof was written in
1965, before Fhe frpingham Camp, the version in rfon
The Complete Plays is the revised script written in
1966 and staged at the Criterion theatre in 1966 and

1967.

In Leoeft, Orton's social mobility takes his characters
into the worlid that Orton was now moving intoc more
frequently, that of peopie who can Teave an estate
worth 19.000 pounds — the semi-professicnal and
professicnal middie class. As Orton said himself in a
Transatlantic Review interview in 1967, "The class of
my plavs is going up all the time.” although he had
doubts as to whether he could make upper class people

as interesting as Tower class people. {Hirst, 97)



As farce takes over, the plots of Orton's plays grow in
complexity. In fLoof, two young men, Dennis, who works
for an undertaker. and his friend, Hal Mcbeavy, have
rrobbed a2 bank and stolen 104,000 pounds which they've
hidden in an wardrobe in Hal's house. Next to the
wairdrebe is a ceffin containing the dead body of Hal's
mother, the recently deceased Mrs Mcleavy. The money
and the body swap places, allowing numourous
cpportunities for farcical situations and sight gags.
Inspector Truscott, on the trail of both the robbers
and a suspected mass murderer., Mrs Mcleavy's nurse, fay
McMahon, arrives at the MclLeavy house fto dinvestigate
disguised as a water bosrd inspector. fay. Hal and
Dennis team up to thwart him but eventually they are
caught, only feor Truscott to agree to spiit the "loot”
with them, leaving Mr Mcleavy to take the blame for his

wife's murder and the robbervy.

Orton‘s targets in the plav are religion, (the McLeavys
are Catholic), the police, undertakers, and to a lesser
extent, nurses — the only female character in the play,
apart from the dead body of Mrs Mcleavy. essential to
the plot even though she is a corpse, is Fayv, & twenty-
ejaght yvear old nurse who has murdered seven husbands
and tatterly her patient, Mrs Mcleavy. Fay plans teo
marry Mr McbLeavy, once he gets over the shock of
discovering that his wife has left her money to the
nurse.

Fap._.I1'11 sort out some well meaning voung woman.

Bring her here. Introduce wou. I can
visualise her — medium height, slim, fair



hair. A regular visitor to some place of
worship. And an ex—-member of the League of
Mary.
Mol eavi. Seomeone Tike vouself?
(FPlaps, 196-197)

Charney says fLoof is stil11 highly autobicgraphical.
(Charney, 83) If so it represents Orton’'s most savage
attack upon the woman who gave him birth. For Mrs
McLeavy's son has no qualms about custing her freom the
coffin te make way for the "loot.," or cramming the beody
in a wardrobe. It is Tike selling a cadaver for cash —
a Burke and Hareish transaction which has its roots in

Orton's attitude towards his mother's body.

When Elsie Orton died, it seems Orton was totally at
ease around the body, in fact he appeared to be
ghoulishly fTascinated by Elsie’'s corpse and examined it
minutely. As his sister Leonie said:
He nearly had mother out of her coffin.._He was
picking her head up. What's this brown stuff? ‘tryv
and get her rings off.' 1 said, 'l den't want te.
He said, 'l do.' He wanted to see her feet. he was
opening her dressing gown. It’'s dncredible.’ he
said, 'doesn't she look bizarre.’' The kids were

screaming and I said, 'feor Christ's sake leave her
alone.’ (Bigsby, 45)

Mre McLeavy's false teeth and her glass eves, cone of
which goes missing, are key props in the pliay. Somehow
Orton must have inherited his mother's false teeth. for
a Few days after the funeral he took them into the
dressing reom at the Criterion where Loof was playving
and handed them to some members of the cast. A case of
Tife Tmitating art, perhaps, as Oscar Wilde advocated?

Orton receords their reaction in his dairy:



I1'd taken my mother's false teeth down to the

theatre. I said to Kenneth Cranham, "Here I

thouaght you'd Tike the originals." He said "What?”

"Teeth,”" 1 said. "Whose?" he said. "Mv mum's,"” I

said. He Tooked wvery sick...Simon Ward shook like

a jelly when [ gave them to him.

(fiaries, 47)

To have disrespect for the dead might be seen as going
against the culture’s most deeply rooted prejudices.
But I wonder if Orton's familiarity with Elsie Orton's
body, and his treatment of it, might indicate that he
had to pay a price for his status as "favourite son?"
Perhaps he'd seen it in different circumstances
simitarly unclothed? Certainly his behaviour with his
mother's body has deep psvchological implications. It
harkens back to such gruesome scenarios as grave
robbing and pulling gold teeth out of bodies at
Buchenwald, which begs the guestion, does Orton's
humour in Leoo? verge on the sick side? It might be, I
suppose, if Mrs MclLeavy's "body"” was T1ifelike, but
since it is thrown arocund with what amounts to gay
abanden, getting mistaken for a tailor's dummy in the

process, the audience has no doubt what it is "seeing™

~ no body.

But Orton's lack of respect for Elsie's bedy qis
mirrored by Hal's disrepect towards A¥s mum. Like
Orton, he has no qualms abeut handiing her organs, in
fact, he will de anything for money, +dincluding defiling
the corpse.
He (Hzl} fekes the screwdriver Ffrom Dennis,
and begins to wunscrew the cofFin Fid.

HFzl. It's the comics I read. Sure of qt.



flennis (wiping His Forehead with the back of his
hand}_. Think of wyour mum. Your Tlovely old
mum. She gave wyou birth.

Hz¥. 1 should thank anvbody for that?

Bennis. Cared Tor you. Washed vour nappies. You'd
be some kind of monster.
Hal takes the Tid oft the coffin.

HzI. Think what's at stake
e goss to wardrobe and wunlocks 7t.

Money.

He brings out the money. fDleninis picks up a
bundle of notes, looks inte cof¥in.

Bennis. Won't she rot 1t? The body Jjuices? I can't
beiieve 1t's possibie.

Hz 7. She's embalmed. Bood for centuries.
(Plays, 207-208)

They then find that the money will not fit into the
coffin whiie the body is still +in it, so they tip the

body into the wardrobe.

Pennis. What will we do with the body?
Hai. Bury if. In a mineshatt. Out in the country.

Or +Hin the marshes. Weigh the corpse with
rocks. (Plays, 208)

As in Pinter's Ffhe Homecoming, when Max reminisces
about his father and his dead wifs, Jessie, what has
occurred before renders the following ewxchangse

farcical:

Hal {(pause}. Take her clothes off?

Bennis. In order to avoid detection should her
remains be discovered.

Hz¥. Bury har naked? My own mum?
He goes fo the mirror and combs his fhair.
It's a Freudian nightmare. (FPilaws, 209)
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1f it is "Freudian" to take off his dead mother's
clothes, what is "it" to throw her body down a mine
shaftt? By Tar the most fFreudian aspect of these
exchanges is Hal's detachment, ending with his wisit to
the mirror and combing his hair. Even Truscott, whe s
aequally callous, is impressed:
fruscott. Your sense of detachment s terrifying,
lad. Most people would at least flinch upon
seeing their mother's eves and teeth handed
around l1ike nuts at Christmas.
(Plays, 272)
But Mrs Mcleavy's murderer, Nurse Fav, is also a
Freudian nightmare. She may be seen as an aspect of the
Terrible Mother who s fTar more dangerous to men (and
women) than Joyce, Kath or Mrs Vealfoy. Murderous,
money—hunaty, corrupt and totally emotionless, she goes
briskly about her business with a sort of icy
detachment whilst dressed in mourning and mouthing
religious platitudes.
sy, ...Really, 1 sometimes wonder whether 14iving
with that woman hasn't made a free
thinker of you. You must marry again atter &
decent interval.
Mol eavy. What's a decent dinterval?
Farv., A Tortnight would be long enough to ‘indicate

vour grief. We must keep abreast of the
times. (Plaps, 197)

Left to her own devices, who knows who would have been
next on Fay's hit 1ist but, unfortunately for her, hot
on her trail is someone equally murderous and corrupt

who happens to be a Scotiand Yard detective.
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Truscott of the Yard is a new sort of character in an
Orton play. Quiet, purposeful, and behind the facade of
efficiency, quite mad. Teamed up with Fay, Hal and
Dennis to make a sort of flying squad of the criminal
class., he may be another aspect of Orton's shadow,
Tatent until Orton became rich and famous: the powerful
Authority figure who can buy and sell people as easily

as he can arrange a death.

Since the vielence in Lwo# is not generated by any
criminal outsider, but comes from the representative of
the law, it has a special Hdrony. The important point
about Truscott is that he represents an aspect of the
police that is known to exist. Truscott is said to have
been modelled on a real Scotland Yard policeman.
Detective Sergeant Harold Challenor, who was the
subject of a police +Hinquiry in 1964 over his
unscrupulous, dishonest and brutal methods of catching
eriminals. {Lahr., 198) An enguiry found that Challenor
wag certifiably insane. Orton defines Truscott along
traditiconal police lines — methodical, heavy handed and
somewhat ponderous, and with a traditional method of
ohtaining evidence from the criminal classes, which
would be seen by many people as perfectly acceptable.
If he cannot get a confession voluntarily, he will besat
it out of a suspect. But primarily, Trusceott is
Authority gone mad, so the beating could be said to
take on a sinister aspect:

He [Hall hRai¥ furns away. Truscott brings hAis
Fist down on the back of Hal's neck. Hzl



cries out in pain asnd collapses on the Floor
rubbing his shouider.

