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JOI-IN WHITING 

When twenty-first-century critics look back at our twentieth-century 
playwrights, how will they assess the work of John Whiting? Already, 
the sixties have been far kinder to his work than the fifties. In 1951 
Alec Clunes, Peter Ustinov, and Christopher Fry, judges in the Arts 
Theatre's Festival of Britain Play Competition, awarded the first 
prize to Saint's Day - in the teeth of the critics who had all savaged 
it. Several of them said it was the worst of the three plays which had 
been picked out of the thousand entries for a week's trial run at the 
Arts. Tyrone Guthrie, Peter Brook, Peggy Ashcroft, and John 
Gielgud wrote letters to The Time8 in defence of the play but it didn't 
get a revival until June 1965 when Stage Si.ny presented it at 
Stratford East. A Penny for a Song, which was written later, had 
already been presented in the West End earlier in 1951, and had a 
very short run, despite a production by Peter Brook and designs by 
Emmett. It's since been revived at the Aldwych (August 1962) and 
made into an opera with music by Richard Rodney Bennett (Sadler's 
Wells, 1967). Marching Song ran for five and a half weeks at the 
St Martin's in 1954 and it's still waiting for a revival, as is Whiting's 
comedy The Gates of Summer, which collapsed on what was meant 
to be a pre-London tour in 1956. The Devils, though it's not such a 
good play as Saint's Day or 1lfarching Song, was much more successful 
with both critics and audiences when the Royal Shakespeare Company 
put it on at the Aldwych in February 1961 as the third play in their 
first season there. Conditions of Agreement, Whiting's first play, 
written in 1946, didn't get a production till October 1965, when the 
Bristol Old Vic put it on at their Little Theatre. 

Why have Whiting's plays never caught on at the box office? 
Words like 'obscurity', 'coldness', 'remoteness' are usually used 
against them, but the comedies have enormous charm while the 
tragedies have enormous power. They really deserve to be called trage­
dies and they have heroes in them who deserve to be called 
heroes. But Whiting makes enormous demands on his public and his 
plays could only have succeeded if an audience had been created for 
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John vVhiting 

them, as it was for Beckett's and Pinter's. If the Royal Court had 
existed in the early fifties, and if it had taken up Whiting's cause 
(which it didn't e,·en in the late fifties) it's quite possible that he 
could have become fashionable. 

His plays arc quite unlike anyone else's. They fit into no movement, 
no category. But they belong very much together, constituting a 
corpus of original, distinguished and highly stylish writing for the 
theatre. In a lot of ways, they're very unlike each other but they 
h~ve more in common than the J1igh quality of the writing. The 
dialogue is incisive, arresting, dense, modulating easily from an 
elegant literariness to colloquial terseness and he was an excellent 
s~ory-teller in theatrical terms, good at interweaving the tlireads in 
his action and at keeping us fascinated by what's happening, hungry 
to know what's going to happen next. . 

At the beginning of the fifties many people believed in the possi­
bility of a renaissance of verse drama, putting their faith in T. S. E~ot 
and Christopher Fry as the playwrights who could save th~ Engl~sh 
Theatre from the creeping paralysis of naturalism. But nothing Ehot 
wrote for the theatre was as dramatic as Sweeney Agonistes, The Rock 
choruses, and 111 urder in the Cathedral. As a poet he was capabl~ of 
gre~t_drama but as a dramatist his development was a st~ady dcclme. 
Whiting was himself among those who overrated Christopher Fry 
and ~here are passages, particularly in A Penny for a S0!1g'. w~erc the 
!ry 1~fluence has rubbed off, while Stella's 'point of deVIat10n speech 
lil ?aint's Day is a deliberate piece of Eliot pastiche. (When he wrote 
Saint's Day, he didn't think it stood any chance of being staged.) 
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ST~LLA (she crie.~ out): Then what is going to happen? (Ther_e 
is a complete cessation of activity wMlst STELLA speaks. She 1s 

swept by a s!'dden storm of fore-knowledge, awful in its clarity. 
The men,_ silent and unmoving, watch lier.) Careful! We a~e 
approachmg the point of deviation. At one moment there is 
I_aughter and conversation and a progression: _peo~le move and 
speak smoothly and casually their breathing IS controlled 
and they know what they do.' Then there occurs a call from 
~no~he_r room, the realization that a member of the assembly 
18 rmssmg, the sudden shout into the dream and the waking to 
find the body with the failing heart lying in the corridor -



