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Introduction





In 1936 the news of Edward VIII’s liaison with the divorcee Wallis Simpson was finally released to the British press. That Christmas every schoolboy sang ‘Hark the herald angels sing / Wally Simpson’s pinched our king’. The young N. F. (Norman Frederick) was ever afterwards known as Wally.


He was already in his late thirties and working as a teacher when he submitted his first play to an Observer play competition in 1956. In the class at the day college where he taught Wally had asked the pupils for the definition of the sound of a bicycle bell. One boy wrote: ‘When pressed it emits a resounding tinkle.’ Wally was so delighted with the phrase that he gave his first play this wonderful and wholly accurate title. A Resounding Tinkle was one of the prizewinners in the Observer competition and was selected for performance in a series of Sunday-night try-outs by the newly formed English Stage Company at the Royal Court Theatre in London.


The work is impossible to characterise. The central characters, if you can call them that, are a conventional middle-class couple who treat the abnormal things that happen in their lives – an elephant delivered to the back garden like a Christmas tree, a man at the door who wants the husband to form a government, a visiting uncle who has had a sex change – as if they were the most ordinary things in the world. This is intercut with a couple of comedians trying to establish the nature of comedy. It is not strictly satirical and lies somewhere between Lewis Carroll and the comedy it went on to influence – Monty Python.


I was a young director desperate to work at the most exciting theatre in London but my entrée was dependent on a successful production of one of these Sunday performances. I was given A Resounding Tinkle which I didn’t understand at all and had no idea how to stage. I met Wally, whose sombre face would occasionally be transformed into Mephistophilean glee. He appeared to have no practical knowledge of theatre. But one thing he was sure about were the pauses with which the play was dotted and the absolute certainty that they would work. This was something entirely new. Godot had only just been seen but there was no Pinter, so where had Wally found this technique? I rather dubiously followed his instructions. At the performance the audience fell about. I never doubted him again.


The play was immediately hailed by Ken Tynan, among others, as a work of comic genius. In a shortened version it entered the Court’s repertoire with another play by Simpson, The Hole, written at very short notice. Its script arrived in dialogue form but with no indication of characters or who said what. I had to persuade Wally that some of the lines could be said by the same person, who would have to have a name before the part could be offered to an actor. This was grudgingly conceded. In my subsequent work with Wally I tried to guide him towards some sense of character and narrative continuity but he said he felt he was being disloyal to chaos. However, the collaboration did have an effect on his next play, One Way Pendulum, the only one of his plays to be staged in the West End.


Wally was sometimes called a master of non-sequiturs. This made him very angry. He claimed that his work demonstrated an excess of logic. In One Way Pendulum a character like a charlady arrives to eat the excess food left by the family. If you have too much food you should employ someone to eat it up. We are watching our own lives prismatically. Just as Alice through the looking glass shows us the whole of Victorian England, so Simpson shows us our society. The daughter wants her arms lengthened so she can be like an ape. The father says, ‘You’d need a whole new set of glands. We couldn’t run to it.’ It’s in the use of the clichéd phrase ‘We couldn’t run to it’ that Simpson is at his most imaginative. In the same scene when the mother says ‘I’ve nothing against apes. As such’, it is the ‘as such’ which makes us laugh.


Simpson is above all things a master of language and how it reveals the madness of the lives we lead. What a pleasure it is to be able to browse through the richness of this unique writer.


William Gaskill


February 2013
























A RESOUNDING TINKLE
























Note on Publication








Two versions of A Resounding Tinkle have been published.


The two-act version used in this volume was awarded joint third prize in the Observer plays competition of 1956/57. It was first published by Faber and Faber in 1958 as one of The Observer Plays and first performed in 1959 by the Cambridge University Actors.


The one-act version was first published by Faber and Faber in 1964 in The Hole and Other Plays and Sketches. This was first performed at the Royal Court in 1958 and revived at the Donmar Warehouse in 2007.


















First Performance








A Resounding Tinkle was first performed by the English Stage Company as a production without decor at the Royal Court Theatre, London, on 1 December 1957. In this unpublished, alternative two-act version, the cast was as follows:




Bro Paradock Nigel Davenport


Middie Paradock Wendy Craig


First Comedian Graham Crowden


Second Comedian Toke Townley


The Author John Wood


First Cleaner Rita Webb


Second Cleaner Fanny Carby


Technician Leslie Glazer


Producer Patrick Barton


American Tourist Leslie Glazer


Uncle Ted Marigold Sharman







Directed by William Gaskill










 







 





A Resounding Tinkle was first performed by the English Stage Company in its one-act version at the Royal Court Theatre, London, on 2 April 1958 as part of a double bill with The Hole. The cast was as follows:




Bro Paradock Nigel Davenport


Middie Paradock Wendy Craig


Uncle Ted Sheila Ballantine







Directed by William Gaskill


Designed by Tazeena Firth


Costume Supervision by Stephen Doncaster










 







 





A Resounding Tinkle, in its original two-act version, was first performed by the Cambridge University Actors at the ADC Theatre, Cambridge on 20 January 1959. The complete play received its belated London premiere as part of the production’s subsequent tour at the Royal Court Theatre on 15 March 1959. The cast was as follows:




Bro Paradock Peter Cook


Middie Paradock Eleanor Bron


First Comedian Geoff Pattie


Second Comedian Timothy Birdsall


Author David Johnson


Technician Jonathan Spence


Mrs Nora Mortice Joyce Quinney


First Cleaner Freda Stratton


Second Cleaner Jill Daltry


Don Paradock Penny Balchin


Mustard Short Peter Foster


Denzil Pepper James Cornford


Miss Salt Freda Stratton


Mrs Vinegar Catharine Buckley


Chairman John Tydeman


Man Bill Wallis







Directed by John Bird


Music by Christopher Sarson


President John Tydeman










 







 





A Resounding Tinkle, in the one-act version, was revived at the Donmar Warehouse, London, on 26 July 2007, in a triple bill with Gladly Otherwise and Michael Frayn’s The Crimson Hotel. The cast, in order of speaking, was as follows:




Middie Paradock Judith Scott


Bro Paradock Peter Capaldi


Uncle Ted Lyndsey Marshal


Voice of Vicar John Hodgkinson







Director Douglas Hodge


Designer Vicki Mortimer


Lighting Designer Paule Constable


Sound Designer Carolyn Downing


Composers Stu Barker and Douglas Hodge


Movement Carolina Valdés





















Characters










in order of appearance


Bro Paradock


Middie Paradock


his wife


First Comedian


Hamster


Second Comedian


Bug


Author


Technician


Mrs Nora Mortice


a neighbour


First Cleaner


Second Cleaner


Don Paradock


daughter of Bro and Middie Paradock


Man in Bowler Hat


Producer


Critics


Mustard Short


Denzil Pepper


Miss Salt


Mrs Vinegar


Chairman
























Setting










Time: the present.




 





ACT ONE


Scene One


A suburban living room. Evening.


Scene Two


Same. Later the same evening.





ACT TWO


Same. Evening next day.
























Act One








SCENE ONE


The living room. The silence between Bro Paradock, who stands with a glass in his hand looking out of the window, and his wife, Middie Paradock, whose glass stands beside her on the small table by which she is sitting, has clearly just fallen. It is not broken for nearly half a minute.




Mrs Paradock So don’t flatter yourself.




Bro Paradock turns from the window, empties his glass and, picking up Middie Paradock’s glass, goes to a side table to fill both from one of two bottles containing a brightly purple liquid.





Mr Paradock I’m not flattering myself. And in any case we had all this out before.


Mrs Paradock And now we’re having it out again.




Bro Paradock hands one of the two glasses to his wife. Both raise their glasses perfunctorily, grunt and sip. They are far from certain what to make of the bliss they come upon for the second time, and Bro Paradock, after another two sips, takes up the bottle and looks steadily at the label.





Mr Paradock I’ve never known this to happen before.


Mrs Paradock It doesn’t have to have happened before.


Mr Paradock I can feel it hurrying through my veins like smoke.


Mrs Paradock It’s happened now. That’s all you need concern yourself with.


Mr Paradock My lines seem to be coming to me in bits. Or what seem to be bits. This is like some unspecified milk of paradise.


Mrs Paradock What you can’t remember you can make up.


Mr Paradock And what I can’t make up can go unsaid.


Mrs Paradock No one minds with this kind of play. No one notices. You can be eight sheets in the wind or whatever it is practically from the word ‘go’ and the more the merrier from the author down. Or up. So don’t for God’s sake start having any qualms over remembering your lines or anybody else’s lines. Just put it down to the ambrosia. Let ambrosia look after it.