Fay (Fndignant) . How dare vou. He's only a bov.

fruscat®. 1'm not impressed by his sex, miss.
{(To Hz7.) I asked for the truth.

Hz7. I'm telling the truth.. ..
Truscott kicks Hal violentiy., Hal cries out
it ferror and pain... fruscoett jeris Hael from
the Floor, beating and kicking and punching

Aim. He¥ screams with pain.
(Plays, 235-236)

Orton's arrest, trial, and subsequent prison sentence
for defacing library books, and the occasions when his
toitlet escapades brought him in contact with the law,
would have given him first hand experience of police
brutality and police mentality. Apart from the
Challenor source, we can be sure that there is some
truth in the Truscott character. For what are "the
police" but simply the reverse aspect of "the

criminal?” Orton's mischief does the rest.

Fzy. Can't he fetch the Pope’s photo?

fruscoft. Only if some responsible person
accompanies him.

HzF. You're a responsible person.

Truscotf. What proof do I have that I'm a
responsible person?

Penniis. If vou weren't responsible vou wouldn't be
given the powers to behave as vou do.

Truscoett removes his pipe, considers.
(Plays, 240-241)

and:
Fzy. You must prove me guilty. That is the law.
Truscott, You know nothing of the law. 1 know

nething of the law. That makes us equal in
the sight of the law.



Fay. I'm innocent ti11 I'm proved quiltty. This is
a free country. The law is impartial.

Fruscot?. Who's been filling veour head with that
irubbish?. . .When I make out my report 1 shall
say that vou've given me a confession...

Fawr. I shall deny that 1've confessed.

fruscot®., Perjury 1is a serious crime.

Fawy. Have yvou no respect Ffor the truth?

Frruscotf. We have a saying under the blue
Tamp 'Waste time on the truth and you'll be

pounding the beat until the day vou retire.
(Pilaws, 254-255%

As Mcleavy savs,. not quite in character, “"You're not
bloedy human that's for sure. We're being made the

victims of some kind of interplanetary rag.” (Fizys,

248}

As 1t turns out. the crucial irony in foo? is that
Mcl.eavy, the only seemingly honest and decent human
being in the play, will be put in prison and possibly
murdered so that a corrupt policeman. a mass murdering
nurse, his thief of a son and his son's best friend -
who have sex with each other as well as with females -
can share the proceeds of a bank robbery.
feleavy. IT'm dnnocent! ['m dnnocent? (4¢ +hHe door,
pause, a last waii?.} Oh, what a terrible
thing to happen to & man who's been kissed by
the Pope.
Meadows goes off with Moleavy,
Benris. What will you charge him with, Inspector?
Iruseott. 0Oh, anvthing will do.

Fay. Can accidental death be arranged?

frusecott. Anvthing can be arranged in prison....
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Fey. We'll bury vour father with your mother. That

will be nice for him, won't it7?
{FPlays, 274-275)

Howewver, Adrian Page in The Death of the Plapmwright?
says Mcleavy is not strictly dinnoccent in ejther & legal
sense or 1in terms of his awareness. This is because
Mcl.eavy did what any decent father would do in similar
circumstances, he failed to denocunce Hal when the Joot
is discoverad in Mrs Meleavv's coffin. What +is more,
McLeavy Tailed to demand that Truscott produce his
cradentials. {(Page., 148) However, 1 believe MclLeavy s
more a member of that naive section of the public that
believes the police are honest.
fleleavy. Oh, we can rely on public servants to
behave themselves...As a good citizen 1
ignore the stories which bring officialdom
into disrepute.
(Plays, 217)
Susan Rusinko, a professor of English at Bloomsburg
University, says that "Orton's social outrage is
nowhere focussed so sharply as in Lovf, which during
the 1986 season in New York. received its first
unanimous approving notices from American critics.”
(Rusinko, 20-91,) Perhaps this production succeeded due
to the casting. I beliave it is necessary in Loot fTor
all the major characters, with the exception of
MclLeavy, to be shamelessly and obwvicusly corrupt and to
relish that corruption: and for the really bad eggs,
Fay and Truscott, to be visually threatening. Ms
Rusinko writes that a critic, John Simon, describes Zoe

Wanamaker's rendition of the nurse [Fay] as the

"personification of female rottenness.,"” and that £Loof



iz Orton's funniest play. "going about its sascred
mission of a total demolition job with unfaiiing goocd

humour . " (Rusinkeo, 91) Another critic, Frank Rich, saw
Orton’'s leathal farce as one of the funniest and meanest
in the contemporary theatre, in which the charascters
often act Tike prim, well-mannered, God fearing
representatives of the bourgeoisie, even as their

private deeds and thoughts reek of greed. blasphemy,

sadism and Tust. (Rusinko, 91)

The sex in the play does not have a great deal to do
with the plot. Hal, one of the thieves, plans toc use
his share of the "loot" to start up a brothel, and his
brothel daydreams are given expression from time to
time during the play.
Hal. Afterwards ['11 take yvou to a remarkable
brothel I've found...Run by three Pakistanis
aged between ten and Tifteen. They do it Ffor

sweets. Part of their religion. Meet me at
seven. Stock up with Mars bars. (FPlavs, 2067)

And although Hal and Dennis have slept together, as Favy
says to Hal, "Even the sex you were born into isn't
safe from vour marauding,” (FPlays, 200} there is no
doubt they are presented as primarily heterosexual. The
homosexual references are somewhat obligque compared to
Hal's freguent mention of brothels and both his and

Dennis's profligacy.

fruscott. How many women have vou made pregnant?

fepnis. Five.
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fruscoftf. You scatter your seed along the
pavements without regard to age or sex.

(FPlayvs, 244)
The pliay ends with Dennis and Fay preparing to wed, for

as Dennis confasses early in Act One;

Pennis. 1 can't go to a brothel.

HzT. Why not?

Pennis. ...1'm trving te get up sufficient head of
steam to marry.

Ha¥. Have you anyone in mind?
Pennis. Your mum's nurse.. ..

Ha . You've had her? {flennis grins.} Knocked it
off? Really?

Peninis. Under that picture of the Sacred Heart.
You've seen it?

Hzal. In her room. QOften.
Dennis. On Wednesday nights while vou're training
at St Edmund’'s gymnasium....l'd like to get

married. It's the only thing I haven't tried.
(Plays, 2089-210)

Fay, of course, is a woman, and murderer or not,
Orton's misocgynistic treatment ensures she is the
sub ject of some verbal violence. Apart from the feamales
mentioned in Hal's brothel speeches, and Truscott's
wife: "My wife is a woman. Intelligence doasn't really
enter into the matter” (FPlsys, 270), Fay +is seen as
merchandise as much as the prostitutes described above.
Hz7. You'll never make it to the altar without my
help.
Fay. I need no help from yvou to get & man to bed.

Hzl. My father holds 11t as a cherished belief that
a whore is no Tit companion for a man.

Fzy. As & creed it has more to offer than most.
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Hz7. My mate Dennis has done vou. He speaks of it

with relish.

Fay. Young men pepper their conversation with
tales of rape. It creates s good impression.

Hzi. You never had ths blessing of a rape.
(Plawvs, Z223-224)

Lah+r says that, with feo#, Orton's laughter found new
strength, tilting against death, the Church,., the police
and British Justice. (Lahr, 188) But there is a danger
that the outrage — the directing of rage cutwasrds, has
become ocutragecus, Jjust as Orton's private 1ife became
more outradeous. This was probabliy because his growing
bank balance started to give him a sense of
invulnerability. In fact, he was beginning to realise
that far from being a downtrodden nobody, he was, as
his diary title confirms, very much a somebody. mavbe

God in FTact?

In Tom Wolfe's novel The Bonfire of the Vanities, the
central figure, Sherman McCoy, mid—thirties wheeler—

dealer on the bond market in New York, who lives +in an
apartment that cost $2.6 million, and can make $50,000
commission maerely by picking up a telephones, perceives

himself as a "Master of the Universe."

Patrick Carnes writes that the Master of the Universe
theme emergss in addicts’ Tives in many different ways.
But a constant s the raticnale that al11 is Jjustified
because of the addict's unigqueness, specialness or
superiority. In their addiction they are set apart from

others, either made of "the right stuff" or having soms
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special right or need others don't have. Being out of

control requires that vou have no Timits. {(Carnes, 183~

184Y for Sherman McCoyv, the Jogic was as follows:
it was in the air! It was a wave! Everywherea!
Inescapablel ... Sex!...There for the takinag....It
walked down the street...lt was splashed all over
shops! If vou were a young man and halifway alive,
what chance did you have?...Technically, he had
been unfaithful to his wife. Well, sure...but who
could remain monegamous with this, this tidal wave
of concupiscence rolilling across the worid? Chirist
almightv! A Master of the Universe couldn't be &

saint, after alil. It was unavoidable...vou can’t

doddge snowflakes, and this was a blizzard.
{(Wolfe, 54)

As Carnes notes, classical Greek playwrights warned of
such pride..."Ignoering their human limits was always
the undoing of the Greek heroces. It is the undeing of
addicts as well. For addicts, the theme of
invulnerability postpones the decision to get help."”

