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Characters





Harley Granville Barker


thirty-nine, playwright, director, producer, lecturer




 





Frank Spraight


forty-five, Dickens recitalist




 





Charles Massinger


twenty, American, student, Williams College




 





Dorothy Blackwell


thirty-seven, widow,


manageress of the boarding house




 





Henry Smith


thirty-nine, Dorothy’s brother,


associate professor, Williams College




 





George Scully


thirty-five, Henry and Dorothy’s cousin,


teacher in a boys’ school




 





Beatrice Hale


thirty-five, actress, lecturer




 





All of the characters are English except for Charles




 





A day in April 1916, in and around a boarding house in Williamstown, Massachusetts. And weeks later.



















FAREWELL TO THE THEATRE







‘I must pray now to the moon …


as one burnt-out lady to another’


Joan Westerbury, in


Harley Granville Barker’s The Secret Life 



















SCENE ONE





Williamstown, Massachusetts.


The back lawn of a boarding house (Mrs Dorothy Blackwell, manageress), near the college campus.


Outdoor chairs. Late morning.


Harley sits talking with Charles, twenty, American, a student at Williams College. Harley has been opening his accumulated post; he holds a small pile of opened and unopened letters and a letter opener. He has been interrupted by Charles, whom he has just met. Frank, forty-five, English, sits apart, reading the college newspaper.


It is a grey though warm April day.




Harley So my wife –


Charles I think Miss McCarthy is extraordinary.


Harley (surprised) Thank you. (Beat.) She is. In many ways. (To himself.) In more ways than you can imagine … She’d be happy to know that – that the young men still – (Gestures to Charles.)


Charles I thought her Hermia was great.


Harley You saw that?


Charles Everyone did. The entire Cap and Bells went to New York to see Midsummer.


Harley (figuring something out) So – some of those students – had they actually seen my work?


Charles Most of them. Yes. (Beat.) And the Greek plays too. We all went to New Haven to see them. Why are you surprised?


Harley No one seemed to … You all looked – blank. When I was talking. But perhaps not. (Shrugs. To Frank.) Perhaps they understood more than I thought, Frank. Perhaps I shouldn’t have complained …


Frank (head in his paper) Students always look blank when I talk to them too. You get used to that.


Charles What did you complain about?


Harley (to Charles) So you understood some of what I was saying? Some of you did. In my talk?


Charles Of course.


Harley Good. That’s – good. (To Frank.) I couldn’t tell.


Charles (back to the earlier subject) You were saying something about Miss McCarthy …


Harley I was saying that – (smiles) for one production. In fact, for that Midsummer actually – we need to raise money. (To Frank.) She’s brilliant at that. Getting people to give her things. It’s a gift. (To Charles.) She met this Lord. Who owned a pig farm. And somehow she got him to sell the pigs, and give us the money to put on Shakespeare.


Looks at Frank, incredulous.


It’s true. From pigs to Shakespeare! (To Charles.) And that’s how theatre is made now. At least in London. (To Frank.) And there are just so many pigs. (Looks at Charles.) You don’t understand.


Frank has found the story very funny.


Have you two met? I’m sorry. (Gestures to Frank.) Frank, this is Charles – he’s the President of Cap and Bells.


Charles How did you know that? That just happened yesterday –


Harley I have my ear to the ground, my boy. And – he’s our Feste for tonight.


Frank The Twelfth Night?


Harley Mr Spraight. Mr Massinger.


Charles and Frank shake hands.


Charles How do you do?


Harley Mr Spraight only just arrived last night. (To Frank.) I didn’t tell you – I saw an all-girl Twelfth Night at Holyoke the other day? It was – (looks for the word) memorable. (Smiles.) The Sir Toby will not soon be forgotten. To tell you the truth, I enjoyed myself. (To Charles.) As I’m sure I will enjoy tonight.


Charles Are you also in the theatre, Mr Spraight?


Harley (before Frank can answer) Mr Spraight is the Dickens man. You don’t recognise him?


Frank Harley –


Harley I’m serious. Frank Spraight is an important man.


Charles I don’t know you. I’m sorry. I’m sure I should.


Harley (to Frank) Where’s that clipping you were showing me?


Frank Please, Harley. He’s not interested –


Harley Give it to me. He should be. He should know who you are.


Frank Are you making fun of me?


Harley I am not. Give it to me.


Harley has stood up and Frank hands him a newspaper clipping he had in his pocket.


Frank Don’t read it out loud.