Mr Paradock Ambrosia is what they eat. Not what they drink.


Mrs Paradock What who eat?


Mr Paradock You mean nectar. Let the nectar look after it. Not ambrosia.


Mrs Paradock Who said anything about nectar?


Mr Paradock You can’t drink ambrosia, for God’s sake! Ambrosia is the food of the immortals. It’s what the gods eat.


Mrs Paradock I don’t know what it is you’re trying to prove with your slick emendations of every damn remark I make, but what ever it is you can go right ahead and prove something different.




A knock.





What the hell do you think you make me look like by comparison?




Mrs Paradock goes out to answer the knock. Bro Paradock takes up a newspaper. Middie Paradock returns and begins tidying the room, speaking as she does so.





There’s somebody at the door wanting you to form a government.




Bro Paradock looks at her in astonishment. Several seconds elapse.





Mr Paradock What does he look like?


Mrs Paradock He says he’s working through the street directory.




Pause.





I shall want this cork opened in case we have to offer him a drink.




Pause.





He was wearing an old raincoat. He looked as if he was trying it on for size.


Mr Paradock Give me the bottle. You can’t open a cork. You should know that. You open the bottle. (He begins to remove the cork.) If it’s an old raincoat what would he be trying it on for?


Mrs Paradock It might not be as old as the one he had before.


Mr Paradock I don’t know why you wanted this bottle opened when the other one’s more than half full.


Mrs Paradock The coat he had before may have been in tatters. It may have been black with grease. Or mud.




With a preoccupied air, Bro Paradock takes a pipe from the mantel piece and begins filling it.





Mr Paradock How can I start forming a government at six o’clock in the evening?


Mrs Paradock You’d be saying the same thing if it were six o’clock in the morning.




She takes a torn and dirty raincoat from a cupboard.





Look at this thing. How do you know his mightn’t have been in a worse state than this one? Look at the sleeves. And the collar – look at it. His was probably as bad or worse.


Mr Paradock It’s the Prime Minister’s job.


Mrs Paradock Oh yes. If you want to shelve your responsibilities I dare say it is the Prime Minister’s job.


Mr Paradock It’s no concern of mine at all.


Mrs Paradock There’s a man at the door waiting for your answer.




Pause.





Mr Paradock How do you know he isn’t wanted by the police?


Mrs Paradock Why should he be?


Mr Paradock If he is, we ought to turn him over.


Mrs Paradock If he’s a criminal, he’s in plain clothes – that’s all I can say.


Mr Paradock I’m going to turn him over.




He moves to the door.





Mrs Paradock You may never get another chance to form a government.


Mr Paradock That goes for anything I ever choose not to do.


Mrs Paradock So what’s it to be?


Mr Paradock I’ll see what he looks like.




He goes out. Middie Paradock clears the table, sets out paper, ashtrays, water and glasses as for a board meeting. Bro Paradock returns, takes up a newspaper and sits down in silence. Pause.





It was Uncle Ted having a joke.


Mrs Paradock I would have recognised him.


Mr Paradock He was disguising his voice. He said I looked like Gladstone.


Mrs Paradock And did you?


Mr Paradock He wanted me to be taken in – I could see that.


Mrs Paradock So I suppose you obliged?


Mr Paradock That sort of thing cuts no ice with me.


Mrs Paradock You should have led him on by pretending to think it was 1868.


Mr Paradock It was all of a piece with his asking me to form a government.


Mrs Paradock I hope you didn’t start saying, ‘My mission is to pacify Ireland’?


Mr Paradock It cut no more ice with me than Gladstone would have done if I’d been Queen Victoria. And God knows there’s little enough of the Empress of India about me.


Mrs Paradock It would have been playing into his hands to say, ‘My mission is to pacify Ireland.’


Mr Paradock I know it would have been playing into his hands.


Mrs Paradock I can’t think why I didn’t recognise him.


Mr Paradock He said he was round canvassing for the Whigs.


Mrs Paradock Surely Uncle Ted knows you’ve never been a Whig?


Mr Paradock I suppose he thought he could talk me round like last time, when he had me voting for some candidate who refused to stand.


Mrs Paradock You should have let him come in for a few minutes to try your overcoat on.


Mr Paradock My overcoat would never fit Uncle Ted. Uncle Ted is broader across the shoulders than I am.


Mrs Paradock Exactly.


Mr Paradock He’s a bigger man altogether than I am. He’d never get into my overcoat. I doubt whether he could even wear it like a cloak.


Mrs Paradock You don’t see what I’m leading up to, do you? I know your overcoat is too small for him. It’s too small for you except when you’re in one of your pint-size moods. But if he’d tried it on I could have seen at a glance he wasn’t a man of your build. I might after a time have been able to narrow it down to Uncle Ted. As it is, I don’t know what to think.


Mr Paradock I’ve already told you it was Uncle Ted having a joke with us. It’s just the kind of joke Uncle Ted would think up.


Mrs Paradock And what happened about the government? Did you agree to form one or not?


Mr Paradock I wasn’t approached.


Mrs Paradock That’s a likely story.


Mr Paradock He probably forgot.


Mrs Paradock If he forgot, how do you know it was Uncle Ted? It looks to me as if you’ve let yourself in for something with your bland assumptions about it being Uncle Ted having a joke with us. You’ll be getting somebody round before you know where you are with papers to prove it’s 1868.


Mr Paradock But not that I’m Gladstone.


Mrs Paradock If it’s 1868 it makes precious little difference whether you’re Gladstone or Disraeli.




A knock.





Mr Paradock Tell them I’m in conference.


Mrs Paradock It’ll be the concert party, I expect.




Middie Paradock goes out. Bro Paradock sits down at the head of the table as though presiding at a directors’ meeting of four, whose names around the table, anti-clockwise from himself, are Black, Green, White and Brown. Bro Paradock appears to be following a discussion which is passing back and forth across the table. Occasion ally he intervenes to clarify a point, to invite a comment or to call someone to order. Middie Paradock returns.





I’ve sent them upstairs to get their make-up on. It’s the concert party.


Mr Paradock Where are they going to do their act? There’s no room in here for them.


Mrs Paradock It doesn’t last more than ten minutes or so.


Mr Paradock They’ve still got to have somewhere to do it.


Mrs Paradock They can do it in the room next door. We can watch through the serving hatch there. We’ve done it before.


Mr Paradock (shrugs) As long as they’re satisfied. Give me a hand to get this board meeting out of the way before they come down, Middie.


Mrs Paradock If I can find my shorthand.




Middie Paradock fetches a notebook and pencil, quickly tidies her hair as she passes a mirror, puts on stylishly elegant spectacles and sits down beside Bro Paradock. The mime continues for a few moments, and Bro Paradock then rises to close the meeting.





Mr Paradock Gentlemen. We have several proposals before us. I think we have three, to be exact – unless Mr Black’s last point is to be taken as expanding the total to three and a half! (He acknowledges laughter.) The question is whether by continuing the meeting for another three or four hours we can reduce those three – and a half – proposals to one, or whether it would be better to congratulate ourselves on the progress we have already made and postpone a final decision for later consideration. As you know, gentlemen, and it is a melancholy thought – whatever we may decide, what ever plans we may make for the future of the company, it is beyond any of us to predict the conditions under which those plans will have to work, since no one can forecast – and perhaps least of all the government itself – what the government’s future policy towards typewriter ribbons is to be. (He acknowledges laughter.) We have cleared a great deal of useful ground here this afternoon, and I think you will agree with me when I say …




First Comedian, wearing a white coat and carrying a stethoscope, enters.





Mrs Paradock Here they are.


First Comedian The other one’s coming in a moment. Where would you like us?


Mrs Paradock (opening the door right into an adjoining room) We thought perhaps in here would be rather nice.




Middie Paradock leads First Comedian out, switching on the light to reveal a small adjoining room containing a washbasin, a light, long wooden table and a desk. Bro Paradock puts his head through the hatch.





Mrs Paradock We haven’t got a stage for you, I’m afraid, but there’s any amount of hot water upstairs if you want to wash the make-up off afterwards.


Mr Paradock We thought for the moment you were Uncle Ted back.


Mrs Paradock We thought nothing of the kind. He thinks it’s 1868 and you’ve come to ask him to form a government. It’s all he ever thinks about.


First Comedian I’d like an old blanket on this table, Mrs Para dock, and two or three cushions if you could manage it.


Mrs Paradock I can manage the blanket; I’ll see what I can find for you to use as cushions.


First Comedian A pillow would do. I only want to prop his head up.


Mrs Paradock I’ll find something. And say nothing to him what ever you do about Edward Cardwell. He’s only waiting for a chance to have you reforming the Army. He thinks he’s Gladstone.