John Whiting 

with the twisted limbs at the foot of the stairs - the man 
hanging from the beam, or the child floating drowned in the 
garden pool. Careful! Be careful! We are approaching that 
point. The moment of the call from another room. (She pauses.) 
Give me another of your cigarettes, Paul. 

But altogether, Whiting succeeded in doing in prose what Eliot and 
Fry were failing to do in verse. He discovered the secret, which eluded 
them, of investing his characters with a significance equal to that of 
what they say. Eliot's imagery is often very exciting on a verbal level 
but it never ignites theatrically because the personalities never 
become as compelling as the language. The uncles and aunts in The 
llamily Reunion are fine when they coalesce into a chorus but dreary 
stereotypes when they speak as individuals. In Murder in the Cathedral 
Beckett is rather like a chorus because he refuses to become a pro­
tagonist - he lets God's Word speak through him. But Harry, the 
hero of The Family Reunion, has to make his own decisions, and his 
actions lag behind his language. Eliot's insistence on the inadequacy 
of the individual consciousness was a great barrier to creating 
interesting personalities in his characters. Whiting makes his char­
acters highly conscious, highly articulate, and highly exciting. Many 
of them are capable of stepping outside themselves to talk like a 
chorus on their own situation, but they never go 'out of character' 
or lose their individuality in doing so: 

Whiting also knew how to integrate his imagery into his action. 
What Stella prophesies is going to happen, horribly: the call from 
another room is not just a verbal image. And the antique helmet on 
a plinth, which is a visual image in !If arching Song - part of the set -
becomes a verbal image in Rupert's speeches and also becomes 
relevant to the working out of the relationships in the action. 

Whiting always plants his images in soil which will make them 
flower dramatically, but part of the reason they acquire such reson­
ance for us is that they had so much for him, coming as they do from 
what he called his private mythology: 

The most dangerous tendency of modern criticism towards the 
work of young writers, especially in the theatre, is that it sets out 
to destroy by ridicule or abuse the writer's private mythology. 
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CONDITIONS OF AGREEMENT 

It's hard to see Conditions of A.greenient for what it really is in itself: 
so many themes are announced in it which ·whiting was later to 
develop more adroitly, so many images and preoccupations which 
later recur more forcefully. The dialogue is sometimes colloquial and 
sparse, almost like Pinter, sometimes literary and deliberate, almost 
like Ivy Compton Burnett. 'It is my precaution always to type the 
envelopes,' says Peter Bembo, an ex-circus clown. And, 'Probably 
my signature lacked uniformity because my life lacked stability'. 
The battles for territory are Pinteresque too and there's a scene of 
verbal bullying with two men sharing their lines as they converge on 
their victim, just as Goldberg and l\foCann do in The Birthday Party 
as they converge on Stanley. 

PETER (to A.G.): You are in great danger. 
NICHOLAS: Yes. 
PETER: You must behave naturally however. 
NICHOLAS: We -
PETER: Casually. 
NICHOLAS: The situation calls -
PETER: You must not- must not betray the slightest anxiety or 

fear. 
NICHOLAS: I agree. 
PETER: You must laugh. Be- be -
NICHOLAS: Devil-may-care. 
PETER: But I do not. 
(PETER and NICHOLAS laugli.) 
Yes. That is how you must behave. 
NICHOLAS: Betted 
PETER: Feel better, A.G.? 
NICHOLAS: Well enough to discuss our plans1 For we have 

plans to help you. Haven't we, Peted 
PETER: We have. 
NICHOLAS: Yes, you look better. Listen to me. Can you hear 

me? (To PETER) Do you think he can hear me1 
PETER (shouting at A.O.): Can you hear us? 
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John Whiting 

(A.G. gives no indication.) 
Yes, he can hear us. 