 Harley (reads) ‘Frank Spraight, who has obtained a high reputation in England for his interpretations of Dickens’s novels, gave a reading from Pickwick Papers at the Hudson Theatre yesterday afternoon … The accuracy and certainty with which he repeated the text of seven chapters –’ (repeats for effect) ‘seven chapters – was an unusual feat in memorising.’ (As he hands back the clipping, to Charles.) New York Times.


Frank We all have to make a living, Harley. Don’t make fun. He can be very mean, Mr Massinger. He has a mean tongue.


Charles What are you doing at Williams College, sir?


Harley He’s doing Pickwick, aren’t you? This afternoon? At a fraternity house, correct?


Frank I do it wherever they pay me. (To Charles.) I think some parents are visiting and so the boys wanted to impress them.


Harley I wasn’t making fun –


Frank You can come if you’d like, Harley. (To Charles.) You too.


No response.


(As he puts away the clipping, to Harley.) What I didn’t tell you is that the writer –


Holds up the clipping of the article.


– had a copy of the book with him. And followed along. That was nerve-racking.


Puts the clipping away in his pocket.


Harley We – English. We come here and we trade Dickens, Shakespeare – for what? Animal pelts!


Frank (smiling at the joke) Harley …


Charles I don’t understand. 


Harley Forgive me, Charles. I am being … silly. (To Frank.) And I wasn’t making fun – And I am not mean. In the American sense, that is.


Frank has gone back to his paper.


George, thirty-five, enters from the house.


George Why isn’t there any tea?


Harley Out here in the wilds? Should there be?


George I’ll bring the urn out.


He starts to go back.


Harley George – Have you met Mr Massinger?


George Many times. Hello, Charles. I’ll be right back. With tea.


He goes.


Frank (head in paper, calls) Could you bring cups?! (To no one.) You think he heard me?


Short pause.


Harley (to Frank, about George) Do you know Scully?


Frank I do.


Smiles, then goes back to reading the paper.


Harley turns to Charles.


Harley So – Charles – what can I do for you? What do


you want?


Charles What do I want? I don’t want anything.


Harley I don’t understand. Then why are you here?


Charles (realises) I didn’t come to see you, Mr Barker. I just recognised, so … I’m meeting Mrs Hale. She’s a guest too. She arrived last night?


Harley (to Frank) Mrs Hale?


Frank Beatrice? She arrived with me. We were on the same train.


Harley (smiling to Charles) I thought you were here to see me. (To Frank.) I know Beatrice. (As a joke, to Charles.) So why am I talking to you? That is a joke. (Beat.) I look forward to your play tonight. One of my favourite plays. I’ve even directed it.


Charles We’re all nervous that you’re coming, Mr Barker.


Harley You should be. (Smiles.) That is a joke.


He goes back to opening his letters.


(To Frank.) I didn’t tell you that Scully has been following me around all month. First to Wellesley. Then Amherst. He’s got a talk.


Frank I didn’t know he did that. He teaches young boys …


Harley He’s making money off the tercentenary.


Charles What’s that?


Harley Of Shakespeare’s death. We all hope to live off that for a while. (To Frank.) So he has this talk – ‘Education in the Time of Shakespeare’. As illustrated by the schoolbooks which Shakespeare probably used.


Frank How does he know –?


Harley He doesn’t. But he has a suitcase full of old-looking


books, that he passes around. A friend told me that one of them is about eight years old.


Smiles. He is looking at a letter. Folds it back up.


Charles He’s given that talk here.


Harley Has he?


Charles It was popular.


George comes out carrying a large hot water urn and a small table. Dorothy, the manageress, thirty-seven, follows with a tray of cups, the tea, etc. She is dressed in black.


Dorothy It’s not going to rain?


She is ignored.


Harley has opened a letter and reads.


Harley (to Frank) A friend writes that Shaw was heard saying that he hoped the next bomb to hit London would land on Parliament.


Frank Does anyone even listen to Shaw any more? Isn’t he a crackpot now?


George Frank, show Harley your clipping. He showed me last night.


Harley I’ve seen it.


He looks at Frank.


George I have to use notes for my talk. I wish I had his memory.


Frank It’s a curse. I can’t forget anything!


They laugh.


Harley looks at another unopened letter. Frank sees the expression on his face.


Lillah?


Harley nods. and sets the letter aside, to open later.


Harley (picking up another letter, to Frank) My wife had a friend write to me last week saying she was now ready to play Lady Macbeth. When will I arrange that?


Charles I’d love to see that.


Harley (to himself) I think he meant in a theatre … (To Charles.) Well, you won’t. (To Frank.) Her friend says, she’ll even stoop to play it in America. Because there’s money here. (Then to himself as he looks on the ground.) Where? (Folds up the letter.) She couldn’t write herself?


Frank I thought – she just did.


