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Evacuees







PINTER: I was evacuated to Cornwall very shortly after the war broke out to a place right on the coast about 5 miles from Mevagissey.


B. S. JOHNSON: Was this with your school?


P: Yes, my elementary school in Hackney, which was a big school, but only 24 of us, not all from my class, of different ages, went to this castle. It was quite a castle really; I don’t know that it was all that old but it had great grounds and a lake and it was only a couple of hundred yards from the sea and it had a private beach.


J: It was someone’s home?


P: It was a Mr and Mrs Williams, I seem to think the man was an MP at the time. They were very kind people and Mrs Williams was a charming woman, I remember very well.


J: Did they look after you?


P: No, they were in residence, but they had a big staff, matrons and butlers and undermaids and so on. We were fed there and slept there and we used to walk up a drive a mile long through rhododendrons to the village school.


J: Did you have lessons with the village children?


P: No, we weren’t mixed, I’m pretty sure of that. We were all in one class together with our own teacher who’d come with us from London, Mr Nelson, Nelly we called him, big fat Nelly with the cast-iron belly. This teacher was put in a very difficult position, I see now. I think the things that are bad in a teacher-child relationship at that age are normally controlled because they are limited to school, but they became more pronounced down in Cornwall because Nelly had to cope with 24 boys not just from 9.30 to 4 but for virtually 24 hours a day. He was in some sense acting as our father but everyone really rather disliked him, yes, Nelly was not a terribly appealing character at all and furthermore he knew he was disliked. He had a great habit of hitting you in the back with the knuckle of his middle finger extended. This was often out of impatience with us, and it became more pronounced because he was frustrated, his wife had not been evacuated with him; he didn’t know where he was either and he simply wasn’t able to manage. People were put into quite untenable positions really.


J: Did the break from your parents seem very painful at the time?


P: Not so much painful: I think I was completely bewildered by the whole thing. I was very lonely and very uncomfortable. I was nine at the time, and I didn’t know why I was there, where I’d come from, and what it was all about.


J: Did you have any friends there?


P: There were a couple of boys and nominally we were supposed to be friends, but we weren’t really; what is friendship at the age of 9 anyway? What can it be? There was one chap I knew quite well called Maurice Stoppi and I remember word came through that his parents had both been killed in London, and again this was merely bewildering, it just didn’t make any sense. He didn’t cry I think, he was just thunderstruck. We were a long way away, hundreds of miles away, and being away from parents was hardly distinguishable from their being dead anyway. What the war meant to us was watching dogfights in the sky down there, and of course we were fervent patriots.


J: Did your parents come to visit you at all?


P: Yes, but the thing was it was a hell of a way, Cornwall, the fare was very expensive, my father was an air raid warden in London and didn’t have very much money, so they couldn’t get down very often. When they did come, of course, they longed to be down there all the time.


J: Did they stay in the castle?


P: No, they were put up in the village. On one occasion my parents stayed there along the cliffs, I remember. On one visit when they left to get the bus it was a long way back to the lodge for me to walk but I went all the way to the castle and looked back and could just see them as pinpoints waiting for the bus on the road, and I suddenly ran all the way back to them over the mounds of grass, racing towards them, and of course they came towards me too.


J: Was this your first experience of the country?


P: Yes, apart from popping down to Epping Forest with my father. I got the smell of it all right. It’s true for me to say that I did respond to the country, but I think the dominant thing was still being lonely and miserable. I remember very clearly stumbling on marvellous little villages, bicycling or walking along the cliffs. I remember the names of the places … Suddenly on this coast in the rocks you’d come across a little village, very wild. I have a distinct memory of a kind of sun glade in the middle of nowhere, and in the middle of it a little village. I can’t remember anything else very much about them except the kind of silence of these villages, of these glades that you suddenly stumbled across walking through a wood, or just the other side of a field. That was the kind of mystery I liked about Cornwall, anyway. I remember very well that sense of not knowing what was round the next corner, that’s the funny thing about the place. People were very quiet. I don’t think Cornwall is the most communicative place anyway, and the sea made a great noise on some occasions, a kind of great resonance of noise and this and silence, and shapes and the incomprehensible existence being cut off, not knowing where one was and why, what it was all about, this makes up what it was like for me.