(Carnes, 184)

In his 1967 diary entries, Orton never acknowledges
that his Tifestyie might be the cause of his 1iving
problems. Being a Master of the Unijverse. he can manage
the sex, drugs and deteriocrating relationship with
Haliliwell and still continue to write. Lahr records,
Orton had Tong harboured fantasies of omnipotence which
in his novel Head fo Foe involived & new kind of writing
'that would create a seismic disturbance' whose 'shock

waves were capable of killing centuries afterwards.

(BHaries, 14)



Metaphor contains the clues to & writer's inner world.
During 1967, Leoof, with its coffin crammed with money
and its wardrobe crammed with a dead body, was on -in
the West End of London., enjoving a major run at the
Criterion theatre. In Tact, it was running at the time
of Elsie Orton's death and eight months later when

Orton was murdered.

Orton was very money conscious by then: his diary
records the ups and downs of the theatre "takings”
{loot). Full houses sometimes Tollowed newspaper
articles on Orton or radio interviews and television
appearances. Halliwell said Orton had become guite a

different person following his success, and he had. He

enjoved being a celebrity.

Money was reolling inte his bank account. 10,000 pounds
for the film script of lr Ageinst Ff, a reported
100,000 pounds for the film rights of foof. Lfooé also
bacame a metaphor for the celebrity status of a wvoung
man who won the 1866 £vening Standard "Play of the
Year" award, was interviewed by the BBC and prestigious
Sunday papers such as the Sunday Times, and was invited
to appear as a guest on TY talk and gquiz shows. 1967
was also the vear when he was finally recognised Hn

public. "You're Joe Orton."” a voung man says to him as
they wait at Gibraltar airport. {(£#7aries, 205) Orton

notes this is the first time he had been recognised.
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foot was seen by Orton and Halliwell on numerous
occasions during 1967, which might help to explain why
they died. As a sub—text to Loo#'s major themes of
mutr-der , robbery and corruption, there is the not so
minor one of sacrificing principles for money. Whether
Mcl.eavy helps dig his own grave or not, as Adrian Pags
claims, he surely does not deserve to die in prison
from an "accidental death." This may well have been
Halliwell's eventual fate had he merely murdered Orton
without committing suicide himself. McLeavy is the
Catholic version of Orton's stupidly upright but
inherently gullible and eminently disposable older man.
Kemp, Buchanan and McLeavy are the sort of people of
wheom one might sav. "He doesn't know what time it is.”
Their only recourse to the forces that are sent to
crush them is anger. self righteocusness and a small
weapon — Kemp has a stick., Buchanan a hammer., Mcleavy
various religious +icons, a portrait of Pope Pius XII
for example. It is Truscott who has the big weapons,
the symbolic truncheon all poliice carry whether it is
on thair person or not, and his pipe which is stuck in
his mouth or carried in his hand throughout the plav.
Bhat could be more threatening to the criminal c¢lass?

An archetype of Sherlock Helmes must have all the

answers.

Finally, though, what makes Loof work as great theatre
is 1ts tight plot and some truly great comic Tines. As

Orten szid in an interview with Peter Burton, he
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an_joved writing dialogue but found it could go o and
on without a plot and sub plot and ultimately lead
nowhere, "A plot gives you something to fall back on
and gives rise to¢ the l1ines dtself." (Burton. 80). Many

of these have their origin in Oscar Wilde's farnest.

For example, from Loof, MclLeavy to his son, Hal:

Mel.eavi. Oh, wicked, wicked. (W77ld7y.} These hairs
~ (Points.} - they're grey. You made them so.
I'd be a redhead today had you been an
accountant. (FPlays, 264)

From £fernesi:
Lady Bracknef?. ...] had some crumpets with {Lady
Harbury, who seems to be living entirely for

pleasure now. [that her husband has died].

Algernor. 1 hear her hair has turned quite gold
from arief.

Lady Bracknell. It certainly has changed colour.

fFrom what cause I, of coursse, cannot say.

(Act I, 318-323)
And the classics. From Leo#:

Aal. That's typical of vour upbringing, baby.

Every luxury was lavished upon vou — atheism.
breast—-feeding, circumcision. 1 had to make
my OWn wWay. (Playps, 209)

And from £Earnest:

Lady Braecknell. Every Tuxury that money could buy,
including christening, had been lavished upon

vou by your doting parents.
(Act TII, 441-443)

And my Tavourite — which although there is no
corresponding Tine in farnes?t, seems to typify Orton's
wicked gay sense of the ridiculous:

Truscotf: Have wvou never heard of Truscott? The
man who tracked down the Timbless girl

killer? Or was that sensation before your
time?

Hz7. Who would kill a limbless girl?

fruscoté. She was the killer. (FPlawys, 250)



It is a shame that the Timbless girl killer was not a
character in the pilay. casting her would have been

interesting.
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CHAPTER SIX: THE LAST RITES -
FUNERAL CGAMEST AND &HAT THE BUTLER SAW
LONOON, — 4 6i—-yesr old Anglican bishop has
resioned over aliegations of Tndecency with =
trainee monk. A spokesmarn said Bishop of
Gloucester Peter Sall resigrned after being
cautioned by police, who decided not fo chairge
Aim. The spokesman said, “A pre-requisite of beinag
ceutioned is & clear admission of guilit.”
"The Worltd" column, back page,.
Manawatu Evening Standard, Tuesday

9th March 1993. Item hs=aded,
"Sex 1ife Tike a monk!"” (sic)

Orton knew, as 1 know, that there are many pecoplie who
practise homosexuality who do not see themselves as
homosexual and. indeed, mav live Tn relationships with
a partner of the opposite sex. Secially, they ars
tharefore heterosexual, even though the physical
expression of their sexuality may be more with their
own gex. As mantioned elszewhere, sexuality and
spirituality may be seen as opposite sides of the sams
coin, which is why many of the clergy in ocur society

are closeted gays.

The Pastor/Bishop, Pringle, in Funeral Games certainiy
doas not practice homeosexuality. But unlike the Bishop
above, who obviously had a secret 1ife, the platitudes
Pringle applies to his religious calling are
outrageocusly parodiaed by his sexual nature. There is no
attempt to conceal this in the play. Sdimilarly.
McCorquodale, a member of the same profession, it now

"unfrocked,"”" hazs sexual objsctives sven if his 1ibido

canniot guite matcech his desires.



Orton saw neither Funerai Games nor his last play, #ad
the Butler Saw, both being produced after he died, but
those who did had mixed reactions. Bigsby savs that in
Funeral] Games, Orton “created & bewildering complex
plot which turns on the neat reversal of conventional

morality. {Biusby, 54) Maurice Charney callis the play

"surprisinaly unsuccesstul:;" {(Charney, 49) and Martin
Esslin says it s "a kind of Alberi Memorial of
mannerist prepostercusness and execrable taste.”
{Ess1in, 104) Written in 1966 for television, betw=en
his rewriting of Loof and #hat the Buller Saw, Funeral
Gamss was presented by Yorkshire Television in 1968,
aftter Orton’'s death, as part of a8 series entitled “The

Seven Deadly Virtues."” It was supposed to represent

"Charity."

The play ig interesting in terms of its presentation of
what may be seen as Orton's stock types. The vouna
hoodtum/agangster, who first appeared in Ffnfaer-taining
Sloane, returns: so do the older, {impotent man, the
power figure and the female Tigure who is manipulated

by men but not overpowered by them.

It is this last figure, Tessa, who 1is the meost
charitable person in the play. She is a "health

worker ," who vigits an elderly gentleman, McCorquodale,
an unfrocked priest. His wvital corgans seem to be on

their last legs.
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fessz. 1 washed vyvour face.
MelCoirquodaile. While 1 was uncoeonscious? You think
of everything. He pinches her cheesk) Did 1
wet myself?
Tessa. No.
FoCorguadale. That's because 1'm wearing a device.
I had it tailored by a vounag lady.
(Plays, 327)
The play has a complex plot. Pringle, an evangelical
preachar, who has sax with members of his female
congregation, suspects his wife, Tessa, of being
unfaithful with McCorguodale, a former member of his
church. Pringle employs a yvoung man, Caulfield., to
investigate and while he is doing so McCorquodale
confesses that he has murdered his wife, Valerie, for
having sex with Pringle. She is burised "under a ton of
smokelass" {(coal) in the cellar. Pringle decides that
Tessa's presumed unfaithfulness must be punished and
that she iz teo be "murdered" by his hired assassin.
Caulfield. This will give Prinagle “"a millieon pounds
worth of free publicity”™ and make him and his church
more attractive to female members of his flock:
He [Pringle] opens a Teather case and takes
out & s7ilver—backed clothes brush.
FPringife. This was & present from a woman
Journaltist. She wanted the privilege of

kissing hands that'd taken human 1ife.”
(Pilaps, 344

However, between them, Pringle and Caulfield botch the
attempt. Tessa suggests that in eorder to save face her
husband “pretends” to murder her. She sayvs she will

stay with McCorqueodale. The play ends with all the wain



characters being arrested, Pringle for the murder of
Valerie and the others as accessordies.

The most execrable aspect of the plav’s many execrable
aspects is Valerie's hand, which is severed by
Caulfield with a meat cleaver and placed in a biscuit
tin. Add to the hand and cleaver the necessities which
keep McCorguodale alive — hvpodermic syringes. enemas,
pills, blanket baths, anti-bed wetting devices and
smeltling salts, pius rubber glove and a rubber apron,
and the props create an impression of Dr Crippen or
Lizzie Borden at work +in an old folks home or mortuary,
or a museum of weird practices inte which the publiic is
allowed to peek. In other words, the macabre humour s
in much the same vein as Loot 's only more so. That
plav's Talse teeth, glass eve and mummitied body now
seem somewhat tame. Funeral Games, in fact, was

originally the title given to Loof.