The characters are a very odd collection. The one-eyed Peter has 
been living in Armenia for the fifteen years since he retired. Return­
ing to England he comes to visit a former girl-friend, Emily Doone, 
now a widow of fifty-eight living in a small town near Oxford and he 
invites himself to stay with her. Nicholas, her son, is a one-legged 
giant of twenty-two who comes back from his honeymoon with his 
seventeen-year-old wife Patience, who was born illegitimate and 
grew up in an institution. He treats her like a servant and tells 
her off for behaving like one. A.G. sounds no more like the retired 
grocer he is than Peter sounds like an ex-clown. From the beginning 
Whiting needed to make his characters unnaturalistically artic­
ulate about their unnaturalistic self-consciousness. When Dido in 
Marching Song says 'I'm the girl you see on the edge of the crowd at 
a street accident', this is the pithy end-result of writing four plays 
in which characters have commented on themselves as if from 
outside. 

The writing in Conditions of Agreement is more diffuse than in 
Whiting's later plays. Nearly all his characters have time on their 
hands and this in itself makes for leisureliness but in the later plays 
the ac~ion is always _keyed up by preparations for events they're 
expectmg. Here nothmg of any moment is expected to happen and 
the plans Peter and Nicholas make against A.G. in Act Two are very 
vague. The play is like Ibsen's and unlike Pinter's in that the plot 
depends fairly heavily on past action and Act One is very slow in 
digging it out of the past. A.G. 's wife died durina a circus performance 
in Spa!n while the crowd was watching Pete;. So the old cl~wn's 
boast, ~here was never a tear shed except of laughter' is contradicted 
by A.G. s story. Although the narrative line is shared in roost of these 
conversations which resurrect the past the effect is more often 
lJ:ical t_han ?I'amati_c, ?ven when the rh:toric has a sour sting_in its 
tail, as m this descnption of the charity dance for crippled children 
where Emily and Peter met: 

PETER: 'This is :Miss Emily Heitland one of our committee,' 
she said. ' 
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Conditions of Agreement 

EMILY: And you said, 'How d'you do', and stood on your head. 
Your trousers slipped down to your knees and showed your 
yellow socks. I stood before you, your face at my feet, with 
my hand stretched out like a fool. All around us the children 
laughed and clattered their little wooden legs. 

Nor had Whiting yet developed his remarkable dexterity at getting 
characters on and off stage, so a good deal of dialogue is wasted over 
insignificant and fairly boring details like the reading lamp Nicholas 
has made for A.G. But there are also moments, which stand out as 
extremely theatrical, as when A.G., under the misapprehension that 
Peter is deaf, abruptly shouts at him, 'Who are you~ What are you 
doing here 1' 

A.G. remembers Bembo the Clown, but thought he was dead, just 
as people think Paul Southman is dead, and Dido thinks Rupert 
Forster is dead. (Peter's long stay in Armenia is never explained but 
he's the first of Whiting's many exiles.) His morbid curiosity about 
the incident in which someone wept at one of his performances, as 
A.G. did when his wife died, cues a detailed account of what hap­
pened - the first piece of sustained narrative in Whiting. He succeeds 
in winding the scene up to considerable tension, which depends partly 
on the co-presence of comic and tragic elements in the crucial moment 
of the past. The crowd went on laughing at Peter's antics while the 
distressed husband, unable to speak the language, shouted out to 
them to help his wife, who was hanging upside down with her heel 
caught in the structure of the stand and her skirts falling over her 
head. 