J: Were you allowed to range freely in the castle?


P: No, our movements were restricted in the castle itself. Obviously the owners had a completely private part of their own. There was a vast area of the castle which one never went into. Occasionally we went up to the top to the turrets to look down when we had special permission. You could see the sea very well from there.


    We did see Mr and Mrs Williams but very rarely, you know, for special teas. One occasion I remember my parents had tea there with us. The other boys were there. There was a plate of buns or something and she gave me the one I wanted although she would have liked it too, I think, and after they’d left one or two of the boys who had seen this little gesture said I was spoilt and all that, I remember that quite clearly; I’d been caught out being a child, having been seen.


    We were allowed free run of the estate, which was very beautiful, with the sea just over the hill, the mystery of that for a boy out of Hackney. There were trout in the river and the lake, there must have been a river running into the lake. We were allowed to go on the lake, I think, once or twice. I’ve never done it again, never been on a lake in a boat or anything. I think it was the head fisherman who took us, in shifts. I don’t think there was a farm, It was hunting-shooting-and-fishing territory down there.


J: Did this experience of the country ever make you want to live there permanently?


P: I really would like to live in the country and I have wanted to for a long time, but I can’t, it’s just impossible. We have tried, we lived in Worthing at the sea for a couple of years but the travelling was just too much. But where I live in London I overlook Regent’s Park. I work right on the top floor and have a great view over the Park. I can’t imagine living anywhere where there weren’t any trees, the changing colours and so on, and certainly I must have first experienced this in Cornwall, was suddenly plunged into the colours of the land.


J: Do you remember missing city life?


P: I don’t think I was conscious of what I actually missed, apart from being cut off from something which obviously was home.


J: Have you talked to your parents about evacuation since you’ve been an adult?


P: Not really, only one or two nostalgic things like my running back to meet them, they remember that, and the fact that we couldn’t get to each other easily because Cornwall was so far away; but we’ve never discussed it really.


J: Do you detect any sense of guilt in your parents over evacuation?


P: No, because I think they regarded it as quite the normal course of events; their primary concern was with what they considered to be my life, I am pretty sure. They thought it was the wise thing to do from that point of view. I would certainly say now that this doesn’t make all that much sense, particularly because of the boy who was there with me, when his parents were killed. I mean, what does it matter how old you are when you’re killed; it depends where you’re killed and who you’re with at the time, I should think. The loss of one’s parents when you’re so far away from them would be devastating, I think, kind of disorientating.


J: Did the experience make you more self-dependent, independent?


P: Not at all, only more cunning in being able to operate, having to cope with all those …monsters one didn’t know, the other boys. They became monsters because of the qualities one didn’t know of, the boys you knew at school were very different when you had to live with them as well, and cunning had to be used in every way in order to survive. This was much more pronounced than when I, was at school, though of course one does use cunning at school: in this case, for instance, in seeking particular love from whoever, like the matron, I suppose, or the teacher in question, or the lady of the house herself. I think as a result of that loss and confusion one became, generally speaking, nastier: just horrid is the word, I think we were all a bunch of horrid little boys, because of the loss of security, there being no core of … action.


J: Did you know anything of the theatre at this time?


P: No, I’d never even heard of it, didn’t know it was there to visit. I don’t think I was doing any writing then at all. No, I didn’t think of myself as a writer, or as anything at all, for that matter. It’s as if the whole thing, then and now, is a kind of very resonant echo, in which one moved: an echo chamber, the walls almost being rubber. One rebounded in echoes all the time, echoes of the sea, echoes of London, the past, echoes of … colours, if you like, echoes of just things happening, like your tea and your dinner, whatever it was, and going to school …


J: Defining yourself in relation to these things?