It is a play that might be popular with today's radical
gay community because to some extent it satirises
evangelical religion, the purvevors of anti—homosexual
rhetoric. However . while there is no overtly pro—gay
message in the play, in the Orton tradition, it does
eulogise sexual licence, while at the same time,
praesenting some brilliant epiarams cohcerning the
sanctimoniocus religious practices of the fundamentally

insane Pringle:



Pringle's study. Caulfieid enfers.

Caulfield. My name is Caulfield. We spoke over the
telephone.

Pringle. 1 remember vou distinctly. Do come in.
Caulfield cioses the door.

Pringle. 53t down. Or kneel if vou prefer. I want
vou to behave naturally. Psuse. 5hall I vring
for a hassock?

Cauitfield. These chairs look comfortable.
He sits.

Pringle. Thev're unsuitable for trances. Are you a
praying man?

Caulfie?ld. I'm lost in thought cccasionally.
(Plays, 323)

And:
Pringile. I1've a bottle of water here from the Well
at Bethsaida...l have to keep it under
Jock and key. I can't trust the charwoman...
Will vou have a sip?
Caulfield (pause). Is it pure?
Pringle. It's reputed teo have miraculous powers...
I use it as a laxative myself.
(FPlay=, 324)
And:
FPringle._ .. What shape iz vour hot water bottle.
Cauifield. I haven't dot one.
Pringle. Too proud. Mine takes the form of a

cross. fThere's piety for vou.
{(Plays, 324-325)

New for Orton is a hint in the play that the charitable
actions of Tessa might Tead to some form of romantic
attachment between her and McCorquodale. Unlike Looé,
where it was money and lust that brought Fay and Dennis
together, in Fureral Games, McCorguodale's feelinags

towards Tegssa seem plain encugh:
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Tessa (puliling on e glfoves}). I've laid out the
needles. And the sterile wadding. 35fe kisses

fhis Forehesd. Tomerrow is Tibrary dav.

MocCorqguodsie. Get me something with racy
conversation.

Tessa., 1'11 phone vou before Tunch.

MeCorquodale. You're so exciting across the wires.
You could be a terrible flirt if vou'd only
refax....

Tessa. Nurse wWwill be over in an hour to give vou a
colonic drrigation. Hum to vourself if vou're
sad.

She goges out. Door slams. 57 fence.

MoCorguoda fe. Oh, thasse contemporary voung woman.
Mo romantic feelings. Brief and to the point.
{fle picks wup a hAyvoodermic syringe.} 1 must
sort out my volumes of photographs. She might
be interested in the visual arts. (He rolis
back his siseve.) My pictures of dizzy youth
in pre—war Berlin.

(Plays, 328-329)
When Tessa survives the murder attempts of Caulfielid
and Pringle, she agraduates from "heslth worker"” to
Tive-in companion to the old man. so there might b=
some hope for him. This s part of Pringle's insane
scheme, for to become a hero by murdering an adulterous
wife he decides that Tessa must become HMrs
McCorgquodale, while the dead Mrs McCorquodale, Valerie,
hecomes the ex Mrs Pringle. This has a stimulating
effect on McCorquodale's flaaging organs.

Tessaz. Where are your keys? 1'm going to pose as

vour wifea.

MeCorquoda e, 0Oh, vou dreadful up to the minute

people with your unhealthy pranks....0h, my
poot heart and kidnevs are fluttering like
Tove birds. (FPlays, 342)

The "romance" of the Tessa/McCorquodsie relationship is
countered by the lustful sexual appetites of Pringle.

Perhaps his character s based on an evangelical {igure



who sexually abused his followers? Plenty of such
characters crop up in history, especially in the United
States. But most likely Orton was merely drawing vet
anocther portrait of a man or woman with religious
Teanings, who s the antithesis of the Christian
religion's spiritual values, especially when it comes
to sex and the Seventh Commandment.
Pringle. At the moment I'm caught up in politics.
The wife of a top ranking Russian diplomat
came to see me at the praver centre and
begged to be allowed to betray the Marxist
cause.
Canuilfield. You admitted her to vour fliock?
Pringile. I had no choice. She’'s heavy breasted and
sensuous. I didn't want to trigaer off a

third world war.
(Plays, 343-344)

Orton may not have sesen religion as total humbug, but
he does not appear to have had much Taith in the
reasons wWhy people practise it.
Pringie...The Lord came to me. I made a Covenant
under the memcrial arbour in the garden of
the Lady with the Wand.

Cauilifield. One of the Sisterhood?

Pringle. A woman of agreat humility and private
fortune.

reulfield. She's wealthy?

FPringle. She’'s a lost sheep with a golden fleece.
(Pilaps, 335)

Unlike Kemp, Buchanan or Mcleavy, who ftamely surrender
to Tife’'s vicissitudes, McCorauedale, in spite of
appearing to be at death's door. is not an older man

who is prepared to lie down and die. Although his
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sexual non performance is a caricature of the standard
British jecke, he s not an unsympathetic figure. Being
an "unfrocked priest and Pringle’s enemy” guarantees
it, as does his poverty,., for his “"valuables amount to
one slashed picture and an oleocaraph of an eighteenth-
century lady." (Plawys, 329y His sexual probliem is
probably a joke in any culture =~ old man who cannot
perform sexually but would Tike to, dotes on voung
woman who can but will not. "I haven't committed
adultery. 1 wish te God [ could," (Plays, 330) he tells
Caulfield, who is as kinky as the rest of the
characters. "Have vou ever been birched? he asks

McCorquodale. Naturally. the latter has, "By experts.'

(Plays, 330)

Finally, the figure of Caulfield is interesting in that
althouch the voung hoodlum type and hired to 4777
Tessa, he iz net like Sloane and entirely self-centred.
In fact, he has a soft centre. As he says to
McCorquodale when he breaks in, "You shouldn't offer
hospitality to rough young men. They might terrorise
vou." (FPlays, 329) At the end of the scene, Caulfi=ld
untdertines his tenderness by wrapping & shawl around

the olid man.

There s a hint of Caulfield's possible bisexuality.
“Canifield enters wearing jeans and & singlet ves#, "
{(Plays, 347Y which is todav's gay uniform and was
probably just coming inte vogue +in Orten's day.

Caulfield’s "work" is alse +dinteresting:
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Caulfield. 1've an appointment at the nude
calendar shop. I've been commissioned to do
February.

Melorguoda e, The Church Gazette put out a nice
calendar. They might be able to use
you....Pass me my shawl. ['m quite exhausted.
I shan't sleep~walk tonight. (Caul¥ield wraps
Him Tn hHis shawl.,) How comfy I am.

(He pinches Caulfield’'s cheek.) You're a
good boy.

Caulfield. No 1'm bad.

MoCorquodale. As a bad boy vou're a complete
failure. Goednight lovey. Switch off the
Tight. (FPlay=s, 334)

And:
Pringle. I1've a job of work that wants doing.

Caulfield {(pause). 1 won't be a choirboy. I'm too
old.

Pringie. We've no time fTor choristers in the

Brotherhood. We've taken to handmaidens 1ike
ducks to water. {(Plajys, 325)

Orton's arowing preocccupation with penises also gets
another airing; circumcision., mentioned in Loof, is to

the fore sgain.

Molorquodaie. You're free?

Tessaz. 1 found a dagger at the bottem of the
truni.

MoCaorguodsle ... My knife for circumcising the
Faithtul.

fesss. You've been a Muslim, too?

floeCorguodale, Well, in Algiers during the
depression, I had to Jive. (P iays, 355)

There are one or two tense moments. Tessa is Tike the
silent movie heroines who get tied to a railway track

by the wililains only te be rescued just as the 6.15



axpiress looms around a bend. Pringle is about to shoot
her when Caulfield, aagain being charitable, hits him
over the head with a bottle. She then gets tied to a
chair by McCorquodale but resourcefully frees herself
prior to another assault. This time it is Caulfield's
turn to shoot her. He "“pushes the gun Fnto her Face. He
pulis the frigger. Click of barrel turning. He pulls
trigoer agsin. Click of barrel furoine."” (Plays, 357)
After surviving that, it is a surprise that she decides
that Valerie's unfaithfulness with Pringlie Justifies
her being butchered. She suddenly changes character and
gounds almost 1ikse Fav.
Tessa. Stealing my husband and concealing the fact
that she had one of her own. It’'s
scandalous behaviour.

Pringle picks up Tessa’'s coat. He holds 7
out Ffor her.

FPringife. This will have to come out st the trial?
Tessa. What trial? She tempted theLord. It would

be blasphemous to raise a hand in her
defence. (FPlaps, 358)

How the television audience reacted to Orton's
outrageous mixture of bodily fluids. religiocus
immorality and murder for publicity purposes [ have not
been able to find ocut. Yet we know from our news
sources that there is a great deal of truth in what
Funeral Games parodies. As Bigsby says, "It is an
impossible world, but one that is painfully close to
our own in which religion has all too often proved
simply another face of self-interest and vioclence, in

which the existence of structured actions has been



taken as evidence of cosmic meanings.” (Bigsby, 55) for
it s not zititudes that Orton is parodying and
attacking in the play, these are merely surftace
reflections of the culture anvway, but the pracftices of
people who lav c¢laim to authority and respect. This

especially applies fo characters such as Pringle.