Mr Paradock I’m not deaf and I don’t need humouring, thank you.


Mrs Paradock Cushions and a blanket.




Middie Paradock goes out.





Mr Paradock There’s plenty of hot water in the bathroom up stairs.




First Comedian continues in silence to set his scene, placing the table near the front of the stage and arranging papers on the desk. Middie Paradock comes in with blanket and cushions.





I was telling our friend here there’s plenty of hot water upstairs if they want it afterwards.


Mrs Paradock A spotlight would be more to the point. They can’t do their act in total darkness.


Mr Paradock It isn’t what they can do that matters. Or what they can’t do. It’s what we can see them doing. That’s the thing that matters.




First Comedian places cushions under the blanket, with which he covers the table to form an improvised couch as for a doctor’s patient.





First Comedian I think we’re about ready now, if you wouldn’t mind giving my friend a shout. He can come through the same door there when you’ve put out the light in your room.


Mrs Paradock Do you hear that, Bro? We’re to have our light out. You’d better have your torch ready.




Middie Paradock goes out and returns almost immediately.





He’s just coming down. Where’s your torch, Bro, before I switch out the light?


Mr Paradock It’s here ready. I’ve had it ready all the time while you’ve been talking.


Mrs Paradock Isn’t this exciting?




She switches off the light. By the light of the torch she finds her way to the hatch. First Comedian is sitting at his improvised desk, writing. He leans forward, presses a button, and says ‘Ping’. The door from the living room opens to admit a man of no particular age between forty and sixty, whose nondescript appearance and defeated air contrast with the brisk, ebullient manner the First Comedian has assumed. This is the Second Comedian. He approaches the desk and sits diffidently down. When after a few minutes the First Comedian disengages his attention from what he is writing, the Second Comedian leans forward.





Second Comedian It’s my feet, Doctor.


First Comedian What’s the matter with your feet?


Second Comedian I was rather hoping you might be able to tell me that, Doctor.


First Comedian Let me see them.




Second Comedian takes off shoes and socks.





Second Comedian They’re all right now. It’s when they suddenly swivel round they catch me.




Second Comedian holds out both legs quite straight in front of him. First Comedian stands over them.





First Comedian What are these?


Second Comedian They’re my kneecaps, Doctor.


First Comedian They ought to be much higher up your legs than this.


Second Comedian I can’t seem to keep them up, Doctor.


First Comedian Take everything off except your trousers and lie down over there.




First Comedian goes to washbasin, where he begins washing his hands, while Second Comedian goes into the corner, where the desk conceals him, to undress.





Eardrums still getting overheated?


Second Comedian Only when I listen to anything, Doctor.




Second Comedian comes out and lies down on the couch. First Comedian examines his chest.





First Comedian Breathe in deeply. Again. Yes – you’re having trouble with your breathing. Breathe out. Do you notice any difference?


Second Comedian None at all, Doctor.


First Comedian And do you know why? The reason you notice no difference is that there isn’t any. All the time while you’re breathing out, there’s air forcing its way in. It’s trying to push past. Breathe in again. (He reflects for a moment.) Do you ever feel as though the air you’re getting is the wrong kind of air?


Second Comedian I just don’t get the air, Doctor.


First Comedian Somebody must have it if you don’t.


Second Comedian It’s my lungs, Doctor. First Comedian Nonsense. There’s nothing wrong with your lungs. They’re both perfectly fit.


Second Comedian I don’t think they hit it off, Doctor. They’re at daggers drawn practically the whole time. Over the air.


First Comedian And your breathing’s twisted to blazes as a result. Let me see your tongue. Open your mouth. (He looks inside.) You’ve had this jaw to pieces, haven’t you?


Second Comedian It was some years ago, Doctor.


First Comedian It doesn’t matter how long ago it was. It’s not a question of time. You laymen start dismantling these parts, but you’ve no idea how to put them together again. Here’s a tooth which has been put back upside down. You’re biting on the root.




First Comedian begins to use the stethoscope.





Second Comedian I’ve been told I can expect all my teeth to turn turtle eventually.


First Comedian What are you doing about it?


Second Comedian Consulting you, Doctor.


First Comedian I thought you’d come to me about your feet.




First Comedian grimaces as he continues to sound Second Comedian’s chest.





What on earth are you carrying round in this bloodstream of yours?


Second Comedian Only my blood, Doctor.


First Comedian You’ve got a hell of a noisy circulation.


Second Comedian I have, Doctor. It keeps me awake.


First Comedian I should think so. It sounds like a mobile iron foundry. You need a silencer for it. I’ll give you a letter to take to the King’s Cross Blood, Brain and Bowel Hospital. You can have it under the National Health.


Second Comedian I’d like them to look at my arteries while I’m there as well, Doctor. They seem to have venous blood in them.


First Comedian It’s when you get arterial blood in the veins that you need to begin worrying. Turn over and let me look at your back.




Second Comedian turns painfully over and First Comedian stands looking for some moments in silence.





Second Comedian I’ve had it some time, Doctor.


First Comedian I can see that. And we can write off these kidneys.


Second Comedian I hardly ever use them, Doctor.


First Comedian How long have your ribs been like this?


Second Comedian As long as I can remember, Doctor.


First Comedian And how long is that? Months? Years?


Second Comedian I can’t altogether recall, Doctor.




First Comedian goes back to his desk where he takes up a pen and begins writing briskly.





First Comedian You can get your clothes on.




While Second Comedian gets dressed, First Comedian goes on writing. When Second Comedian reappears, he puts down his pen.





Sit down, Mr Avalanche.




Second Comedian sits down hesitantly and waits for First Comedian to begin.





I don’t suppose there’s much I can tell you that you don’t know already. It’s an obsolete body, of course, as you realise. And I’m afraid you’ll have to do the best you can with it. You must learn to co-operate with your organs.


Second Comedian The small of my back is too big, Doctor.


First Comedian There’s nothing to be gained by pretending it isn’t. In fact I’ll be quite frank with you, Mr Avalanche – it’s a great deal larger than it should be. Not only in your case, but with a surprisingly large number of people. But there’s absolutely no need for you to have any misgivings about it. People go on – some of them with far less wrong with them than you have by a long way – they go on living active lives sometimes for years. There’s no reason at all, Mr Avalanche, why given time you shouldn’t have a good twenty or thirty years in front of you.


Second Comedian With a transparent pelvis, Doctor?


First Comedian The main thing is to keep that blood circulating. Take precautions, but don’t overdo it. Sleep whenever you can with your eyes closed. Keep off strong poisons of all kinds – and breathe. Breathe all the time. If it doesn’t seem to be showing results, make sure it isn’t because you’re under water. Keep at it: the more you breathe the better you’ll feel.


Second Comedian I’ve been having a lot of trouble with my slanting bowel since I became allergic to smells, Doctor.


First Comedian You will for a time, but it’s nothing to worry about. Take this letter to the Blood, Brain and Bowel Hospital and they’ll give you a thorough overhaul.


Second Comedian I shall feel a lot easier, Doctor.


First Comedian And get those feet seen to. They’ll be no good to you while they swivel. You should be seeing somebody about them. The feet should never swivel. Hand that letter in to the almoner and you can come back here when the specialist has seen you.


Second Comedian Thank you, Doctor. And I’ll come in again, as you say, when I’ve been examined.


First Comedian Next Thursday. I can’t see you before then. And I’ll give you something for those elbows to see if we can’t get them bending the right way.


Second Comedian Very good, Doctor.




Second Comedian goes listlessly out, switching off the light as he does so. As he enters the living room, he switches that light on. Bro and Middie Paradock withdraw from the hatch and close it. Middie Paradock half opens the door into the passage through which the Second Comedian has gone.





Mrs Paradock You can find your own way upstairs, I expect. You’ll find plenty of hot water up there.




She closes the door.





Mr Paradock It’s Aunt Chloe’s birthday next week.


Mrs Paradock So you keep saying.


Mr Paradock We shall have to think of something.


Mrs Paradock Unless we send Doris round when she comes home from school?


Mr Paradock There’s never anything she wants. If you think of anything, she’s always got it. Everything you think of she’s got already.


Mrs Paradock Listen. Hear them? Hear them washing their make-up off upstairs?


Mr Paradock What’s the good of sending Doris round?


Mrs Paradock Not if she were to burst a paper bag in Aunt Chloe’s ear? We could get her a deaf aid.


Mr Paradock I don’t see why we should go to all that trouble. It isn’t as if it’s her twenty-first.


Mrs Paradock I thought that was rather novel when he said, ‘You’ve had this jaw to pieces.’