P: Yes, but I say echo, rebound, because there was no fixed sense of being … of being! … at all. God knows whether I would say I have a fixed sense of being now, that I understand. But I don’t know, probably I have a little more, in a way, yes, I think so. I’m certainly more fixed, too, I have more fixed things to define myself in relation to.


J: Do you remember the people of the village, children at the school?


P: Not a thing about the children, except one girl, I remember vaguely: but that’s all I can say, there was a girl. But all social intercourse was heavily circumscribed.


J: Were you there for the whole of the war?


P: No, I implored my parents to take me back on a number of occasions. Eventually they did, I prevailed, I remember that. They didn’t want to, things were pretty ferocious in London at the time. I was down in Cornwall about a year, I think, then came back and was in London for at least some of the blitz. My mother and I then went away sometime in 1941 to Reading, we were both billeted there in a little house, can’t remember the name of the people, man who worked in a factory, and his wife. It was even more miserable down there, even though I was with my mother, because the house was so uncomfortable. And I think that’s where my eyesight went, or was aggravated at least, because I read by candlelight all the time: there was no electricity. And Reading had none of the things that Cornwall had, and the only way I became even remotely connected with it was that during this time, I became a great follower of Reading football team, I used to go every week. It’s curious that though I’ve lost that allegiance, another which I formed after staying just a week or so with a friend in Yorkshire during the war has led to my support of Yorkshire Cricket Club, which has never wavered for an instant since.


   I always seemed to come back to London when something started. It must have been just after coming back from Yorkshire that the first rocket fell, the day I arrived back, in fact, and we had to get under the Morrison shelter in the house next door. I remember the girl next door was next to me under the shelter, an early sexual experience, for me, exciting, but nobody knew it was except me, she was much older than me, in her twenties, while I was about eleven or twelve at that time.


J: Have you ever been back to any of the places to which you were evacuated?


P: Yes, when I got married I took my wife down to Cornwall for a honeymoon. We based ourselves on Mevagissey, which had changed a tremendous amount from how I remembered it, with tourism and so on, that was eleven or twelve years after the war had finished. But the castle still looked the same, the lake looked exactly the same, it was the same, a very beautiful, large lake. We didn’t go into the castle; it looked as though no one was there. And one or two of the villages around had the same quality of silence and waiting, and not a soul to be seen. And on this occasion of course we went into the nearest pub and opened the door and there was still no one there. It’s that kind of silence I think that I grew to know, which meant something to me when I was a child there, and which still means something to me now. I think I can best describe it as a slightly sullen silence, a sullen quietude about the place. I’m talking about twenty-seven years ago, now, this is how I think I felt it then, how I gathered it then, how I would say it now. I may be quite wrong. I think it is important to bear in mind that one’s memories are completely wrong, completely inaccurate, about everything, and this is particularly true of talking about an experience like evacuation. Certain images are selected and remain but are those the most important ones because they come to the forefront of one’s mind, are they the most significant or the most interesting? I was there about a year in this particular place, Cornwall, and my mind and body lived a year’s life, and who knows what happened, what took place, in that time and in relation to those people and that environment? What does one remember in the best of circumstances (if any circumstances can be described as best) about one’s childhood? Some people probably remember more than others. I don’t remember very much, and what I do remember is quite painful: and there are probably many more painful recollections which I refuse to remember.


    My son is now nine, nearly ten, about the age I went to Cornwall, but I see a great difference in him to me at that age. He’s more instinctive, has much more understanding of what’s going on (he’s not so easily patriotic, for instance, he sees through more), he’s more aware at the age of nine than I was.


J: Imagining a similar situation, would you agree to his evacuation now?


P: I wouldn’t, but of course I wouldn’t really agree to anything. I mean, one’s relationship with one’s child: it is properly his concern, there must be a line somewhere. I really think he wouldn’t mind if we had to give up the way we live now, which is comfortable, perhaps spoilt, even, provided he was with us. He would get used to anything, just as long as he was with us. When I think back to it now, the break, the separation, has had a far more serious effect than I realised.


J: Has it had any beneficial effects that you can point to?