What should be remembered iz that by the time the play
was written, Orton's lifestyle had undergone a dramatic
change. "Can't Buy Me Love” was the well-known title of
a Beatles song of the perioed. But that is what Orton
attempted to do in his forays to Morocco. "Orton's
characters are free to move,” says Bigsby, "indeed in
later plays they do so in a state of frenzy."”

(Bigsby, 63}

But it s movement without direction, and Tike
Beckett's characters, -dimprisonsd in sand, urns or
dustbins, they too are pulled downwards towards the
inaninate. (Bigsby, 63} Here Bigsby seems to be
implying that sexual anarchy s as much a prison as a
dugtbin. For what could be more inaninate than paying
for sex or having it anonymously in a public lavatory,
or swapping a live wife for a dead one, as Pringle dces
in Funeral Games. But Orton's "movement without
direction" may have been in response to forces outside

of himse’lf.
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Plellorquoda le. She was taken up to Heaven. In a
fiery chariot. Driven by an angel.

Ffessz. What nonsense. Valerie would never accept 3
1ift from a stranger...l'm going down to
gauge the fTull extent of yvour crimes.

She goes ow®.

Molorquodsle. (pause, weary). In the closet vou'll
find a rope...I bought it & month ago. I
intended hanging myself.

Caulfield. What stopped you?

Mol orquoda le. The weather turned nice.
(Pizws, 351)

The exchange above might well have bsen inspired by
Halliwell's many threats to take his own 1ife. How did
rton manage to maintain his sanity living with such a

man? He wrote about dinsanitv. the perfect antidote.

REPRAVED APPETITES — AHAT THE BUTLER SAW

Mick hurries into the hall. D Prentice
Aurries inteo the dispensary. Mrs Prentice
enters from the ward. Nick re-eniers trom the
frall weasring only wvnderpsnts and the helmet.
pon seeing Him Phrs Prentice shriesks and
backs away. Nick runs nte the gardern.

Mre Prentice (st the desil, weaskiyi. Qh, this place
is 1ike a madhousel . ..
fr Rance spaasks ta her gent iy peld wilth
Firmness.

Rarnce. Your depraved appetites may have

contributaed in part to vour husband's

breakdown.
(FPlays, 4272-423)

Orton's final play. #Aaat the Putler Saw, takes place
inside a madhouse or, since he has cgone up—market, it
is termed "2 private ofinie.” In this ciinic there are.

presumably. patients, but we never meet any, there s



no need, the familyv and "friends" we are about to meet

behave as madly as any inmates.

It owes much to Oscar Wilde's The Imporfance of Feinag
Earnest. Indeed, the name of the leading character,
Prentice, is altmost an anagram of "importance." and all
the Tetters in "Rance." another character +in the playv,

are culled from importance also.

"T'd 1ike to write a plav as good as...Efarnest," Orton
had said in 1966," (Lahi- 277) and with #hat tHe Butler
Saw he moves into the middle—upper class milieu that
allows him to copy the stylistic speech patterns of
Wilde's characters. But the biggest debt owed to Wilde
is the play's dencuement, with a hotel Tinen cupboard
serving the same purpose as the handbaag in Wilde's
play, and Tost children being reunited with their

parents.

Thus Nick and Geraldine, the young man and voung woman
in the plav, brought up by adoptive parents, discover
they are the missing twins of Mrs Prentice, who
conceived them in the cupboard during a power cut. By
"doing it in the dark" she does not know the father's
identity, and as she was engaged to & "promising voung
psychiatrist” at the time, "decided to abandon her
children to their fate." When they learn this, the news
craeates no sense of outrage from either of her children
or the father., for 1o and behold, the father turns out

to be none other than the "promising voung
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psychiatrist” whom she has married, her husband Dr
Prentice. Thus the parents are reunited with their
children, and alseo each other., as the T1inen cupboard
represents their sexual and emotional high point.

Plrs Prentice. From this time on we'll never maks
Tove except in a linen cupboard. (FPlays, 448)

However these revelations also reveal that unknown to
any of the parties concerned, Mrs Prentice has had an
incestucus relationship with her son and Dr Prentice
has spent moest of the play trying to seduce his
daughter, which gives -immeasurable pleasure to Dr
Rance, a visiting psychiatrist. For his time at the
Prentice's establishment has given him the material for
a best-selling book and "double incest"” s the -Hicing on
the cake of his mumbo—Jjumbo psychiatric theories.

Rance. (to Prenitice, wild with delight}. If you
are this child’'s father my book can be
written in good faith - she & the victim of
an incestuous assault!

Mrs Prentice. And so am 1, doctor! My son has a
colliection of ‘Hindecent photographs which
prove beyvond doubt that he made free with me
in the same hotel -~ dndeed n the same 1inen
cupboard where his conception took place.

Rance. 0h, what joy this discovery gives me!l
{Embracing frs Prentice, Gereldine ond Mick.}
Double incest is even more Tikely to produce
a best seller than murder — and this is as it
should be fTor love must bring areater Joy

than vioclence.

fveairyone embiraces one snofher. (Plays, 446)

That the characters never bat an evelid over these
revelations may be an indication of why the play was
very nearly beoed off the stage on opening night in

1969, not by the patirons in the stalis or circle. but
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bv those in the gallery. (Lahr, 276) For people +4in the
cheap seats asre most Tikely to be uninhibited about
expressing their feelings, while thoeose 1n the dearer
seats have probabliy come for the cccasion rather than
te ceonsider the dimplications of "double incest."” But
wharever an audience is seated, those with some sort of
finger on the nation's sexual pulise would realise that
Orton was not advocating sexual anarchy, but merely
presenting variations on the sexual kinkiness and
parversions of the British ruling elite which are
widely reported in the popular British press. The same
may be said of the play's American audience for it

caused "nightly walk—outs"” when presented at the John
Draew Theatre during the prestigious Newport Summsar
Fastival in 1975, although it was not the patrons in
the cheap seats who were offended as much as the

establistiment matrons in the front rows.

(Duberman, 185)

Througheout #hat the Putier Saw, the characters use
catch phrases which describe their state of mind and
which could apply to Orton's deterdiorating relationship
with HaTliwell. Perhaps through his writing., which he
must have shared with bhis partner. he was expressing
what could not be directly expressgsed in conversation or

in his diarv.

"Things are getting out of control.” (FPiays, 421) "This
place is like a madhouse." (Plays, 422 And for anvons

who might be influenced by the laws of cause and
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effect, "Lunatics are melicdramatic...The ugly shadow of
anti—-Christ stalks this house." (Plays, 427) But Orton
also wrote "prophetic" Tines which apply more to his
own behaviour than to Halliwell's. "Your depraved
appetites may have contributed in part to your

husband's breakdown," (Plays, 423) says v Rance to Mrs
Prentice, convinced that the "naked men" she has seen
are delusions and hallucinations. But what Mrs Prentice
(and Halliwell) want is simply someone to listen to and
heed their reqguests. "I don't want drugs. I want
account taken of my sexual nature,” savs Mrs Prentice,

(FPiaps 423) another way of saving that she wants her

emotional needs met too.

There is also the famous phrase that Lahr uses for the
titie of the last chapter of FPrick Up Your fars, "The
Freaks Role Call." The complete line reads, "Marriage

excuses no—one the freaks' roll <all." (Plays, 409)

This might be seen as the c¢limactic line +in Orton’'s
Tife. If he had a message to deliver to audiences and
readers surely it was that. What the butler saw in &khast
the Butler Ssw, Loot and The Erpingham Campe and, to a
lesser extent in all Orten's playvs, was that peonle who
label themselves "suburban," "authority figures" or
"sane" are often anything but., and that, as lLahr puts
it, "Society's compulsion to categorise" (Lahr, Z68)
can provide broadly comic possibilities., 1.e. when
married couples are seen as "normal” simpliy because

they are married, or bovs and girls ars defined as male



and Temale simply because thev are wearing male or
female garments. That seems to be Orton's almost

desperate plea in this play, but s this news?

While admiring Orton's "obvious brilliance and
intelligence," and calling &hat fthe Butisr Sasw his
"most accomplished play,” Martin Esslin says that the
play provides no insights, the characters are simply
ot of this world, being pure constructs, and that the

jdea that psyvchiatrists may be crazier than their

patients iz not an insight, not even an obhservation: it

is simply an old, oft-repeated cliche. On reflection,
he adds, the play amounits to nothing more than an

fipressive piece of Jjuggling. (Esslin., 106)

This is probably soms sort of testimony to Orton's

final few months on the planet. To write a play with as

complex a plet as #hat the Bufifer S5zw whilst attending
to the neuroticisms of his Tover and continuing alimost
nightly tours of inner London's gents' toilets must
have taken a constiderable amount of Jjuggling. In fact
it takes & dgreat deal more Apolionian characteristics
to do this than Dionysian. But [ do not entirely zagree

with Esslin.

Whilae the phvsical violencs in #hat the Butier Saw is
confined fto a couple of stapped faces and a short
exchandge of gunftire which wounds two of the male
characters, Nick and Sergeant Match, it is farcical

compared to the emotional and verbal violence which s
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usually seen and heard in the context of sex, much of
it of the furtive, clammy hand wvariety, which s

probably what sex is to manv people anvyway.