Gestures to the unopened letter.


Harley (changing the subject, opening another letter) Where’s your brother, Mrs Blackwell? I haven’t seen him this morning.


Dorothy He’s already teaching. He has a class.


Harley (to Charles) Why aren’t you in class?


Charles It’s Saturday. And I’ve already had French.


George We used to have classes all day on Saturday.


Harley (looking at a letter) At acting school we did two performances every Saturday.


Charles I’m doing a show …


Beatrice Hale, thirty-five, English, has arrived from the house. and stops the conversation.


Beatrice It feels like it’s going to rain.


Dorothy That’s what I told them.


Harley looks up at Beatrice, smiles politely and goes back to the letter.


Harley (about the letter, to Frank) The publishers like my Red Cross book …


Beatrice What is that?


Frank Harley was just in France. Writing a book.


Beatrice France must be awful now.


Frank (explaining the book, to Beatrice and the others) This to avoid being a soldier.


Harley (still with the note) There’s no conscription for married men yet. So there’s nothing to avoid. Yet. Yes, France is awful.


Dorothy is setting up the tea urn.


Beatrice Mr Barker, I had no idea you were here as well. Mrs Blackwell only told me last night. When we got in. (Nods to Frank.) Frank.


George (at the urn) Who’s having tea?


Beatrice (greeting him) Charles …


She shakes his hand.


(To Harley.) You’ve met?


Harley Charles was at my lecture. He found it very interesting. He’s seen everything I have ever done.


Charles (confused) That’s not true.


Harley I wasn’t interesting?


Charles (flustered) I didn’t –


Frank (to Charles) He doesn’t mean … Ignore him, old chap.


Beatrice (to Charles) What did you see of Mr Barker’s?


Harley My Midsummer.


Beatrice With the gold? I saw that.


George is passing out cups of tea.


George What gold?


Beatrice Everything. Even some of the actors’ beards. Correct?


Harley (beginning a list) The fairies –


Beatrice I have a girlfriend who knew someone who was – I don’t know who. I asked her how they did it, she said – it was all paint.


Harley True. Gold leaf.


Beatrice (over this) Gold leaf. Head to toe.


Harley Thirty-five cents a fairy. Every performance.


Frank My God …


Harley So I wouldn’t let them – the fairies – wash it off between matinee and evening shows.


Beatrice So they couldn’t go out?


Harley Oh, they went out. They just went out gold.


Dorothy (having finished with the urn) George, there are little cakes inside.


George It’s going to rain.


Dorothy Please, George.


She heads off.


George No one wants a cake, do they?


Frank I would. I would like one.


Harley Why not? Mrs Hale?


George (heading inside) Don’t tell any good stories without me.


Beatrice (about George) He’s not a guest?


Harley The cousin. He seems to come all the time. (Explaining the letters.) Two weeks’ worth. They appear to deliver once every two weeks here.


Frank There’s a war –


Harley I know there’s a war.


Beatrice How long have you been here?


Harley (hesitates, then) A month. A little more.


Beatrice And lecturing. I hear.


Harley Yes. (Then, from his lecture.) ‘Today the theatre has failed all of us, and we suffer from this failure.’ (To Charles.) Do you remember that, young Mr Charles? Were you one of the few awake?


Charles doesn’t know what to say.


I suppose he wasn’t.


Beatrice How’s Lillah?


Short pause.


Harley In England. Acting. (Beat.) Performing. Every hour of every day.


Beatrice Safer to be here.


Harley That is true.


Short pause. They sip their tea.


Beatrice smiles at Charles.


Beatrice (explaining) Charles and I haven’t seen each other for months …


She smiles at him again, takes his hand and pats it, then realises others are watching.


His father couldn’t come to see the play. Charles’s father and my husband are law partners. That’s how we … I’ve known Charles for a long time. Haven’t I? 


Smiles again at him.


Charles Yes.


Others watch this. Awkward pause.


Harley Charles is the new head of the Drama Society.


Beatrice Are you? When did that happen? You didn’t tell me –


Charles Yesterday.


Beatrice That’s wonderful. You wanted that, didn’t you?


He nods. She looks at him.


Harley George and I saw him in a Smoker a couple of weeks ago.


Beatrice What’s that?


Harley A kind of men’s party – with a show. And cigars. Hence …


Charles was – the Queen of Sheba?


Charles Siam. Queen of Siam.


Harley Sat on a throne and everything. Has a nice singing voice.


Charles Thank you.


Harley They wrote the songs themselves.


Beatrice (to Charles) You didn’t invite me.


Charles Women can’t come.


Pause. They sip their tea. Maybe Harley looks at another letter.