P: It occurs to me that perhaps I might have benefited from being evacuated in ways that I can’t really define. But certainly there’s that independence, the quality of being pushed to be on your own, to be by yourself: qualities that boarding school is said to bring out. I’ve always said that I’ve never been to boarding school, and that I wouldn’t dream of sending my son to one: but this castle I was evacuated to was like being in a boarding school, wasn’t it? That had not really occurred to me before. And another curious thing. The latest play I’ve written, a short piece called Landscape, takes place in the kitchen of a large country house, and outside the kitchen there is the country, it’s referred to by the characters, and it’s a garden, flowers, it’s obviously quite a big house, and it’s in large grounds, and the sea is near, and there’s a lake …!
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A Note on Shakespeare





The mistake they make, most of them, is to attempt to determine and calculate, with the finest instruments, the source of the wound.


They seek out the gaps between the apparent and the void that hinges upon it with all due tautness. They turn to the wound with deference, a lance, and a needle and thread.


At the entrance of the lance the gap widens. At the use of needle and thread the wound coagulates and atrophies in their hands.


Shakespeare writes of the open wound and, through him, we know it open and know it closed. We tell when it ceases to beat and tell it at its highest peak of fever.


In attempting to approach Shakespeare’s work in its entirety, you are called upon to grapple with a perspective in which the horizon alternately collapses and re-forms behind you, in which the mind is subject to an intense diversity of atmospheric.


Once the investigation has begun, however, there is no other way but to him.


One discovers a long corridor of postures; fluid and hardened at the quick; gross and godlike; putrescent and copulative; raddled; attentive; crippled and gargantuan; crumbling with the dropsy; heavy with elephantiasis; broody with government; severe; fanatical; paralytic; voluptuous; impassive; musclebound; lissom; virginal; unwashed; bewildered; humpbacked; icy and statuesque. All are contained in the wound which Shakespeare does not attempt to sew up or re-shape, whose pain he does not attempt to eradicate. He amputates, deadens, aggravates at will, within the limits of a particular piece, but he will not pronounce judgement or cure. Such comment as there is is so variously split up between characters and so contradictory in itself that no central point of opinion or inclining can be determined.


He himself is trapped in his own particular order, and is unable to go out at a distance to regulate and forestall abortion or lapses in vraisemblance. He can only rely on a ‘few well chosen words’ to bring him through any doubtful patch.


He belongs, of course, ultimately, to a secret society, a conspiracy, of which there is only one member: himself. In that sense, and in a number of others too, he is a malefactor; a lunatic; a deserter, a conscientious objector; a guttersnipe; a social menace and an Anti-Christ.


He is also a beggar; a road-sweeper; a tinker; a hashish-drinker; a leper; a chicken-fancier; a paper-seller; a male nurse; a sun-worshipper and a gibbering idiot.


He is no less a traffic policeman; a rowing blue; a rear-gunner; a chartered accountant; a best man; a bus-conductor; a paid guide; a marriage-guidance counsellor; a church-goer; a stage carpenter; an umpire; an acrobat and a clerk of the court.


His tongue is guttural, Arabic, pepperish, composed, parsimonious, voluminous, rabid, diarrhoeic, transparent, laundered, dainty, mellifluous, consonantal, stammering, scabrous, naked, blade-edged, one-legged, piercing, hushed, clinical, dumb, convulsed, lewd, vicious, voracious, inane, Tibetan, monosyllabic, epileptic, raucous, ministerial, sudden, Sudanese, palpitating, thunderous, earthy, whimsical, acrimonious, wintry, malicious, fearsome, blighted, blistered, mouldy, tantalizing, juicy, innocent, lordly, gluttonous, irreverent, blasphemous, avaricious, autumnal, blasted, ecstatic, necromantic, gentle, venomous, somnambulistic, monotonous, uproarious, feverish, austere, demented, deathly, fractious, obsessed, ironic, palsied, morbid, sanctimonious, sacrilegious, calm, cunning, cannibalistic and authoritative.