The heavy breathing starts immediately the play opens
when Geraldine, the first of three intruders, arrives
at the private c¢ltinic of the Prentices for a Jjob
interview. She wants to be Dr Prentice's secretary and
althcough skilled in shorthand cannot tvpe. This,
however , may not be a prerequisite for the position.
fr Prentice. Perhaps you have other gualities that
aren't immediately apparent. Lie on that
couch...And kindly remove vour stockings. 1
wish to see what effect vour step—mother’'s
death had upon vour legs...As I thought.
You've a fTebrile condition of the calves.

You're guite wise to have a check up
. ..Undress. (Play=s, 3060)

So begins the first of many sexually implicit dincidents
in #hat the Butler Saw, @ play which follows the
fortunes and misfortunes of a childless married couple
who, like George and Martha in Edward Albee's #ho's
Afiraid of Virginia bool¥, have a hate/hate relationship

built on a bedrock of mutual self lToathing.

Prentice. She's an example of in—breeding among
the Tobelia growing classes. A failure in
eugenics, combined with & taste Tor alcohol
and sexual -Antercourse., makes it undesirable
for her to bacome & mother.

e Prentice (quietiy). 1 hardly ever have sexual
intercourse.

Prantice. You were born with vour legs apart.
They'1ll send vou to the grave in a Y-shaped
cofFfim.

Mg Praentice (with a brittie fzaugh). My trouble
stems from your inadequacy as a lover!...You



must've learnt vour technique from a
Christmas cracker. ¢(Her mouth fTwists
intae & sneer.} Rejuvenation pills have
no effect on wvou. (Plays, 371)

When Mrs Prentice Tirst appears we soon learn that she,
hearkening back to Kath in S7eane, is "in the rude”
under her fur coat, having been robbed of her other
clothes whilst attendinag a coven of Tlesbians at the
Station Hotel. By these means Orton announces the

status of the leading female character in the plav.

Geralidine, too, is the subject of a great number of
indignities. She has her hair chopped off, gets
injected with drugs, put into a strait Jjacket, wears
onty & pair of panties and bra throughout much of the
second act, and is almost driven insane.

Geraldine (frussed up and unablfe to movel. What
have I done to deserve this? I've always Ted
such a respectable Tife.

Rance., Your mind has given way. You'll find the
experience invaluable in yvour efforts to come

to terms with twentieth century living...

Geraldine (weepimg biftterlyi. This s dreadful.
Dreadful.

Rence. I'm glad vou're adopting a more responsible
attitude. (FPlayps, 438)

With Mrs Prentice, Orton may have been trying to create
a character similar to that of Lady Bracknell in 7The
Importence of Being farnest, a formidable, threatening
figure who rules the roost. But Mrs Prentice’s
vindictiveness is no match for that of her husband. She
aiso reaches for the whisky bottle every time a crisis

threatens; not very Lady Bracknell-1ike.



The secend intruder +is Micholas Beckett, a young hotel
belt boy who has Jjust robbed and alse tried,
successfully or unsuccessfully, 1 am not quite sure, to
rape Mrs Prentice. A young heoodlum with winning ways,
in the mould of Orton’'s previous young males,. his
primary interest is blackmail. He offers to sell Mrs
Prentice the "photographs" of their sexual encounter:
Mrs Prentice {(open—mouthed). When I gave myself to
yvou the contract didn’'t include cinemat-ic
rights.
Nick. 1'd Tike & hundred gquid Tor the negatives.

You've got until lunchtime.
(Playps, 370)

But he also wants the same job as Geraldine, which adds
to the complications.
Nick. Can you Tind me a worthwhile job7? I had a
hard beyhood.
Mrs Prentice. What kind of Jjob do you want?
Mick. I'm an expert typist...
frs Prentice. ...I1'm willinag to pay for the
photographs, but I can't possibly recommend
vour typing.

Nick. I want a hundred pounds and the post of
secretary te vour husband.

Mg Prentice. You put me in an Tmpossible
position.

Mick. No position is impossible when vou're wvoung

and healthy.
(Plays, 370)

Here Orton reveals one of many neat twists in his pleot.
The two "applicants” for the post of Dr Prentice's

secretary have complementary skills. Geraldine can take
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shorthand and Nick can type, which makes them both
equal candidates for the Jjoh of secretary. What 1is

motre, in the play they swap clothes and identities.

This allows Orton to state his case about perversion
and so called normalcecy. Thus Prentice, accused bwv Rance
and Sergeant Matceh of +dnterfering with young Nick, is
totally innocent for the "boy" is really a "girl"
wearing male clothing. Dr Prantice knows this, so does
the audience, which makes the "pervert's" behaviour
parfectly proper. Similarly, Mrs Prentice can examine
the young man with parfect propriety because "he” s
dressed as a woman. Swapping garments in &haf fthe
Butler 5aw might be a metaphor for a gay man's sexual
ambivalence, but it is there to demonstirate how easy it
is te Jump teo the wrong conclusions., simply because the
signiftiers of sex — one's outer garments — de not

necessarily signify reality.

However, while there is no hint that Geraldine's
behaviocur might dnclude lesbianism., like Sleane, Hal,
Dennis and Caulfield in Orton's =zarlier plays, Nick is

of a free wheeling sexual nature.

Mick...I met Dr Prentice quite by chance. 1 took
to him instantly. After a short conversation
during which we discussed sex matters in an
uninhibited and free—wheeling way, he asked
me 1T I'd mind dressing up as a woman. 1
agreed to his suggestion having heard that
transvestitism is no leonger held to be a
dangerous debilitating vice...

Rance, Have you aided other young men in their
perverted follies?



Mick. During my Tlast term at school I was the
slave of a corporal of the Welsh Fusiliers.

Rance. Were you never warned of the dangers
inherent in such relationships?

AMick. When he was posted abroad he gave me a copy
of 'The Way to Healthy Manhood.’
{Pilays, 433)
The arrival of the third intruder, Dr Rance, a
psychiatrist investigating the clinic on behalf of Her
Ma Jesty's Bovernment, Dr Prentice's "immediate
superiors 1n madness.” puts the cat amongst the
pigeons. Br Rance, the stock figure Esslin mentions, a
psychiatrist who is madder than his patients,
victimises the lot of them, and s the cataiyst for
most of the play's subsequent action. His madness s
establishad immediately.
Rznce. You may speak Treely in front of me. I
represent Her Majesty's Government. Your
immediate superiors in madness. ['m from the

Commigssioners.

FPrentice (worried., ftaking ofF his spectascies}.
Which branch?

Rarnce. The mental branch.

Prentice. Do vou cover asyviums proper? Or Jjust
houses of tentative madness?

Rance. My brief is infinite. 1'd have sway over a
rabbit hutch 4f the inmates ware mentally

disturbed.
(FPlaps, 376}

With #hatf fhe Butfer Saw. Orton enters the world of
professicnal, upper class people. This gives him the
Tegitimate copportunity to write dialogus that echoes
the epigrams found in his hero., Wilde's, masterpiece,
The Importaznce of Being farnest. It i this aspect of

the play that doesn’'t work tooc well. As Dawvid L Hirst
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says 1n The Comedy ofF Planners, as Orton develops as a
playwright, "Not only does the social environment., and
with it the style change, but ths basic dramatic
structure of his plays develops as Orton moves further
and further dnte the realms of farce [and] as his
desire to shock becomaes more pronocunced, the frenetic
pace of his last play is matched by the ever increasing
allusions to sexual perversion and depravity.” (Hirst.
87) Wildean stvle speech patterns sit rather uneasily
with the sexual innuendo of the subject matter. Fast-—
paced farce which +includes numerous entries and exits
on a set that has four doors, is melded with heavily
epigrammatic speeches which surely rely on a measur=d
delivery to have maximum effect. But, as Hirst savs,
"the real preoblem ig that Orton has allowed his desire
to write funny dialogue to ovarrule any consideration
of true characterization." (Hirst, 106) Hirst seems to
be particularly uncomfortable about Geraldine who, he
says, as play prodgresses, is presented as a rather
naive, dim secretary, the straight character around
whom the farce is built, yvet she s given Tines every
bit as witty as Prentice’s. (Hirst 106) Hirst may be
wrong there. She might be seen as "normal"” rather than
"dim," atthough in the following exchange., there s an
element of the "innocent” but very smart Cecily from
Farnest in Geraldine's replies, rather than their being
those of a typist who can do shorthand but hasn't
"Magstered the kevboard f{can’'t tvpe]. My money ran out,

you see." (Flaps 3565)



ffera ldine. ['ve never undressed Tn fronmt of a man
before.

Prarntice. 1 shall take account of your
inexperience in these matters...

Caraldine. 1 couldn't alTlow a man te touch me
while I was unclothed.

Prenftice. I shall wear rubber gloves....

Gera ldine. How long would I have to remain
undressed?

Erentice. 1T your reactions are normal vou'll be
back on your feet in next to no time.

Geraldine. My headmistress made no mention of this
in her booklet "Hints te¢ the School-Teaver.'

Prentice. The chapter dealing with medical
examinations may have baeen omitted from ths
text.