Much of the behaviour in Conditions of Agreement is quite un­
realistic. Peter's exaggerated concern about whether A.G. wept there 
and then or not until afterwards could only be explained if the boast 
about 'never a tear, except of laughter' were a kind of life-line to him, 
as the goat-song is to Rupert, and when Nicholas and Patience 
arrive, everyone behaves very oddly, though the oddness is certainly 
theatrical. A.G. leaves immediately and Patience, although obviously 
dominated by her husband, disobeys him when he gives her an order 
which would take her out of the room. 

Nicholas's strained relationship with his mother also generates 
tenaion and he talks sardonically to Patience about her ex-lovers: 
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John Whiting 

NICHOLAS: You will find, Patience, that we are often attended 
by elderly gentlemen with a kind of fading love-light in their 
eyes. 

EMILY: Shut up! 
NICHOLAS: They will be introduced and eJ..-plained to you by 

Mother as, 'A very old friend of mine. I knew him many years 
ago - before you were born'. That formula. introduces each one. 
There was Harry or Henry or whatever his_ name was-:- te,n 
years ago when I was still a child - Harry d1ed but he didn t 
leave us any. of his money. Then there was Andre:w - one of 
t~e ~earty kind - he used to frighten, me -. he died but he 
d1dn t leave us any money: it wasn t until after he w~s 
dead that we found he hadn't any money to leave, was 1t, 
Emmy? There were others in varying stages of wealth and 
penury. All acquaintances of my mother until she met my 
father and became respectable. I must say she still appears to 
possess great charm. 

\Vhen Patience and Nicholas are left alone the difficulty she has in 
pictu?ng _E~ly and Peter as young and c'apable of making_ love is 
amusmg m itself and helps to create the kind of perspective g~p 
between the generations that Whiting always liked to sketch m. 
Mos~ of his plays have at least one scene with an old man talking to 
a child or a young girl. 

Then comes one of the rare moments of reciprocated passion in his 
plays. 

PATIENCE:_There is no cause to be afraid of the night. Why are 
you shy with me? You must have no shame with me. Together, 
we must be gay and impudent-and it roust be you who comes 
to me to demand and be bold. I want that. 

The lyricis1?' in ~atience's appeal is rather like that in Stella's appeal 
to Charles m Saint's Day. Even the cadences are feminine. But the 
flodw fof the rhetoric is immediately checked as she steps back from him, 
an rom herself. 

I had to say that. 

And within less than a minute, Nicholas, who is obsessed by money 
8 



Conditions of Agreement 

and writes down each day's expenses in a notebook, is lecturing her 
about spending too much. 

N~cholas's hatred of A.G. seems to be founded more on jealousy 
of his money than on jealousy of Emily's liking for him, and Peter's 
hostility to the retired grocer seems to be based, even more quirkily, 
on the blow A.G. has dealt to his professional pride. But it's the enmity 
which is important, not the reasons for it. Act One ends menacingly 
with Nicholas and the women laughing at Peter, who is wearing a 
false nose, while he talks over the telephone to A.G., with a false 
friendliness in his voice, telling him to come over. In Act Two the 
one-eyed old clown and the one-legged young husband join forces 
against the harmless old man, plotting against him as if they were 
planning a military operation. (The imagery of warfare is very 
important in Whiting's work and all his plays, except No Why, have 
soldiers at least mentioned in them, if they don't actually appear. 
In Conditions of Agreement, Emily is the widow of a soldier.) 

A.G. is a natural victim because he's old and alone. His scene with 
Emily shows that he's not in love with her but depends on her for 
human contact. It's the birthday of his dead wife (birthdays are also 
important for Whiting) and he wants Emily to accept her ivory 
prayer book as a present. Like Rupert in Marching Song who could 
take no initiative after ordering the massacre of the children, A.G. 
has been arrested by the moment of his wife's death. He can't forget 
it and he can't get beyond it. He talks about it compulsively and the 
play tries to show the difficulty he has in translating the things which 
have private significance for him into gestures which have meaning 
for other people. Emily doesn't want to accept the gift but she goes 
out with him to the church. 

The first verbal onslaught is made in his absence, as Nicholas and 
Peter watch him and Emily through the window. The sardonic style 
is now possible for them because they have each other as allies. 