He moves through all with a vehement and flexible control. He turns and bites his own tail. He defecates on his own carpet. He repeats the Bible sideways. He disdains the communication cord and the life-belt. He scratches his head with an iceberg. But the fabric never breaks. The tightrope is never at less than an even stretch. He aborts, he meanders, he loses his track, he overshoots his mark, he drops his glasses, he meets himself coming back, he digresses, he calumniates, he alters direction, he sinks in at the knees, he rolls over like a log, he forgets the drift, he drops someone flat, he exaggerates, oversimplifies, disrupts, falsifies, evades the issue, is carried home drunk; he dawdles, he dwindles, he trips over his own feet, he runs away with himself, he implicates others, he misses the point, he ends up at the same place, he falls back on geometry, he cheats, he squanders, he leaves it at that; he gets in his own way, he burns his fingers, he turns turtle, he stews in his own juice, he loses all hands; suffers fire, arsony, rape, loot, ravage, fraud, bondage, murder, interference, snobbery, lice, jealousy, snakebites, damp beds, falling arches, jugglery, quackery, mastoids, bunions, hailstones, bladder trouble, fainting fits, eye-strain, morning sickness, heat, dirt, riot, plague, suicide. He suffers, commits and survives them all.


The fabric never breaks. The wound is open. The wound is peopled.
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On Waiting for Godot







Letter to Mick Goldstein, August 1955. I had read Murphy, Molloy, and Malone Dies by 1955 but not Godot. I was acting in Ireland when Godot opened in London. My old friend Mick Goldstein saw the production and wrote to me about it. His letter is lost but he clearly had reservations about the play. This was my reply. HP





Dear Mick,


Received your letter five minutes ago. I shall now read it again.


Read it again. Thank you very much. It’s difficult to know what to say. All your words are very, to coin a phrase, interesting. The main thing is your letter does make me gnash my teeth that I can’t see it. All I can hope is that this woman sends it to me, as she promised. I am glad you’ve taken the opportunity. I hope to read it. You don’t quite explain how, and in what, he has been superficial and unjust. What are these tricks you speak of? The course of the play, its texture and its characters, sound as undeniable as always. But is it Beckett’s business to answer questions he himself poses? I do not see that. For the good of the play, you suggest? But what is a good play? Does it keep you in your seat? But I can say little until I’ve read or seen it. Please, when you’ve seen it again, write your further thoughts. It seems to me that as he does not answer his question, his message can only be that he, for one, can not see, or is not prepared to hazard, an answer. In other words, surely the sole and necessary answer to the question is the play itself. The work is, must be, both things at the same time. Godot does not appear, Godot does not appear. Is that, or is it not, the crux of the matter? In that case, he does not appear and, in Beckett’s point of view, does not appear. All I have to go on is what I can take from you and from the winds. Whether he appears or not, the tramps await him. Two things stated; absence and attendance. The question and answer in a nut. If the question was answered explicitly, the question would cease to exist, it would be consumed in the answer. There would be no impulse, no work, no play. In this matter, I take it, both exist as neighbours, mutually dependent and necessary, but distinct, at the same time as they may be so closely embraced to the point of non-recognition. I mean as to be unrecognisable one from the other. Anyway, I’m taking your word for it that the ‘message’ is a question. It isn’t a statement containing both question and answer? You are in a position to know more about this than I do, and I would like to hear more. The point is that from all I’ve read of Beckett I can’t quite see this message/question business. Of course he may have branched out. Both in he and Kafka, surely, you get all the questions and any answer you want, off any shelf, in any permutation, according to your taste and disposition, but I’d hesitate to say that I find one dominant question in these domains – except for the fact that there’s always one dominant question behind any work of art, or it would not be born – X. Is birth a question? A question with a cast, or a twinkle in its eye. I prefer the term gut ache, a major irritation, a most stern and ruthless activity without question or answer, a three card trick, a necessity. The necessity to what? The necessity to say. To say what? Whatever’s to be said. What is to be said? Nothing is to be said, all is to be said. It is to be said. It is said. Some people say it better than others. Say what? What is to be said. Why? I ignore this question! So what do you mean, superficial? That’s what I want to know. Of course there’s a twinkle in Beckett’s eye. Do you want him without the twinkle? I can hardly believe that. You don’t find the twinkle the canker? Where then is the canker? He is not sincere about his message? What do you mean? I don’t get that. I can’t understand how such a question (of his sincerity) can arise. What do you think he is doing? Playing for safety? If there is one thing I can’t see him doing, it’s that. Perhaps you want him to put all his cards on the table when no bugger knows how many cards he’s got in the first place, let alone how many he may be putting on any given table. From what I know of Beckett I don’t see how Waiting for Godot could be a joke, even a good one. It may be a JOKE but it can’t be a joke. I want to hear more about your findings. It sounds a fascinating play. I do hope I receive a copy.