Geara Idine. But that wouid be ridicuious in a work

intended only for uses in schools!
(Pizays, 306-367)

Similariy, Hirst notes that when Di- Rance arrives "it
rapidliy becomes c¢liear that his mental agility is
anployed for wverbal effect rather than to achieve any

concrete aim." As Hirst points out, unlike in Loof
whare the characters have the c¢lear—cut and direct
motivations of sex and money as objectives, the figures
in &kat the Butler S5aw "have very negative responses
which govern their actions...they are concerned either

to avoid a confrontation with reality or to solve the

paradoxes of the zituation.” {(Hirst, 108)

But the most unsatisfactory aspect of the plav's
Tanguage is the Jjuxtaposition of witty Wildean epigrams
deliverad in a mannerist style with sexually explicit
phraseoclogy that belongs in the bhack streets rather

than Hariey Street. Much of this s directed at Mrs

156



Prentice, who 1is the representative of the middle class
woman who first appeared as Mrs Vealfoy in Fhe Good snd
Fatthiul Servent, and whom Orton said he hated. fin &hat
#the Butler 5aw, she is subjecied to verbal and some
physical violence, mostly delivered by her husband but

also from Dr Rance.

Mick. Have yvou a family, =ir?

Frentice. No. My wife said breast feeding would
spoil her shape. Though, from what I
remember, it would've been improved hy a
Tittle nibbling.

Mrs Prenfice gives & nervy ftoss of her hesd
and drinks whisky. {Piaws, 371)

When Mrs Prentice gets her own back by commenting on Dr
Prentice's performance, the humour is appropriate and

somehow seems TFunny.

Mrs Prentice. My trouble stems from vour
inadequacy as a lover. It's embarrassing. You
must’'ve learned your technique from a
Christmas cracker. (Plays, 371)

Just pricirr to this, while interviewing Geraldine,
Prentice has reaevealed more intimate and unsavoury

detzails of hig wife.

Geraldine. What is Mrs Prentice like. doctor? I['wve
heard so many stories about her?
She puifs her dress aside and stands in her
pEnties and bra.

Prentice., My wife is & nymphomaniac. Consequently,
tike the Holy Graii, she’'s ardently soucht
atter by young men. I married her for her
money and, upon discovering her to be
penniless, I attempted to throttlie her. She
escaped my murdercus fury and I've had to
Tive with her malice ever since.



Geraldine (with & sigh}. Poor Dr Prentice...l wish
there was something I could do to cheer vou

up .
She pulls close the curitzins. r Prentice
puts on @ white surgical cost.

Frentice. Well, my dear, if it'11 give you any

pleasure you ¢an test my new contraceptive
device. (Plaps, 368)

And although some people might find the following
statement funny, it clearly Tabels Mrs Prentice as a
sex ob ject.
Fraentice. ...Despite all appearances to the
contrary, Mrs Prentice is harder to get into

than the reading room at the British Museum.
(Plas, 396)

I am not wvery comfortable about these Tines from a
"gav" plavwright. Far from being "swift, witty,
subversive," they are below the belt. If Prentice
speaks for Orton he speaks with a tongue still dipped
in mother—hate. What is more, Mrs Prentice gets slapped
around .
Mrs Prentfice. There's a policeman outside. Naked
and covered in blood.
Rance. The bounds of decency have long been
oversteppbed in this house. ¢He =slaps fhar
Face.l Your subconscious cannot be encouraged
in its skulduggery. (Plays, 439)
The final dintruder 1is Sergsant Match, a policeman,
pursuing both Nick and Geraldine, the fTormer for having
sexually assaulted at the Station Hotel what Nick calls
school girls and the sergeant calls school children,
and Geraldine for suspected possession of the 1ife size

phallus which has gone missing from 5%ir Winston

Churchill's statue.



This Oionysian fertility syvmbol spends all but the last
few seconds of the playv hidden in a cardboard box.
Then, as the THinal, defiant act of the trickster., Orton
has the pelice sergeant hold it up for the plav’s
characters and audience to see. It may only be bronze
but how Orton must have enjoyved the idea of a
representative of the patriarchal ltawmakers handling
someoneg =lse’'s prick, and one which has inspiraticnal

gualities due to its sizel

... Sergeaent Match opens the box, lTooks
fnside, and gives & sigh.

Mztch. The Great Man can once more take up his
place in the High Street as an example to us
211 of the spirit that won the Battle of
Britain.
Serrgeant Match takes Firrom the box and Holds
up & section from z larger than l1ife-sized
bronze statue. Deep intzkes ot breath Trom
ever yone.

Rance (with admiration}. How much more inspiring
if, in those dark days, we'd seen what we see
now. Instead we had to be content with a
cigar — the symbecl falling ftar short, as we
realise, of the object ditself.

The dying sunlight firrom the garden and the
Hlaze from sbove gild Sergesnt batch as fe
holds Righ the netion's heritage.

(Fiays, 447—-448)

Ever the Hdronist, in the final exchange Orton takes a
Jab at the cover ups which are a fTeature of the sexual
indiscretions of the middlie and upper classes.
Prentice. Well Sergeant, we have been instrumental
in uncovering a number of remarkable
paccadilloes today. I'm sure yvou'll cooperate
in keeping them out of the papers?
Aatcehq. 1 will, sir.
Rance. 1'm glad you don't despise tradition. Let

us put our clothes on and face the world.
(Pilaps, 448)

[
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Between that exchange and the opening one between
Prentice and Geraldine, the peccadilloes that Orton
introduces Tnclude, as mentioned, double incest —
mother with son and father with daughter, (although we
do not know of these relationships untii the play's
denocuamant), transvestitism, nudity, paedearasty,
necrophilia, homosexuality, sadism, masochism and last

but not least, madness.

On the other hand., considering that the representaive
of Authority, Dr Rance, presented throughout as mad,
has the last word in the play, Orton may be trying to
make the point that insanity inevitably rules.
Foellowing an entrance that signalled the beginning of
total diseorder, Rance'’'s mavhem continues to the point
where he gives himself an injection of a drug he was
going to give to Geraldine, thus signifying a total

descent inte madness:

Mrs Prentice. Shall [ swab the patient's arm?

Rance. You don't dmagine I'm wasting this stuff on
her., do vou? (He rolls back fAis sleeve.} At
five guineas an ounce it would be criminal.
{He gives AimselfF asn injection.)} Go and call
the police.

(Plzys, 439)

Yet he survives to join the others on the rope ladder
"into the blazing Tight.” Truly a triumph for Dionysus.
thay pick up their clTothes znd wesry,

& leeding, drugged and drunk, colimb the raope
ladder into the blazing 1ight. (Plzyves, 448}
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Sex and madness, madness and sex, in the hands of a oayv
playwright, these certainly constitute ideal subjects
for a aay play. #hat the Butler Ssw certainly does have
a crazy. frenetic pace, plus mad camp characters {(who
are given occasional camp dialogue). But is it a gay
play in the sense that the Imporitance oF Being farnest
i a gay play - swift, witty, subversive? Certainiy it
is swiftt and witty, but its subversiveness relies on
the type of humour [ would classify as "British
seaside,"” heavily relifant on smut.

So the answer must be "no.” What spoiis it is the
underlying misogyny and the implicit sexual degradation
ot females. Once again, vioclence too comes into the
action, but it is the mad or distraught characters who
fire the guns, so there is a non—serious guality to it:
and even though the playwright’'s stage directions taik
of "Match.._streaming with bloed,” (Flays, 448) since
Match is wearing a lsopard-spotited dress, {shades of
Kenny in &rpinghman), a policeman in a dress, however

bloocdy, is obwiously a figure from farce.

However, there is no denying much of the smut would be
interasting to a psycholegist, sspacially the
progression of Orton's phallic fetighism from the
circumcisions menticoned in Loot and funerzsl Games, to
the larger—than—1ife phallus of one of Britain's finest
men, Sir HWinston Churchill, blown off its status by a

gus explosion and in Geraldine's posession.



It is an old fashioned psychological wview that one of
the foundations of a homosexual phallus fetishism is s
sense of inferior masculinity. "The refined type of
homosexual s wsually most strongly attracted by &
tough, aggressive muscular male, often of a Tower
social c¢lass than his own," went & 1957 article by
Anthony Storr +in the July 1257 Hdssue of the Jouwrnal? of
Analvtical Psypchology. [Hopcke, 96) S0 Orton's ides
that. in presenting a penis on stage, he had pulled off
the ultimate coup might be szen as misfiring. Yet there
might be something in the Hidea that Winston Churchill’'s
phallus s a metaphor for both male sexual power and
male political, economic and social power, the very
power that Orton was now able o command due tc his
succeaess. That this phallic power was subtly wislded
over Halliwell seems ¢lear, Jjust as Drs Prentice and
Rance wield it over the characters they control in #&hasé

the Bufier Sow.

The play might be seen as the last of a trileogyv that
caelebrates the grotesqueness of "the family.,'" as seen
through the eves of a playwright whose own family may

have been as incestucus as those he wrote about.

Patrick Carnes has no doubts that people who are
addictaed to sax are often themsslves victims of sexual
abuse. What follows is therefore pure conjecture, but

may have some element of truth.



It is my belief that Orton, whom we know to have been
the victim of emotional abuse in his family of origin
(l.ahr, 37-52), and whose diaries chart the multiple use
of druas and sex as an escape from dealing with the
reglities of his relationship with Halliwell, might
ailso have been, like the Prentices, a member of a
family that indulged in incestuocus practices. Thess
nractices may well have bzen common knowledge within
the wider family circle but certainly would not be
disclosed to anyone, Teast of a1l teo Orton’s
hicagrapher, John Lahr. Incest and sexual abuse within
families are not subjects that are freely discussead,

especially by working class families.