Mr Paradock I was expecting him to make some remark about dry rot in the roof of his mouth.


Mrs Paradock It was very unpredictable.


Mr Paradock Except at the end. That bit about the elbows bending the wrong way. I could see that coming.


Mrs Paradock That wasn’t till right at the end.


Mr Paradock I could see it coming.


Mrs Paradock You mean you think you could see it coming. You’re being wise after the event again. If you could see it coming why didn’t you say so before it came? That would have been the time to say it instead of waiting till it was all over.


Mr Paradock Because if I’d said so before it came, it would have spoiled it for you.


Mrs Paradock How did you know I hadn’t seen it coming myself?


Mr Paradock Because you’d have said so.


Mrs Paradock And spoiled it for you?


Mr Paradock You wouldn’t have spoiled it for me because I saw it coming all along, as you well knew.


Mrs Paradock One of these days you’ll be wise after the event once too often. Did we give them supper last time?


Mr Paradock We’ve never had them before.


Mrs Paradock We would never have had them this time if it had been left to you. You’d better ask them what they want to drink when they come down.




Bro Paradock goes to the table behind the door, where he is unseen at first by the two comedians, who enter, wearing dark lounge suits, as Middie Paradock goes out.





Here they are. There’ll be something ready for you in a few minutes if you’ll excuse me while I get it served up.




She closes the door behind her.





First Comedian I thought they were going to send us off without anything.




They catch sight of Bro Paradock. A difficult pause.





Mr Paradock You’d like a drink, I expect. I’ll get you some clean glasses.




Second Comedian opens the door and closes it behind Bro Para dock, who goes out with the tray. First Comedian shrugs, picks up a magazine, and sits with his back to the audience.





Second Comedian You’re being a bit casual, aren’t you? What about all these people?


First Comedian Well?


Second Comedian We can’t sit down and read magazines.


First Comedian It’s not my job to spoon-feed them.


Second Comedian They’ll get restive.


First Comedian Let them talk among themselves for a time.




Second Comedian sits doubtfully down with a magazine, but is increasingly ill at ease. He gives up the effort to read and, standing up, looks across to the First Comedian. Convulsively he turns and makes an agonised attempt to address the audience direct.





Second Comedian (inarticulate for a few moments) Good people …




He can get no further and turns angrily on First Comedian, who is now watching him with interest.





Don’t just sit there!


First Comedian (putting down his magazine) Now listen to me, Bug. Just take it easy, will you? Sit down and take that look off your face. Give it to a rabbit to wear when it meets a stoat. You look like death.




Second Comedian sits miserably down.





Second Comedian Maybe it isn’t your job to spoon-feed them. But it’s not mine either.


First Comedian Then we can both stop worrying. If they don’t want to amuse themselves they can make do with silence.


Second Comedian They’ll never stand for it.


First Comedian We can break it up with dialogue from time to time if it would make you any easier. And silence isn’t so easy to come by as all that, either, if it comes to that.


Second Comedian It’s not what you go to a theatre for. You go to other places for silence. Not a theatre. They’ll feel cheated.


First Comedian It’s possible. I’ve known people feel cheated about some odd things. I’ve known people buy a bath sponge and do calculations to show that two-thirds of the sponge is made up of holes. And it galls them to think that two-thirds of what they’ve paid good money for isn’t really there. Of course they feel cheated. They have every right to feel cheated. They’ve been overcharged. They’ve been overcharged two hundred per cent.


Second Comedian Not with a sponge. They’ve no right to feel cheated over a sponge. A sponge is where you expect to find holes. But a theatre is not where you expect to find silence. That’s the difference. The holes are there for a purpose in a sponge. They’re there to soak up the water.


First Comedian Now you’re bringing a new element into it. Start talking about purpose and you’ll have the whole argument be devilled. Before we know where we are, we shall be splitting hairs. No. Leave purpose out of it. They’re not there to soak up the water. The holes in a sponge soak up the water. It’s not the same.


Second Comedian Which is what I said in the first place. The holes are there for a purpose.


First Comedian Purpose, purpose, purpose! It isn’t purpose – it’s coincidence! They happen to be there and they happen to soak up the water. The holes were there long before you or anybody else ever used a sponge in a bath. And that goes for everything else. It goes for sponges and it goes for … for everything else. What, for instance, is the purpose of the sea? Is it so that sponges can have somewhere to grow? To give fish somewhere to use their gills? Perhaps you want to tell me that oceans exist to cater for sub marines? Rather than waste all those submarines on dry land, God in His all-seeing wisdom made the sea. That’s how you’re arguing. You’re arguing from effect back to cause and it’s disastrous.


Second Comedian You’re going too fast for me. Your mind doesn’t work the way mine does. Let me come to it in my own way.


First Comedian Good God, we’re going to be at it all night. Surely you can see the analogy with a sponge. We don’t have to run a bath for you and let you get into it, do we? With your ducks and your boats, before you can see a simple analogy?


Second Comedian Offensive swine!


First Comedia All I’m trying to say is that anyone who starts with the idea of sponge, and starts squeezing water over himself out of it before he lets his mind wander slowly back through the millennia to the beginnings of things, is going the wrong way about it. He’ll end up in a paroxysm of wonder. He’ll want to start worshipping something, on the spot, while he’s still dripping with water and his glasses are steamed up. And for no better reason, for no more compelling reason, than that the entire evolutionary processes of the cosmos seem to him to have been geared for several million years to the task of providing him with something to wash himself with. How marvellous are Thy ways, O Lord! The seasons always working out just right for the crops; the flowers never forgetting what colour they have to be to attract the right kind of insect and repel the wrong kind, blessed be God! Isn’t it wonderful the way it all works out? And if it had worked out quite differently that would have been pretty wonderful too.


Second Comedian What none of this alters, or even begins to make any impression on as far as I can see, is the irrefutable fact that five minutes of dead silence, or even two or three minutes of it, is going to open the floodgates of their indignation like the bottom coming out of a bag of cement. They won’t stomach it.


First Comedian At the end of three or four minutes of silence, if it would put your mind at rest, we could have a hunting horn.


Second Comedian Where would that get any of us?


First Comedian Or a horse whinnying. To break the tension. Kettledrums. Anything like that.


Second Comedian Bringing a neighing horse on to the stage is going to present us with more problems than it solves.


First Comedian A whinnying horse. I said nothing about a neighing horse.


Second Comedian People won’t stand for it.


First Comedian As for problems, of course a horse on the stage presents problems. Of course it does. And suppose we solve all the problems it presents? What happens? We end up with more problems than we started with. Because that’s the way problems propagate their species. A problem left to itself dries up or goes rotten. But fertilise a problem with a solution – you’ll hatch out dozens. It’s better than breeding budgerigars. There isn’t anything very challenging about a budgerigar. There’s a limit to what you can do by way of experiment. Horse-breeding and dog-breeding and all the other hobbies people have to occupy them when they’re not breeding problems are not for you and me. The people who count are the ones who devote their lives to a search for the sterile solution from which no further problems can be bred. I hope they never find it. The moment they do, the world ends.


Second Comedian Don’t let my presence on the stage cramp your style. Go on as if I weren’t here. Make a full-blooded soliloquy of it while you’re in voice. Open the hatches and disgorge. Give us all plenty to flounder in and damned be him that first cries, ‘Hold, enough!’ Only count me out.




As Second Comedian makes to fling open the door, Middie Para dock enters, carrying a tray of food.





Mrs Paradock Oh.




She pauses uncertainly, and then goes to the table to put down the tray.





I hope I haven’t interrupted you both in the middle of a quarrel.




Bro Paradock enters with a tray of drinks, which he puts down on the small table behind the door.





Mr Paradock You’d like an aperient I expect.


Mrs Paradock Put it down and leave it. They can pour their own in a moment.


Mr Paradock Oh.




Middie Paradock takes Bro Paradock aside.





Mrs Paradock We’ve come in at the wrong moment. They were about to have a set-to.




They go towards the door.





Mr Paradock Is there anything you need? Or can you manage?


Mrs Paradock Of course they don’t need anything. There are knives in the drawer if they want to go at each other in that way.




Bro and Middie Paradock go out and close the door. Second Comedian goes to the small table, where he pours out two glasses of the purple drink and brings them to the larger table on which First Comedian has set out the food. They sit and begin their meal, eating and drinking for some time in silence.





Second Comedian (holding up his glass) This is like the milk of paradise.




They continue to eat in silence.





It’ll save time if we test for humour now.


First Comedian Afterwards.


Second Comedian Where I get baffled is over isolating the quint essential comic element.




Pause.