Yours,


Harold



















On The Birthday Party I







Letter to Peter Wood, director of The Birthday Party, written just before rehearsals started for the first production of the play in April 1958.





Dear Peter,


The first image of this play, the first thing that about a year ago was put on paper, was a kitchen, Meg, Stanley, corn flakes and sour milk. There they were, they sat, they stood, they bent, they turned, they were incontravertable, or perhaps I should say incontrovertible. Not long before Goldberg and McCann turned up. They had come with a purpose, a job in hand – to take Stanley away. This they did, Meg unknowing, Petey helpless, Stanley sucked in. Play over. That was the pure line and I couldn’t get away from it. I had no idea at the time what or why. The thing germinated and bred itself. It proceeded according to its own logic. What did I do? I followed the indications, I kept a sharp eye on the clues I found myself dropping. The writing arranged itself with no trouble into dramatic terms. The characters sounded in my ears – it was apparent to me what one would say and what would be the other’s response, at any given point. It was apparent to me what they would not, could not, ever, say, whatever one might wish. I interfered with them only on the technical level. My task was not to damage their consistency at any time – through any external notion of my own.


When the thing was well cooked I began to form certain conclusions. The point is, however, that by that time the play was now its own world. It was determined by its own original engendering image. My conclusions were only useful in that they were informed by the growth of the work itself. When I began to think analytically about it (as far as I can manage to do that, which isn’t very far) I did so by keeping in step with what was being suggested, by judging the whole caper through an accurate assessment of the happenings described, or what I concluded was an accurate assessment. I never held up the work in hand to another mirror – I related it to nothing outside itself. Certainly to no other work of literature or to any consideration of public approbation should it reach a stage.


The play is itself. It is no other. It has its own life (whatever its merit in dramatic terms or accomplishment may be and despite the dissatisfaction others may experience with regard to it). I take it you would like me to insert a clarification or moral judgement or author’s angle on it, straight from the horse’s mouth. I appreciate your desire for this but I can’t do it.


I confused the issue by talking of what ‘I thought’ of the characters. Who I would invite to tea, etc. That’s irrelevant. The play exists now apart from me, you or anybody. I believe that what happens on this stage will possess a potent dramatic image and a great deal of this will be visual – I mean one will see the people, which will be a great aid to the expression of the thing, the getting across. The curtain goes up and comes down. Something has happened. Right? Cockeyed, brutish, absurd, with no comment. Where is the comment, the slant, the explanatory note? In the play. Everything to do with the play is in the play.


All right. You know what I think about Stanley. I think he has the right, whatever he does and is, to do and be just that and fuck the expense. That’s what I think. But that is not the point of the play. It is a conclusion I draw from it. Is that a point expressed in the play? Only by implication, agreed. I conclude what I conclude upon that implication. Stanley fights for his life, he doesn’t want to be drowned. Who does? But he is not articulate. The play in fact merely states that two men come down to take away another man and do so. Will the audience absorb the implications or will they not? Ask the barber.