It does not take a quantum Teap of the imagination to

"sea" f£lsie Orton returning drunk from the pub perhaps
seaking solace and sympathy from her eldest son, even

if she only went into his room and gave him a cuddle.

There are sexual ways of cuddling, and Lahr save that

she never had sex with her husband after 1945.

{(Laht+, 44)

As Carnes point out, sexual addiction becomes a way to
survive or cope with c¢risis, escape from pain, and
nurture oneself. It is also "triggered” by memorias or
parallel situations. {(Carnes, 128) It seems more than a
co—incidence that Orton's desire for anonymous sex
cutside his relationship seems to have got out of hand
when he began to write about dncestuocus relatienships

in hiz three major stage plays.



In Siozne the voung protagonist becomes invelved with a
semi~-incestuous brother and sister sel up. In Loof, as
the death of the Mcleavys disposes of one set of
parents, a fTar more grotesque set, the murderer Fay and
the bisexual thief, Dennis, takes their place. Finally,
in st the Butler Saw, the "happy family"” is presented
in its most agreotesque form with the incestuous intimacy
of the Prentices and their twin children who clamber up

the rope ladder to Tace the world at the end of the

play.

Denial is a key inaredient in families where zsbuse
takes place, {Carnes, 130-135) and denial seems to have
been a key facteor in Orton remaining with Halliwell
lTong enough for him to be butchered. That the pair had
Tittle in common other thanm a familiarity which, Tike
the Prentices,’' had bred contempt, seems clear enough.
In fact, the relationship between Dr Prentice and his
wife is a continual battle to achieve dominance through
the use of vielent languasge, o by using a third party
as the revendge catalyst. Thus Dr Prentice uses
Geraldine, and Mrs Prentice, Nick and D Rance, to
score points off one other. In fact. with Mrs Prentice,
it is more than points scoring, she never has a gualm
in assisting Dr Rance either to certify her husband or

shoot him.

But whatever the dynamics of the plav’s relationships,

it must be said that the piay does not work at the most



basic level. With #iad fthe Bufler Szw, Orton has
finally gone up—market enough for him to use the
Tanguage of the upper classes as it was spoken in the
1ife and times of his hero, Oscar Wilde. Thus he
presents an over the top French farce which requires
frenzied rushing about with the =zpigrammatic Tanguage
of a Wildean comedy of high manners, the former aimed
at the region between navel and knee, the latter
reguiring polish and finegsse and aimed at the
intellect. These stvles arse incompatiblie and the plavy,
though an incredibly brave attempt, falls between these

stools.
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CONCLUSION

Once Dedipus discevers he has sexually penetirated
the mother, he tears out his eyes while she commits
suicide. The dark linen cupboard where the Prentices
conceived their children and where their male child
has sex with his mother, is dndeed a metaphor that
connects #het tHe Futiser Ssw to the larger tdssues of
Joe Orteon’s T1ife. S0 too is the rope ladder up which
the play's characters "drugged and drunk"” ascend

into the blazing 1-ight.

That this T1ife might one day be the subject of a
Ffruitful psvchological study, as Martin Essiin
sugaests, (Esslin, 106) s an "interesting
possibility. For the Orton of the dark cupboard and
the ascent ars interconnsected in ways which only &

thorough and expert investigation wmight uncover.

We can only surmise what the dark cupbeoard meant to
Orton. Perhaps the attitude his parents had towards
the act which resulted in the birth of four
children? Certainiy, there seems to have been very
Tittle love between his mother and father, and tﬁeir
empty,. surfzce Tlife together is refliscted in the
diatribaes which the Prantices launch against one

anothet .



Did Orton Tinally "kill"” Eisie off with the rape of
fMirs Prentice? Certainly his anima figure would have
been areatly changed during the vesars of his
success. Nurturing females such as Penelope Gilidiat:
the very important mother substitute, his agent,
Maragaret (Peggy) Ramsey, and actors such as Sheila
Ballantine and Andrienne Corri, would have given him
a whole new concept of women. It is as it the
Unconscious, kneowing that the psyvche needs to be
healed, directs the damagaed man towards the
archetype Good Mothser. Nete that these women were
alsce available teo Halliwell, but althouagh thev would

have been helpful., his wounds wetre desper.

Much is made in Lahr's book about what Haliiwell
meant to Orton in terms of father ficursa or father
substitute, but to understand their relationship it
is obviously necessary to understand what Orton
meant to Halliwell. Quite clearly, the younger man
was the older man's peossession, his acolyte and
pupil. In fact, for much of thair 1ife together,
Halliwell must have bathed +in the Tight of the
youndsr man's admiration if net adulation. This
wouild have sustainaed Halliwell through all their
shared failures, but could not sustain him when
Orton became a published and performed author. Thus
the worm turned, and when the pressure went on Orton

te ramain within Halliwell's orbit, he made the

167
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decision to stay and vet go — to stay within the

Tiving arrangements but to sexually disengage.

Thus the cramped living room of theair shared bea-
sitter became both womb and eventually the tomb of
Orton's talent. The plays gradually descend morally
as they ascend socialily. peinting to some sort of
decay in Orton's philosophy. possibly connected to

his 1ifestyle.

In the film of Prick up Youwr fars, Gary 0ldfield,
the actor plaving Orton, enters an underaround
pubTic Tavatory and after a ouick reconnoitre
removes the Tight bulbs from what was already a
dimily 17t establishment. Then, with a background of
dripping toilet cisterns, the shadowy Tigures of men

are seen embracing =sach other and having sex.

Whatever Oriton himself =zaid about "“Sex being the

only way to infuriate them," and "Much more fucking
and they'11 be sereaming hysteries in next to neo

time," (Lizries, 125} one gets the impression that

this "angry Orton" had reached some sort of
vitriolic high point with &zt the Butler Szw. Where
could he have gone from there? What more was there

to sav asbout sexual unmentionables such as those

observed in his Tast plav?



Charney says Orton delidighted in the grandioselw
F1luminated final tableaux of Ahat the Builer Saw
and The Frpingham Czmp. (Charney, 24) But it is
interesting to note that Orton said this datter olay
was his Tavourite., and prasumably he was delightad

with the ending of his final playv also.

Why? Because in £rpinrafizm, the holiday camp slave
master, responding to the inmates bayving for
revenges, conveniently kills himself by falling
threough & collapsing floor, solving the piroblem of
what to do with a character who iz full of sound and
fury but has neo sanse. However, as with many "fine™
funerals, the words spoken about the dead man make
nonsense of the real man, so do the dramatist's

staas instructions.

The body of Erpingham s Teft alone in the

maon I7ight with the red bafloons and dying
Flames Vnn a blaze from the distant stained
glass. A great choir s heard singing 'The Holy

City. ' (Plaws, P.220}

OFf course, this is meant to parody. (or should that
be "paradise?") the death of Erpingham, whose
intractable behaviour has been the cause of his own
downfasll. Indeed it is a parody of all funeral/death
rites as practised 9in Britain and the West. But on a

deeper level it is a siagnifier of the death of a
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particular type of individual as celebration. It
does not take too much psychological know—how to
connect fhst death with Orton's desire to have the

same event befall his intransigent partner.

In his next and last playv. #hst fhe Butlisr Szw, the
caelebration is upwards, towards the light, and
athouoh this too is a paredy, it points to Orton's
passiblie vision for the future. "Drugged and drunk”
together they ascend. Whatever events have taken

place to mar the past are forgotten and forgiven.

Orton’s relationzship with HaTliwell had bsen part of
ihis healing process which had been fTurther extended
through his writing. Ags Matthew Fox savs in Origins?
Blessings, "Sex is the manifestation of the driving
force of the universe (and) sexuality is an
exprassion of the moving Torce thalt underliss

everything and gives it Tife." (Fox., 58) Yet he also
wrritaes that "to repress the child is to repress the

divine."” {Fox, H%¢)

Somehow. through discovering his own unbridli=d
gexuality, Orton had given his writing Tife, but as
a repraessed child that writing had been largely
directad at negative aspects of the divine
exprassicon that 4s humanity. I am sure that If
HalTliwall could have conveniently fallen through the

floor. Orton would have gone on to new heighis and



verhaps discovered a different way to express

hims=T1f in his plavs.

However much a parodv, the reunion of the Prentices
with each other and their children sianifies the
return of Eros which as Fox says, is deeply salvic.

{(Fox, 121)

Halldwell's sin was not Just his murder of Criton, it
was his murder of himself. His Tailure to trust the
procaess of changsa meant he would always hes a
prisoner of the past, Tiving his 1ife through his
partner's success, and like 311 Jjaalous, envious
Jovers, thus failing to cslebrate his own

unigueness.

What more could Orton have done? His plaves plet his
own rise and rise, from the bed sitter environment
of Thae Ruftian on the Stair to the c¢lassy offices of

a private psychiatric ciinic: but not his fall.

That took place in a dark cupboard in the middle of
the nicht. Unheard, because whe can hear a hammer
beating out brains at 2 am? Unseen, because who can
see inte a rejected lover's soul? But never, never
Torgotten.

Ian Willdiams, Pailmerston North.

New Zealand,
7 Decembetr- 1993,
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