You could get rid of the linguistic overtones by using Esperanto, but that means evening classes for comedian and audience alike while they’re all learning Esperanto.


First Comedian They might not like the joke any more in Esperanto than they did in English.


Second Comedian And after months of part-time study they’d be in a pretty ugly mood.


First Comedian It’s the wrong approach altogether. If you want to isolate the quintessential comic element, the only way you can do it is through your laughter response index.


Second Comedian You mean through my own, personal laughter response index? Because if so there’s nothing doing there. Every joke I’ve ever thought of has been tried out on myself first.


First Comedian And what’s your laughter response index?


Second Comedian I get a nil reading. I’ve got no sense of humour.


First Comedian I doubt that. You may have a low laughter quotient. Many people have. But it’s ridiculous for a comedian to be without a sense of humour altogether.


Second Comedian I keep it under control. I like to keep my satiric vision unimpaired.


First Comedian Satiric vision my sunglasses! You’ve got about as much satiric vision as a hawk with bifocals has got eyes like a lynx. Or vice versa, as far as that goes. You remind me of a lark walking the plank with its eyes closed. Slowly. Cautiously. Feeling its way step by step, making a false move and clutching convulsively at the air before hitting the water.




They continue the meal in silence.





You remind me of a pigeon coming down by parachute.




Silence.





Coming down by parachute because it likes to keep its neuroses airborne as long as possible.


Second Comedian You’re as smug as a parrot.


First Comedian You remind me of a cormorant.


Second Comedian As smug as a parrot from the Azores. I only hope when you hit the water you don’t find it frozen over. Or that if you do you’re wearing your skates. If you’re wearing your skates when you hit the water and find it frozen over, you can be as smug as you like till kingdom come and I wish you joy of it. Till then, leave it to the parrots, please.


First Comedian You remind me of a cormorant with a beak a yard long tapping out a manifesto to the cosmos on a second-hand typewriter. I affirm letter by tipsy letter that I exist! I am in revolt (with reservations) against revolt! I do not choose not to be! Beak first, it plunges like a kingfisher into the glutinous mud, sticks fast and quivers like a tuning fork.




They eat the rest of their meal in silence and then, pushing back their chairs, get up from the table.





I wonder what kind of an allegory they’ll make of that.


Second Comedian We shall know soon enough.




They move in an unsettled way about the room, picking up and putting down books and ornaments, looking out of the window, yawning.





First Comedian I suggest we have one more drink and then see what we can do on the strength of it by way of getting the curtain down.




He pours two drinks, one of which he hands to Second Comedian.





Go for spontaneity. Just give the dialogue its head – it’s bound to be almost played out by now.


Second Comedian This seems a damned hit-or-miss way to me of doing things.


First Comedian It won’t when you’ve had some more nectar. Drink up. A sort of rallentando close should do it very nicely, but don’t try to force it. Let it take its course.




First Comedian takes up a position at the window.





The stars are a long way off tonight.




Second Comedian joins him for a moment at the window, looks up as though to verify First Comedian’s observation and then turns away.





Second Comedian The planets are not much nearer.




Second Comedian stands looking intently at a goldfish in a bowl. First Comedian comes away from the window.





First Comedian In 1751 Dr Joseph Priestley was distressed that he could not feel a proper repentance for the sin of Adam.




Second Comedian continues to stare into the goldfish bowl. First Comedian has something on his mind which he is uncertain how best to put into words. He takes up a position behind a high-backed chair as though in front of a rostrum.





Second Comedian The open sea is a closed book to this goldfish.




Pause. Second Comedian turns away from the goldfish.





First Comedian I concede that the earth could be flat. But I doubt it. I doubt it for a number of reasons which I don’t intend to go into now. I’d like to put it to the test. I’d very much like to put the whole theory to the test simply by sailing west as far as I could go. If my reckoning is reliable, and if the earth is, as I believe, spherical, I ought eventually, unless there happens to be other land in the way, to arrive on the coast of China.


Second Comedian It’s a persuasive theory.


First Comedian It opens up so many possibilities. Take the sun. We talk about sunrise and sunset. How do we know that what we imagine to be the sun rising and the sun setting, and what we imagine to be the sun moving from east to west across the sky, aren’t all in fact a simple optical illusion? How do we know that it isn’t we who are moving, while the sun remains motionless in the heavens?


Second Comedian I suppose anything could be an optical illusion.


First Comedian Look at it this way. This is very tentative, but you’ve been in a train often enough, haven’t you, when another train is drawn up alongside it. Now. One train begins to move. You can feel nothing, but you look through the window and decide that it’s the other train which is moving backwards. As you gather speed, however, the movement of your own train as it begins to sway tells you that in fact it is you who are moving forwards.


Second Comedian I think some of this has been gone into before.


First Comedian You’d get exactly the same effect as you got with the trains if the earth were to be spinning in the opposite direction to the apparent movement of the sun across the sky.


Second Comedian In fact there are a good many people who seem to organise their lives on some such assumption.


First Comedian I don’t intend to let this rest here. If Columbus was right on this score, he was very likely right on other things too. But no one will ever know what those other things were until some one takes the trouble to find out. And people aren’t going to go to the trouble of finding out until he’s been proved right on this point first. That’s why it’s up to me to vindicate him if I can. I’m certain he was right.


Second Comedian He bides his time who’s stuck knee-deep in lime.


First Comedian I can’t see what that’s got to do with it.


Second Comedian It’s a proverb.


First Comedian You seem to set precious little store by relevance, I must say.


Second Comedian I prefer to go off at a tangent.


First Comedian And damned smug you sound about it, too!


Second Comedian I stand for the line of least resistance.


First Comedian Then let’s both doze off.




They sit opposite each other and close their eyes. Both begin muttering under their breath. At last First Comedian opens his eyes suspiciously. Suspicion turns to anger, and, leaping up, he gestures violently to where Second Comedian is sitting bolt upright and with eyes now open.





You cavalier bastard! You’ve been talking in my sleep!


Second Comedian How was I to know whose sleep it was?


First Comedian You could have asked, couldn’t you?


Second Comedia What the hell!


First Comedian It was a pretty cavalier thing to do, that’s all I’m saying. You might ask next time.




Both subside. There is a pause. Second Comedian gets up from his chair.





Second Comedian Not a year passes but I am older.




Pause.





First Comedian By how much I grow older, by so much am I nearer my end.




Pause.





Second Comedian When the end comes there is no more.




Both look up at the curtain, which begins to fall very slowly. They follow it down a short way with their eyes, turn to look at each other in mutual search for confirmation, find it and rush to pour themselves another drink. They drink to success as the curtain comes quickly down.














SCENE TWO


In front of the curtain appears a man of perhaps thirty-five, well dressed and easy mannered; he would pass for a third-generation estate agent with an office in Knightsbridge. He represents the author. He has a glass in his hand, which is half full of a bright, purple liquid.




Author I agree. A pretty epileptic start. We’re going to see what we can do in the next scene about pulling the thing together. Be cause this isn’t at all of course how I wrote the play. You must have realised that. We’re all – what shall I say? – we’re all just a thought oiled over on this side of the footlights. I expect you’ve gathered that. And of course the thing was by no means as straightforward as I could have wished even before this crate arrived back stage. It really is remarkable stuff, I might say. Milk of paradise is … well, it’s not what I would have called it, but I can see the connection; anyone casting around for some phrase to just hit it off with, might well seize on one like that. And of course one is quite possibly not as clear-headed after two or three glasses of this as to be able to explain altogether clearly what it is one is trying to do. Conversely, as it were, such an explanation would hardly have been needed had one not failed – rather lamentably, I must admit – to achieve what one was trying to achieve. How close we’re getting to the original tonight is anybody’s guess – it would have been anybody’s guess whether this nectar had arrived so unexpectedly or not. Because I know hardly a word of Portuguese, and of course Portuguese is precisely the language, unfortunately, in which the play – or most of it – came to me. I was pretty much in the dark, I can tell you, until I got to work with a dictionary. I had someone help me, naturally, and between us we’ve hammered out something, but I’m far from happy about the whole thing. I think what you’d all better do is to visualise if you can a regimental sergeant-major on a kitchen chair in the middle of a bare stage with his back to you. He has a megaphone through which quite suddenly he’ll begin reciting Jabberwocky over and over again for three hours at top speed. I want that image to be clear in your minds, and I want you to hold it there throughout this performance of ours tonight. It is our sheet anchor. Without that image in our minds we shall lose all sense of proportion about what we’re going through here and now. For let us make no mistake about it, we are in this together and we must do what we can to see that no one of us suffers more than another. There is no desire, no intention on my part, or on the part of any of us on this side of the foot lights, to impose upon you any ready-made idea of our own as to what this play ought to turn out to be. So often the author – we have all known him – moves invisibly among his audience nudging one and distracting another, muttering and mouthing among his betters. Or he leans forward from time to time to make simultaneous overtures of sumptuous impropriety to every Aunt Edna in the house. Such has never been my conception of the relationship that should exist between us. No. It is together that we must shape the experience which is the play we shall all of us have shared. The actors are as much the audience as the audience themselves, in precisely the same way that the audience are as much the actors as the actors themselves. We are all spectators of one another, mutual witnesses of each other’s discomfiture. Each of us as he receives his private trouncings at the hands of fate is kept in good heart by the moth in his brother’s parachute, and the scorpion in his neighbour’s underwear. So let us in the name of that Schadenfreude that binds us each to each work from now on together, you on your side of the footlights, and we on ours. We shall need all you can give us. Dramatic situations, plot, glamour, spectacle, lyricism. And some tragic relief. And if we could possibly step up the intellectual content at all? Some of you these days are travel ling in from places as far out as Harrow and Morden, and you just have to have your minds stimulated more than in the days when the illusion of thought had to last no farther than Hammer smith or Putney. So there it is. I’ll go off now into the wings. We’ll leave the stage quite empty for a moment or two, and I think that if, like Quakers, we all compose our minds in a kind of mystic amalgam, something may come of it.