Beatrice Frank?


She looks to Frank, and then to Charles. Frank gets up.


Frank (to Charles) Come with me … Come on.


Charles (to Beatrice) What am I doing?


Beatrice Go with Frank. He’ll explain.


Charles (as they go) You’ll explain what?


Frank leads Charles off towards the house. Harley watches.


Harley Where are they going?


Beatrice ignores the question.


Beatrice Frank and I were on the same train.


Harley He said.


Beatrice suddenly stands and ‘stretches’.


Frank is doing his Pickwick this afternoon. If you’re free …


Beatrice I’m not.


Looks at him, and after a glance towards the house.


This is a little embarrassing. As I said, I didn’t know someone I knew would be here.


Harley He got a very nice notice for his Pickwick –


Beatrice Frank’s room. It’s on the far side of the house. It’s more private than mine. Mine is – next to Mrs Blackwell’s. So … All the other rooms in town – there are a lot of parties this weekend.


Harley I heard.


Beatrice A lot of young women. Charles lives in a dorm.


Short pause.


Harley How are the children?


Beatrice Fine.


Beat.


Where is he? They must have run into her … My God, what you must think?


Harley I don’t think anything any more.


Beatrice My husband doesn’t know. Of course. (She looks at him. Then:) The train last night seemed to take for ever.


Harley It can sometimes. When you want to get somewhere.


Beatrice (suddenly a change of subject) And what are you doing here, Harley? What are you doing in – of all inappropriate places – Williamstown?


Harley Lecturing. Trying to write. Waiting for Lillah to divorce me.


This surprises her.


Which I hope she’ll do very soon.


Beatrice When did that …? I’m sorry. Is there someone else?


Harley There is.


Beatrice I’m sorry.


Harley Someone else for me, not for her. At least not that I know of.


She thinks about this.


Beatrice How has Lillah taken the news?


Harley She’s a wee bit upset with me. (Then:) Let’s just say she doesn’t seem to tire of telling our friends what sort of person I am. How they must never – or God help them – speak to me again. That keeps her busy. Seems to be taking up the bulk of her time. We shared a lot of friends.


Beat.


Helen is here.


Beatrice ‘Helen’ …?


Harley I mean – in America.


Frank returns.


She’s American. But we have to – stay apart. Propriety.


Frank hands Beatrice the key to his room.


We write.


She looks at Harley, but has nothing to say, and hurries off. Frank sits back down and picks up his paper.


Frank She said she’d pay for my room. All of it. I need the money.


Short pause.


Harley Her uncle’s a friend. More than a friend. He’s a hero of mind. Forbes-Robertson. Frank She’s his niece?


Harley He asked me when I first came over –


Frank I loved his Hamlet.


Harley So did I. – To see how she was. She is married to this man … I remember him saying – (smiles) that the law was theatre. And he – as a lawyer – was the playwright. And sometimes – the actor. And sometimes – the audience. I asked him if he ever sat in the cheap seats. He didn’t understand. Crude, crude man. I loathed him. She loathed him already. I begged her to go back.


Frank Why didn’t she?


Harley Why doesn’t anyone? Why didn’t you? (Beat.) She had the excuse of being pregnant. Already had one child. I heard then it was twins. So she was stuck. Marooned. (Looks to Frank.) She couldn’t go back. No, now she was – an American. At least she seems to be making the most of that now.


Frank She says she still wants to act. And she lectures. Women’s schools.


George returns.


George (hesitates, then) I have to do errands in town. Where did they go?


Frank For a walk.


He looks back into his paper.


Harley Where are the little cakes?


George I forgot. She gave me a list of things to get and – Do you really want cakes?


No response.


It’s going to rain anyway. Anyone want to come with me?


No response. Frank reads the paper, Harley opens another letter.


Anyone need anything?


He pours more tea for himself and sits and sips it. Frank looks at him, surprised to see him sitting down.


The town is going to be crowded. A lot of the fraternities are having their parties this weekend.


Frank (as he reads) Our train was packed with young ladies.


Looks up to George.


Where do they all stay? They must pack them in five, ten to a room.


George The Williams Inn is full, I know. My cousin got telephone calls – looking for rooms. She wanted to rent mine. (He laughs.) She said she was joking.


He hesitates while the others read.


Are you going to any of the parties?


Harley He’s doing his Pickwick at one.


George Of course.


When I was a student, I loved weekends like this.


Winter’s over. Flowers coming out – girls arriving. (Smiles.) I love it here. I wish I lived here … Do you think it’s going to rain?


Harley (reading) I don’t know.


George It smells so good here when it rains.