There they go. That strut of A.G.'s is more comic seen from the 
rear. I want you to observe the angle of his hat - jaunty, I 
believe is the term. Notice the swing of the cane - Yes, look! 
A full circle. Ah! He tips his hat to an acquaintance. (Mimics.) 
'How d'you do. How d'you do.' (He pauses.) And note, please, 
Peter, Emmy's grace. 
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John Whiting 

Paul plays to Charles rather like this in Saint's Day, especially in 
the scene with Aldus, and what Nicholas and Peter want to do is 
destroy A.G.'s innocence, rather as Paul and Charles destroy Pro­
cathren's. 

Since Thursday, when you came here, you have been angry and 
defiant - only too willing to discuss the A.G. affair with me. It's 
true we made no definite plans but you were loud in your support 
of anything I might do - anything. You remember you definitely 
offered me your co-operation. Until last night you were malicious 
and violent towards A.G. It was only last night you said of 
A.G., 'It is his innocence we must destroy,' and, you said, 'That 
cannot be achieved by intimidation,' and then you yawned and 
went to bed saying we'd discuss it further this morning. Here is 
this morning and you are taking my conjectures, my attempts 
at a solution to our problem, my tentative, inexperienced efforts 
to put A.G. in his rightful place and you are laughing at them -
and, I suppose, at me. 

A parallel is clearly intended, but not quite substantiated, wi~h 
the destruction of Nicholas's innocence by Patience. His bedroom still 
has a cupboard in it full of toys and there arc still childhood books on 
the shelves. Patience violates this when she clears them away to 
make space for the dresses Emily has given her. (She appears in 
one of _th~m, a~ in lrlarc/iing Song Dido appears in one belonging to 
Cathenne s maid.) Nicholas is furious and hits her across the face but 
the real reasons for his resentment are clear from his denunciation of 
her to Peter: 

10 

The girl h~s degraded me beyond expectation. I was prepared 
as a necessity of marriage to give myself to a degree but she has 
~ade me debase myself until _ I _ don't - sucking at - in the 
~IO~ence of - look at her hands, you look - Before, I'~ only 
limited knowledge - walking home through ~he park at rnght I 
had s_een the couples linked on benches, lymg ax_nonl;{ bus~es, 
plucking at each other's clothing in an aimless passion hke dymg 
peo~le. Eyen the sight of this attacked my - my - yes, innocence. 
Yes. my mnocence. Now this girl my wife, has made me -My 
bedroom which we share has been' my refuge for many years. 



Conditions of Agreement 

Just before the curtain of Act Two, as Patience's sobbing dies down, 
the brass band, which has already been mentioned in Act One, is 
heard playing. It's nothing like so meaningful or so menacing as the 
blasts on the trumpet in Saint's Day which provide such an excellent 
curtain for Act One, but it produces something of the same kind of 
theatrical effect. 

The baiting of A.G. starts when Peter trips him and he falls with a 
teacup in his hand. The pseudo-serious tone of Peter and Nicholas's 
plotting in his absence is resumed in his presence as they put on a 
teasing act of helpfulness: 

PETER: We are very distressed. No man likes to be threatened. 
It is most disturbing. You can be sure of our support and, if 
necessary, our action against this scoundrel. You have come 
to us. That is good. It is always to friends you must go in the 
case of fear. 

(There is a pause. A.G. speaks to NICHOLAS and EMILY.) 
A.G. : The circumstances are these. When we returned from 

church this morning - (He pau~es and then speaks to PETER) 
I am not afraid. 

This prefigures the talk of alliances in Saint's Day, when Paul and 
Charles think of forming one with the soldiers against the villagers. 

Yet another similarity with Saint's Day is that Act Three isn't nearly 
as good as Acts One and Two. And the main flaw derives from the 
same mistake of keeping the chief protagonists off-stage for too long, 
though there's a good twist at the end of the long scene between the 
two women when Emily tells Patience that what Nicholas is going 
to do is kill himself. Emily needs Patience (as Catherine needs Dido 
in Marching Song) to save the man from destroying himself. But the 
play becomes more difficult to follow here. 