He goes off as the curtain rises on the living room as it was at the end of the first scene. The two comedians are sprawled, fast asleep, in armchairs. Bro and Middie Paradock have just come in.





Mrs Paradock I’m not saying it’s your fault.


Mr Paradock Not a drain.


Mrs Paradock I’m not saying it’s your fault. All I’m saying is that to give them two bottles, both practically full, is hardly the best way to go about things if you want to conserve your nectar.


Mr Paradock They might have shown a bit more restraint than to swallow the lot. They call themselves comedians. I’d like to know what’s supposed to be comic about drinking to excess.


Mrs Paradock They haven’t got to be comic the whole time.


Mr Paradock I wouldn’t employ them to sell typewriter ribbons.


Mrs Paradock Neither would anybody else while they were in that state.


Mr Paradock It doesn’t take you long to leap to their defence, I notice. I wonder if you’d find it so comic if I started drinking to excess.


Mrs Paradock You’ve never done anything to excess in your life. That’s just your trouble.


Mr Paradock I happen to prefer moderation.


Mrs Paradock You make a vice of it. You never know when not to stop.


Mr Paradock I wouldn’t employ them to sell typewriter ribbons for me.


Mrs Paradock So you keep saying.


Mr Paradock No more would I.


Mrs Paradock And while you’re not employing them selling type writer ribbons other people are stealing a march on you in some other trade.


Mr Paradock Comedians! I’d like to know what’s comic about them now. Look at them. It isn’t as if they’re lying where anyone could trip over them and fall flat on his face. That might raise a laugh if it were someone else; but who’s going to fall over them there?


Mrs Paradock They’ll come round presently.


Mr Paradock All I can say is that I hope you’re right. Mrs Paradock I wish that were all you could say. Except that you’d go on saying it all day long like a mentally deficient parakeet.


Mr Paradock A parakeet wouldn’t necessarily have to be mentally deficient to keep saying the same thing over and over again. If that’s all it’s been taught, how can it say anything else? There’s nothing mentally deficient about a parakeet acting according to its nature. It may be educationally subnormal, but that’s another matter.


Mrs Paradock And when these two come round, which is more to the point, they’re going to want some help in making us laugh. You’d better get down Bergson.


Mr Paradock They may hit us over the head with it when they come round.




He goes to the bookshelf.





Mrs Paradock It isn’t very heavy. It’s only a small book. I can see it from here – on the shelf. Not that one – that’s right – now to the left, next to the blue one.


Mr Paradock (taking down the book) Laughter. Henri Bergson.


Mrs Paradock It’s not big enough to do any damage even if they do hit you over the head with it. Now turn to page thirty-two and read out what it says.


Mr Paradock (reads) ‘The fundamental law of life …’ (Gestures to the audience.) Will they want to take notes?


Mrs Paradock They can read it for themselves when they get home.


Mr Paradock Oh. (Reads.) ‘The fundamental law of life … is a complete negation of repetition! But I find that a certain movement of head or arm, a movement always the same, seems to return at regular intervals. If I notice it and it succeeds in diverting my attention, if I wait for it to occur and it occurs when I expect it, then involuntarily I laugh. Why? Because I now have before me a machine that works automatically. This is no longer life, it is automatism established in life and imitating it. It belongs to the comic.’


Mrs Paradock Good. And what does he say on page fifty-eight?


Mr Paradock He says, ‘We laugh every time a person gives us the impression of being a thing.’ You’ve marked it. But where does all this get us?


Mrs Paradock You’ll see. These two are Bergson-trained.


Mr Paradock They’ll be like that for hours yet.




The two comedians begin to stir.





Mrs Paradock Will they?




The two comedians look around them as though coming out of a trance. Second Comedian leaves his chair and advances to the front of the stage. First Comedian follows.





Second Comedian You could call this intellectual slapstick.


First Comedian We are, metaphysically, the Marx Brothers.


Second Comedian Presenting the custard-pie comedy of the abstract.


First Comedian Quintessentially.


Second Comedian And working to a blueprint.


First Comedian The fundamental law of life is a complete negation of repetition! But I find that a certain movement of head or arm, a movement always the same, seems to return at regular intervals.




As he begins to recognise these words, Bro Paradock looks with some astonishment towards his wife, who with a complacent half-smile sits down in one of the vacated armchairs and takes up some knitting.





If I notice it and it succeeds in diverting my attention, if I wait for it to occur and it occurs when I expect it, then involuntarily I laugh. Why? Because I now have before me a machine that works automatically. This is no longer life, it is automatism established in life and imitating it. It belongs to the comic.


Second Comedian We laugh every time a person gives the impression of being a thing.




Bro Paradock comes forward to join them. The two comedians adopt stage American accents.





Mr Paradock Tell me something about this Bergson method.


First Comedian You’ve never seen Bergson?


Mr Paradock Not that I can remember.


First Comedian He’s never seen Bergson.


Second Comedian I thought everybody had seen Bergson some time or another.


First Comedian You can’t put it into words. You’ve just got to see it.


Mr Paradock I understand he does it all by machinery.


Second Comedian He just comes on. That’s all. He comes on like he’s a machine.


Mrs Paradock (without looking up from her knitting) It sounds richly comic.


Second Comedian Remember that time he came on, the way he was an electronic computer, and then had them put straw in his hair?


Mr Paradock Can he do anything else? Can he do typewriters?


First Comedian He never has. What about it, Bug? Can Bergson do a typewriter?


Mrs Paradock He only wants to start selling you typewriter ribbons. It’s a new sideline. Take no notice.


Second Comedian Typewriters don’t make out too good comedy-wise, I guess.


Mr Paradock I want to be made up to look like an electronic computer. I want to raise a laugh.


First Comedian It’s no good looking like an electronic computer. You’ve got to be an electronic computer.


Mr Paradock If Bergson can be an electronic computer for the laughs, so can I. What does an electronic computer do?


First Comedian Electronic computer? It’s … well, it’s electronic. What would you say was the difference, Bug?


Second Comedian What difference?


First Comedian It’s like the human brain except it’s electronic.


Second Comedian It’s just the way they do things. They do it different. Why can’t you stop asking questions?


First Comedian It thinks. Does calculations. Almost any calculation you like to think of as long as you feed the data into it first.


Mr Paradock Why don’t we do calculations?


Second Comedian Hell.


Mr Paradock For the laughs. Multiply. Subtract. Like an adding machine.


First Comedian But there are three of us.


Mr Paradock A comptometer then. What does it matter? Tell me to do something. Go on. Feed me some data.


First Comedian What sort of data?


Mr Paradock Any sort. Just feed me. Tell me to add a hundred and ninety-three to six hundred and thirty-eight. Any damn thing.


Second Comedian For crying out loud, a comptometer’s got rows of black keys all over the top of it, for crissake, with numbers on!


Mr Paradock Eight hundred and thirty-one!


Second Comedian They gotta be pressed down!


Mr Paradock That’s the operator’s job. Feed me some data.


First Comedian And where’s your lever mechanism?


Mr Paradock Did Bergson say anything about a lever mechanism? The cube root of fifty thousand, six hundred and fifty-three …


First Comedian (to Second Comedian) Unless he’s electrically operated?


Second Comedian It’d be more kinda realistic to have him bending forward like he was the right shape for a comptometer.