Dorothy (off) George! My shopping!


George (calls) I’m going!!


He doesn’t get up. Suddenly the bell of the college chapel rings. George listens.


I love that. Makes you feel like you’re in some Renaissance world. Doesn’t it?


Frank (without looking up) I’m in western Massachusetts.


George (smiles, then) When I was in university – years and years ago – (Laughs to himself.) On one weekend like this – when we all had girls and there were parties. Once my cousin was my ‘girl’. That was a bad idea.


We had what you could only call – (smiling) a singing contest. Between the classes. In the gymnasium. We’d line up, the different classes, grouped together, on one side, and on the other, across the gymnasium, against the wall – our ladies. The point was to sing the loudest. To the ladies. Actually, at them.


He laughs at the memory. The others are listening to him now.


Shout, really. Songs we’d written. Someone had. I hadn’t. Someone with real talent.


And so we’d be shouting and singing and the ladies would be cheering, screaming … my God … I remember our faces – beetroot red. And their feet, someone told me to look at their feet – blushing. I’d never seen anything like it. (Then to Harley.) You’re a writer. You should write about a place like this.


Harley goes back to his letters.


(To Frank) Maybe he already is. I see him sitting out here writing.Harley Wondering which window is


Dorothy (off) George!


George I’m going. I’m going … (Finishes his tea, stands up.) I should never have brought a cousin … (Beat.) Girls there, boys there …


Shakes his head at the memory.


He heads off to town.


Harley sits up and looks towards the house.


Frank He teaches ten-year-olds in a school in Connecticut. What are you doing?


Harley Wondering which window is yours.


Frank Henry was telling me –


Harley When did you talk to Henry? You just arrived.


Frank This morning. Before you got up.


Harley Don’t you sleep?


Frank No. I don’t sleep. And I don’t forget. A lethal combination. Henry was saying that George thinks he’s going to get offered a job here. At the college. That’s why he keeps coming back. To make an impression.


Harley Are there jobs here?


Frank In the English Department, with Henry. George had heard a rumour … So now they can’t get rid of him. He pestered Henry until they let him give his lecture about the books young Shakespeare might have read … (Smiles.)


Harley What sort of job? A professor?


Frank I suppose. I don’t know. Why do you care?


Harley shrugs and goes back to his letters.


You wouldn’t want to teach here.


Harley I am broke. I have to do something.


Seems like a nice life. Read books. Relax. Students look up to you. Something tells me Lillah is not about to send me money …


Frank And – Helen?


Harley Rich husband. He’s a wee bit upset with her as well.


Frank Have you talked to Henry about this?


Harley (opening a letter) Henry seems scared of me for some reason. We’ve hardly said two words to each other all month.


Frank I think Henry’s just scared.


Harley Perhaps you’re right. (Feeling the rain.) Has it started to rain?


He starts to stand up.


Frank (reading the paper) A little drizzle. Like home. (Reads.) ‘Charles Massinger new Cap and Bell head.’


Harley sits back down. Frank holds up the paper to show Harley.


(Reads.) ‘Charles Jerome Massinger, class of ’seventeen, was elected President at a meeting yesterday afternoon in Jessup Hall.’


Harley (saluting towards the house) Congratulations, Charles Jerome Massinger!


They laugh. Harley picks up the letter from Lillah that he has set aside. Frank notices this.


(Explaining.) I have to read it sometime …


Frank folds the paper.


Frank I should warm up. Do you mind?


As Harley reads his letter.


It’s hardly raining.


My wife says I speak Dickens in my sleep. Sometimes, when she was in the mood, she said, she’d listen to a whole chapter before poking me. (Smiles.)


Harley folds Lillah’s letter and puts it back in the envelope.


Harley How is your wife, Frank?


Frank Good days, bad days.


He stands, limbers up.


So – you’re writing. George said he saw you writing.


Harley A play. (Beat.) It’s not raining, is it?


Frank shrugs and limbers up.


(Continuing.) About an actress who abandons the theatre. Chucks it all because – (Shrugs.) It’s not what she wants. It’s become – suffocating. A business … Nothing to be proud of. So she chucks it.


Frank Henry’s used to me. He’s over being scared of me. I’ll talk to him …


Harley I don’t know what I want …


He sits back lost in thought, pulling up his collar because of the rain.


Frank clears his throat, and then to himself, doing dramatically different voices, recites:


Frank ‘“How old is that horse, my friend?’ inquired Mr Pickwick, rubbing his nose with the shilling he had reserved for the fare.


“Forty-two,” replied the driver, eyeing him askant.


“What!” ejaculated Mr Pickwick. “And how long do you keep him out at a time?”
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