Audience reaction, it seems to me, might be one of three – (a) They should have left him alone. (b) The silly bugger deserved it. (c) It’s all a load of crap. There is also, of course, (d) How fascinating, but what does it mean? To which I reply – Meaning begins in the words, in the action, continues in your head and ends nowhere. There is no end to meaning. Meaning which is resolved, parcelled, labelled and ready for export is dead, impertinent – and meaningless. I examine my own play and ask, what’s going on here? I note – this seems to lead from that, I would conclude this, but the characters themselves do nothing but move through an occurrence, a morning, a night, a morning. This occurrence has, admittedly, any number of implications. Anyone is entitled to see the show. The dramatic progression and the implications implicit in it will either find a home in some part of their nut or not.


To put such words as we discussed into Stanley’s mouth would be an inexcusable imposition and falsity on my part. Stanley cannot perceive his only valid justification – which is, he is what he is – therefore he certainly can never be articulate about it. He knows only to attempt to justify himself by dream, by pretence and by bluff, through fright. If he had cottoned on to the fact that he need only admit to himself what he actually is and is not – then Goldberg and McCann would not have paid their visit, or if they had, the same course of events would have been by no means assured. Stanley would have been another man. The play would have been another play. A play with a ‘sensitive intellectual’ articulate hero in its centre, able to examine himself in any way clearly, would also have been another play.


Stanley is the king of his castle and loses his kingdom because he assessed it and himself inaccurately. We all have to be very careful. The boot is itching to squash and very efficient.


Goldberg and McCann? Dying, rotting, scabrous, the decayed spiders, the flower of our society. They know their way around. Our mentors. Our ancestry. Them. Fuck ’em.


What would you, as they say? In the third act Stanley can do nothing but make a noise. What else? What else has he discovered? He has been reduced to the fact that he is nothing but a gerk in the throat. But does this sound signify anything? It might very well. I think it does. He is trying to go further. He is on the edge of utterance. But it’s a long, impossible edge and utterance, were he to succeed in falling into it, might very well prove to be only one cataclysmic, profound fart. You think I’m joking? Test me. In the rattle in his throat Stanley approximates nearer to the true nature of himself than ever before and certainly ever after. But it is late. Late in the day. He can go no further.


At that juncture, you will appreciate, he cannot be expected to suddenly recover the old gift of the gab and speak a set piece of self-analysis or self-realization, to point a tiny little moral. Nor could he earlier in the play for it would never occur to him to justify himself in that manner. Nor, for instance, could Petey in his last chat with Goldberg and McCann deliver the thought for today or the what we learn from these nasty experiences homily since, apart from anything else, we are not dealing with an articulate household and there is no Chorus in this play. In other words, I am afraid I do not find myself disposed to add a programme note to this piece.


None of what I have said means that I disclaim responsibility for my characters. On the contrary, I am responsible both for them and to them. The play dictated itself but I confess that I wrote it – with intent, maliciously, purposefully, in command of its growth. Does this appear to contradict all I said earlier? Splendid. You may suggest that this ‘command’ was not strict enough and not lucid enough but who supposes I’m striving for lucidity? I think the house is in pretty good order. We’ve agreed; the hierarchy, the Establishment, the arbiters, the socio-religious monsters arrive to effect alteration and censure upon a member of the club who has discarded responsibility (that word again) towards himself and others. (What is your opinion, by the way, of the act of suicide?) He does possess, however, for my money, a certain fibre – he fights for his life. It doesn’t last long, this fight. His core being a quamire of delusion, his mind a tenuous fusebox, he collapses under the weight of their accusation – an accusation compounded of the shitstained strictures of centuries of ‘tradition’. Though nonconformist, he is neither hero nor exemplar of revolt. Nothing salutary for the audience to identify itself with. And yet, at the same time, I believe that a greater degree of identification will take place than might seem likely. A great deal, it seems to me, will depend on the actor. If he copes with Stanley’s loss of himself successfully, I believe a certain amount of poignancy will emanate. Couldn’t we all find ourselves in Stanley’s position at any given moment?


As for the practical question of the end of Act Two, where’s the difficulty? Stanley behaves strangely. Why? Because his alteration-diminution has set in, he is rendered offcock (not off cock), he has lost any adult comprehension and reverts to a childhood malice and mischief, as his first shelter. This is the beginning of his change, his fall. In the third act we see the next phase.