Mr Paradock Thirty-seven!


First Comedian I want him plugged in somewhere.


Mr Paradock Three hundred and ninety-six thousand gallons of petrol at three and ninepence three-farthings a gallon allowing two per cent wastage …




First Comedian passes his hands over Bro Paradock in search of something, finds what he wants in his left pocket and, putting his hand into the pocket, brings out a three-pin plug attached to a length of flex. This pays itself out from Bro Paradock’s pocket.





Second Comedian Bend him forward.


First Comedian Like this?


Second Comedian He ought to look more like he’s got keys.


Mr Paradock Seventy-five thousand, five hundred and ninety-four pounds fifteen shillings!


Second Comedian Get him plugged in. For God’s sake get him plugged in.


Mr Paradock Feed me some data.


First Comedian Play that flex out, Bug, will you? I’ll plug him in to the power point.


Mr Paradock Five times the cube root of pi r squared! Give me a value for ‘r’. In centimetres. Furlongs. Cubits. Any damn thing.




First Comedian fits plug into socket.





Second Comedian Switch it on.


First Comedian Oh. (He does so.) There. Now he’s live.




Bro Paradock twitches and becomes tense. His face begins to work. Suddenly words burst out in a rapid torrent.





Mr Paradock Paraparaparallelogrammatical. Eighteen men on a dead man’s chest at compound interest is not what it’s for for four in the morning when the square on the hypotenuse is worth two in the circle two in the circle two in the circle two in the circle …


First Comedian (looks across, alarmed, at Second Comedian) He’s shorting!


Second Comedian The voltage wants fixing.




Bro Paradock continues his monologue while First Comedian hurries to wrench out the plug.





Mr Paradock Two in the circle two in the circle two in the circle two in the circle … (Plug comes out.) Two in the circle … (More calmly and increasingly slowly.) At seven and six, and six and five, and five and four, and four and three, and three and two in the circle at six and five, and five and four, and four and three, and three and two in the circle at five and four, and four and three, and three and two in the circle at four and three, and three and two in the circle at three and two, and one, and nought.




Bro Paradock unbends and mops his brow.





I thought I was never going to get back. Who unplugged me?


Second Comedian You were shorting.


Mr Paradock You were pressing the wrong buttons. You can’t do all that about pi r squared and compound interest on a comptometer. That’s not what it’s for. Of course I was shorting.


First Comedian You went haywire.


Mr Paradock I’m not surprised.


Mrs Paradock (getting up) I expect you’d all like some coffee after that.


Second Comedian Thank you, Mrs Paradock. We would.


Mrs Paradock You and Hamster will want it black, I expect, after your drunken orgy.


First Comedian Yes, please, Mrs Paradock. I think we finished up both those two bottles your husband opened for us.


Second Comedian I feel terrible.


Mrs Paradock I shan’t be long. You’ll feel better for a cup of coffee.




Middie Paradock goes out. Bro Paradock and the two comedians dispose themselves about the room as the lights fade out. A spotlight reveals a Technician in a white coat onstage, right. The living room remains in darkness while the Technician comes forward and addresses the audience.





Technician I don’t want to hold up the action for more than a minute or two, and in fact I have no intention of holding it up for as long as that. What we are doing here on the technical side is rather new and I have been asked to come out here on the stage and as quickly as I can without holding up the action longer than absolutely necessary to give you in a few words if I can just what it is we are trying to do on the technical side. You are not going to be approached in any way. Please be quite at ease on that score. This is not audience participation in any new and more exasperating form so do please relax and be quite natural. What we are doing is by way of being an experiment and it is an experiment we can only carry through successfully by at some stage in the production taking the audience – that is your good selves – into our confidence. We do this as much for our own sake as yours. We want you to be quite spontaneous. And that is why I am here now. To take you into our confidence. It is as I say a new technique and we do have of course a huge barrier to break down of prejudice if not outright hostility from those who are not fully conversant with what we are trying to do. Any opportunity of making our aims and methods more widely known is something we are always very glad to have extended to us and I on this occasion am very grateful to both you and those responsible for this production for being allowed to put you in the picture. This is a technique which can be used for any kind of stage production. Any production whatever that it is possible to mount on a stage where we have apparatus installed comes within our scope. But it is absolutely essential in every case for the audience to be as it were receptive to the need, if we are to be one hundred per cent effective, of as I say complete spontaneity. What we want, briefly, are your reactions. As you know, all of us react in the theatre. Laughter. Laughter is nothing more or less than a reaction. If we instinctively feel something to be funny, we laugh. In other words, we react. Now we have literally thousands of feet of microfilm on which we have recorded these reactions as and when they have occurred. These recordings we match up with recordings made on other reels of microfilm, re cordings of whatever on the stage has acted as the stimulus for each reaction recorded. Let me illustrate. At one point in the performance, shall we say, a witticism comes into play. This witticism is picked up by our very sensitive detectors which also break it down into molecules. There is a reason for this. An author who makes use of our records gains a complete and accurate picture not only of the effectiveness of a given witticism as a whole, but is enabled to see, as though under a microscope, just which part of that witticism achieved maximum response. So you can see how essential it is that every member of the audience should react at optimum spontaneity from beginning to end of the performance. This ensures that at any given stage in the production the laughter response index which we pass on to the author and producer is as accurate and reliable as science can make it. Because that of course is what we are out to do. We hope in time with the co-operation of theatre managements and audiences all over the country to build up in microfilm a library which will embody the case histories in terms of audience reaction of a sufficiently large and representative number of productions of all kinds to do away with the need for inspired guesswork on the part of author or producer. Will this be funny? Or is one part of this likely to be more funny than some other, perhaps less funny, part? This is the kind of question the writer of comedy is always having to ask himself, and it’s the kind of question we on the technical side feel we can supply a reliable answer to. And not only, of course, the writer of comedy. In tragedy too – where of course the response to be successful must always be a rather different response from that evoked by comedy – I hope I’m not holding up the action too much, but what we do feel we want to get established, and get more and more established, is the very real part we on the technical side can play. As I say, the writer of tragedy with his stock-in-trade of pity and terror is working just as much in the dark as his colleague of the comic muse. How much pity? Just what degree of terror? And so on. If there was audience resistance, what caused it? This is another question which, by classifying the laughter and tears we pick up, we can often answer for the bewildered author. If his audience according to our records are viscerotonic endomorphs, this may explain why his play, written shall we say, for cerebrotonic ectomorphs, fails to achieve saturation impact. And now I think I have held up the production long enough. I would only like to say in conclusion that we have the technique, and are only waiting for the green light to go right ahead and take the guesswork out of the inspiration for the ultimate benefit of you, the audience. Thank you for listening to me – and before I do finally finish, I would like to say how much we have been helped, very materially helped, by the way everyone responsible for this production down to the author himself has done everything possible to give us all the facilities we have asked for. And of course you, the audience, have given us what is our very life blood – your spontaneity. Thank you very much.




He goes out. Lights come up in the living room. Bro Paradock and the two comedians are in various parts of the room, silent and blank. Middie Paradock enters with a tray of coffee cups and a jug of coffee.





Mrs Paradock Did you think I was never coming?


Mr Paradock Ah, coffee.


Mrs Paradock Get the books out, Bro, will you?


First Comedian Don’t get them out for me, Mrs Paradock. I never read.


Mrs Paradock Perhaps Bug would like a book with his coffee?


Second Comedian I do like a short book with coffee. Thank you, Mrs Paradock.


Mrs Paradock Now come on. Here’s a place for you, Bug. Help Hamster to a chair, Bro. He’s wearing his shoes crooked this week and I know they’re hurting him. There are plenty of books at your elbow, Bug, and more in the bookcase if you want them. Hamster: now what are you reading?


First Comedian Nothing for me, thank you, Mrs Paradock. Just the coffee.


Mrs Paradock I can’t get used to you not reading with your coffee.


Second Comedian He never has, Mrs Paradock.


Mrs Paradock Are we all settled? Come on, Bro. What are you going to have? Fiction, biography? I think I’ll help myself to this textbook.


Second Comedian It looks rather nice.


Mrs Paradock Yes. Now we can all have a good read with our coffee.


Mr Paradock Shall I see what’s on the wireless while we’re reading?


Mrs Paradock That’s right, Bro. See what’s on. It ought to be the service.


Mr Paradock (looking at his watch) It’ll be starting.




Bro Paradock tunes in the wireless and all except First Comedian continue reading throughout. The prayers heard from the wireless are intoned in a voice of cultured Anglican fatuity, and the responses said in low-toned earnestness by a small chorus of voices, which is joined by First Comedian in an undertone.