The play is a comedy because the whole state of affairs is absurd and inglorious. It is, however, as you know, a very serious piece of work.


A simple matter, don’t you think?


Yours,


Harold Pinter



















On The Birthday Party II







Letter to the Editor of The Play’s the Thing, October 1958





Thank you for your invitation to make a few observations in your magazine about writing for the stage, with reference to the rise and fall of my play, The Birthday Party. Your columns are more congenial to me than most since yours is an inter-university paper and the response given to The Birthday Party in Oxford and in Cambridge was most stimulating, involving a high degree of participation on the part of both audiences. My contact with universities in this field has in fact always proved worthwhile. The Room, my first play, was originally produced by Henry Woolf at the Bristol University Drama Department. Not only the integrity and clarity of Mr Woolf’s production but the enthusiasm of the whole group and the reception given the play there was highly encouraging and directly responsible for my further efforts in this medium. I have never been to a university myself. It would appear, however, that some communication takes place between my work and a university public. That is enough for me to recommend university life to others.


The remarkable difference in reaction to The Birthday Party on the part of the London daily paper critics and the audiences in Oxford and Cambridge constitutes for me one of the most interesting features of the progress of the play. (There was, of course, no audience in London; the abstention counselled by nine or eleven critics was heeded sufficiently to bring about the abrupt closure.) There is no glib deduction to be made from this wide divergence in reception. I tend to believe, however, that even where unfavourable, the response of the public in Oxford and Cambridge gave evidence of an active and willing intelligence brought into the theatre, not merely, as is usual, that brought by isolated individuals, but that of an audience alive. The weeks in these towns were exciting for the actors, the producer, the management, and for me. The week in London, following these, was a most curious kind of a week altogether. The simple answer to this state of affairs might be too simple. Perhaps it has something to do with the subtleties and distinctions of climate obtaining in different areas of the country? Impossible to say.


You have asked me if I acknowledge or refute the influence of Ionesco. At the time of writing The Birthday Party I knew only The New Tenant of Ionesco, and so can hardly consider myself working under his influence. It is, I suggest, legitimate to hold that a writer writing in Southend and a writer writing in Inverness may be found to have something in common without their having had an intimate knowledge of each other’s work. This occurs, I think, more often than those obsessed by that most facile of things, the category, would care to recognize.


You have asked me to discuss the lines I myself am working on. I think I proceed from one or two simple assumptions in writing for the stage. Given a man in a room and he will sooner or later receive a visitor. A visitor entering the room will enter with intent. If two people inhabit the room the visitor will not be the same man for both. A man in a room who receives a visit is likely to be illuminated or horrified by it. The visitor himself might as easily be horrified or illuminated. The man may leave with the visitor or he may leave alone. The visitor may leave alone or stay in the room alone when the man is gone. Or they may both stay together in the room. Whatever the outcome in terms of movement, the original condition, in which a man sat alone in a room, will have been subjected to alteration. A man in a room and no one entering lives in expectation of a visit. He will be illuminated or horrified by the absence of a visitor. But however much it is expected, the entrance, when it comes, is unexpected and almost always unwelcome. (He himself, of course, might go out of the door, knock and come in and be his own visitor. It has happened before.)


Not by any means everyone can be moved from his delusion. Where this is going to occur it will occur shockingly It may induce paralysis. From paralysis to paralysis. Or from delusion to delusion. For if the intention of the visitor is to strip the man of his delusion, and if this is successful, he may then clothe the man in one of his own, on the principle that delusions are adjustable and can be worn by anybody. You can wear mine. I can wear yours. All you have to do is give me time for a fitting. On the other hand, given these ingredients of man and visitor, something quite different might take place; what could be called a liberation. A great deal will depend, of course, on what kind of man the visitor is, on his personality, so to speak. What is certain is that an adjustment of some magnitude will be necessary, either to a condition beneficial to the mind and disposition of the person concerned, or to one detrimental.
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