Prayer … weep at the elastic as it stretches:


Mr Paradock It’s started.


Response And rejoice that it might have been otherwise.


Prayer Let us sing because round things roll:


Response And rejoice that it might have been otherwise.


Prayer Let us praise God for woodlice, and for buildings sixty-nine feet three inches high:


Response For Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations published in 1776:


Prayer For the fifth key from the left on the lower manual of the organ of the Church of the Ascension in the Piazza Vittorio Emanuele II in the town of Castelfidardo in Italy:





Response And for gnats.


Prayer How flat are our trays:


Response Our sewers how underground and rat-infested altogether.


Prayer As the roots of a tree strike downwards:


Response So fire burns.


Prayer As a river flows always towards its mouth:


Response So is sugar sweet.


Prayer Let us laugh therefore and be glad for the Balearic Islands:


Response And sing with joy in the presence of dyspepsia.


Prayer Let us give praise for those who compile dictionaries in large buildings, for the suitably clad men and women on our commons and in our hotels, for all those who in the fullness of time will go out to meet whatever fate awaits them, for the tall, the ham-fisted, the pompous and for all men everywhere and at all times.


Response Amen.


Prayer Let us give thanks for air hostesses and such as sit examinations, for the Bessemer process and for canticles, that all who live in France may be called Frenchmen and that nothing may be called useful that has no purpose.


Response Amen.


Prayer Let us talk and itch and swim and paint:


Response Let us talk and itch and swim and paint.


Prayer Let us make music, water, love and rabbit hutches:


Response Let us make music, water, love and rabbit hutches.


Prayer Let us be brave and punctual:


Response And vituperative and good-looking.


Prayer Let us laugh with those we tickle:


Response Let us laugh with those we tickle.


Prayer Let us weep with those we expose to tear gas:


Response Let us weep with those we expose to tear gas.


Prayer Let us throw back our heads and laugh at reality:


Response Which is an illusion caused by mescaline deficiency.


Prayer At sanity:


Response Which is an illusion caused by alcohol deficiency.


Prayer At knowledge: which is an illusion caused by certain biochemical changes in the human brain structure during the course of human evolution, which had it followed another course would have produced other biochemical changes in the human brain structure, by reason of which knowledge as we now experience it would have been beyond the reach of our wildest imaginings; and by reason of which, what is now beyond the reach of our wildest imaginings would have been familiar and commonplace. Let us laugh at these things. Let us laugh at thought:


Response Which is a phenomenon like any other.


Prayer At illusion:


Response Which is an illusion, which is a phenomenon like any other.


Prayer Let us love diversity:


Response Because there is neither end nor purpose to it.


Prayer Let us love simplicity:


Response Because there is neither end nor purpose to it.


Prayer Let us think, and think we think, because leaves are green and because stones fall and because volcanoes erupt in a world where seas are salt.


Response Amen.




The introductory bars of ‘Sweet Polly Oliver’ in an orchestrated version are heard from the wireless. First Comedian gets to his feet.





First Comedian I think this is where we stand, isn’t it?




The Second Comedian, Bro and Middie Paradock have become aware of the music and begin to stand. Rather self-consciously they join in the hymn-like singing of ‘Sweet Polly Oliver’. There is a momentary silence when the song ends, and then to neutralise their embarrassment they all try to be excessively normal.





Mrs Paradock Now. Have we all had enough coffee?


Second Comedian It was splendid coffee, Mrs Paradock. You must show me how you make it.


Mr Paradock Middie’s coffee is made by a secret process, Bug. Wild horses wouldn’t drag it out of her.


First Comedian In that case we’ll be making up ingenious excuses for coming round here every evening for coffee, Mrs Paradock.


Mrs Paradock You’re both very welcome. Bro and I need some good comedians in the house to prevent us quarrelling all the time.


Second Comedian That’s a bargain, then, Mrs Paradock. We supply the comedy, you supply the coffee.


First Comedian And if our comedy’s as good as your coffee, Mrs Paradock, we shall all be more than satisfied.


Mrs Paradock Well, if no one wants any more coffee, I’ll clear away the cups.




Middie Paradock puts the cups and saucers on to the tray and takes this outside.





First Comedian Did you know that a female cod can be the mother of eight million eggs?


Mr Paradock No.


First Comedian Eight million.


Second Comedian It’s the apotheosis of irresponsibility.


Mr Paradock There’d be no counting them – not if there were eight million of them. Except on the fingers of eight hundred thousand pairs of hands.


Second Comedian Eight hundred thousand people to count the eggs of a single cod! It’s ludicrous.


Mr Paradock And yet they call a female god a goddess.


First Comedian There’s no accounting for it.


Second Comedian I’m not sure that I want to account for it. It’s one of those things my imagination wilts at.


Mr Paradock I always thought you had a pretty strong imagination.


First Comedian He hasn’t. Not for that sort of thing. He picked up an imaginary chair yesterday. I thought he was handling it remark ably easily, and when he sat down on it I knew why. It just crumpled up under him.


Second Comedian I should think Bro has got a strong imagination. Let’s see you lift an imaginary chair, Bro, by the back legs.


Mr Paradock How?


First Comedian Get hold of it by the two back legs. Keep your arms straight out in front of you and see if you can bring it up to shoulder height. And hold it there.


Mr Paradock Where do I get the chair from?


Second Comedian Imagine it.


Mr Paradock Shall I?


First Comedian Go on.




Bro Paradock squats on his haunches, gets up and removes his jacket, squats again and adjusts his position before going through the motions of taking a grip on the back legs of a chair. His efforts to stand up with it are successful but strenuous. First Comedian picks up a chair which he places in Bro Paradock’s outstretched hands. He holds this chair without effort.





Mr Paradock That’s extraordinary! I’d never have believed it.


Second Comedian You were letting your imagination run away with you.


Mr Paradock I’d never have believed it. The one I imagined I was lifting was twice as heavy as this one.


First Comedian You’ve just got a strong imagination. You’re like me. I use it to develop my muscles.


Second Comedian Why don’t you two have a contest of strength? We’ll ask Mrs Paradock for a pair of scales when she comes in. See which of you can hang the heaviest weight on them.


First Comedian What do you say, Bro?


Mr Paradock I’m game if you are.




He goes to the door, opens it and puts his head out.





Middie! Have we still got those scales?




Middie Paradock is heard off: ‘As far as I know. What do you want them for?’





I’ll go and get them now.




Bro Paradock goes out. Several seconds later Middie Paradock comes in, followed by Bro Paradock with the scales.





Mrs Paradock I hear you’re going to have a trial of strength between you.


Second Comedian Not me, Mrs Paradock. It’s these two.


Mrs Paradock I’m surprised Bro’s got a strong imagination – I’d never have said so.


Second Comedian Who’s going to hold the scales? Shall I hold them while you two get ready?


Mr Paradock Isn’t it going to be a bit heavy for you when we both put weights on the end?


First Comedian Don’t worry about Bug. His imagination isn’t as strong as yours and mine, Bro. He won’t register more than a pound or two.


Second Comedian I shall be all right. Now then. Here it is. As soon as you’re both ready.


Mr Paradock (looking at First Comedian) Shall we start?


First Comedian Right. Here goes.




Both pretend to be lifting massive weights, with which they stagger towards the scales held by Second Comedian. As they simultaneously hang their weights on opposite arms of the scales, Second Comedian’s arm dips slightly as he takes the strain. The balance remains horizontal.





Mrs Paradock Nothing in it. Fancy that.


Mr Paradock (panting) I don’t know what was in it. It weighed like cement.


Mrs Paradock Bug seems to be managing it without much difficulty.


First Comedian Better put it down now, Bug. It’s putting too much strain on the scales. You’ll have the joint starting.


Second Comedian (lifting each load on to the floor in turn) I don’t know about cement. It feels like something a whole lot lighter than cement to me.


Mrs Paradock You must be stronger in the muscles, Bug.


Second Comedian It’s his imagination, Mrs Paradock. It isn’t equal to it.


Mrs Paradock Is that what it is?




Silence.





You forgot to ring up about the elephant, Bro.


Mr Paradock I thought you’d seen about it.


Mrs Paradock I have now. They’re delivering it in the morning.


Second Comedian As for elephants, I must say we’ve started a fine lot of hares this evening. Don’t you think so?


Mr Paradock March hares.


First Comedian We’ve started them all right. A whole lot of mad March hares streaking hell for leather across the open country.


Second Comedian And not one but will drop in its tracks before these worthy people pick up the scent.




All turn to gaze thoughtfully at the audience.





Mrs Paradock What a shame we can’t give them a run for their money with tortoises.




Curtain.
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