If that is his intention you must exercise your strength and 
surrender yourself to the lack of comprehension that is the 
blessing of your youth. By attempting to understand you may, 
by chance, succeed and that will destroy you. 

Considerable tension builds up over the threat of suicide, especially 
when Nicholas is missing from the room. Peter continues the assault 
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John Whiting 

against A.G. single-handed, bizarrely pretending to believe that hie 
wife has killed herself. 

PETER: But you have implied if not stated so many reasons. 
A.G.: Not one! 
PETER: One: that she was to remain childless. Two: that she 

regarded herself as a failure in marriage. Three: that she 
couldn't live with your kindly reproach. Four: that she was 
afraid to return to England and a life of boredom with you 
among the sugar and spices. Five: That she was unbearably 
moved by the sight of the child coming bravely to me from the 
audience. Six: that my performance that day was so bad that 
the poor lady went straight off and did away with herself. 
Which of these reasons was the actual cause I say I don't 
kn~w. B_ut _you've not only given us reasons - ther~ are the 
vanous mc1dents. Her shoe catching and her hangmg head 
downwards: to give her time for the full realization of the 
act, do you think? The business of love-making on the pre­
ceding night: what other motive had you in telling us that, eh 1 

The action_ culminates in a physical attack on A.G., which is cruel 
and theatncal but after Nicholas's reappearance and the announce­
ment that it was all a joke, it peters from one anticlimax to another, 
ending disappointingly and indefinitely. 

But for a first play it's a remarkable achievement. 
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A lot has been written about Saint's Day and it's easy to get airborne 
into abstract discussions of 'meaning' and 'symbolism', snatching 
themes, images, and statements away from their place in the un­
folding action. Saint's Day is a complex play which needs - and invites 
- interpretation, but it's the theatrical experience that matters. 
The words Whiting wrote are important not as a philosophical riddle 
but as the score for an elaborate sequence of powerful theatrical 
effects, which express something complex but coherent, though the 
'meaning' can't be translated into a neat explanation. The play only 
means what it is in performance. 

Something of the quality of the theatrical experience is immediately 
apparent when the curtain goes up. We see a man and a woman 
standing motionless. The set, the flow of dim light from the oil lamp 
and from behind the drawn curtains, the disorder in the room, 
the bicycle in the middle of the floor and the short anxious lines 
of dialogue which jerk from one subject to another all combine 
to generate tension and to raise questions without answering 
them. Something important is going to happen and there is 
a danger that things will go badly. They don't know whether it's 
half past eight or half past nine or half past ten. Who are they, 
where are they and why are they living without a clock that 
works1 • 

The first two minutes of dialogue are played in the half dark and 
we don't get oriented at all until Stella pulls back the curtains. As 
in Marching Song we are above ground level. The furniture and the 
objects in the room arc good but neglected. Stella's idea of tidying 
is to pick up the bicycle pump from the floor and put it on the bicycle. 
Several hundred books are piled on the floor. A large, garish oil­
painting on the wall is still unfinished. The air is full of unanswered 
questions but the fl.ow of dialogue has firmly established the existence 
of two characters we haven't yet seen and begun to characterize the 
two we have: a domineering woman, and a man whose resistance is 
mainly passive. 

13 
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They are both cold. Why isn't there a fire? The man shouts for 
John Winter, who doesn't answer. (Who is he? Where is he?) Stella 
is afraid that the noise will wake Paul but he's already awake and 
joins in the shouting. The man is concerned about her sickness 
(Is she pregnant 1) and she is worried about Paul's journey. 
(Why? Who is Paul and where is he going?) We still don't 
know who Charles is or his relationship to Stella. But we're 
involved in a definite atmosphere and a well-defined mood of touchy 
uneasiness. 

Stella's scene with John Winter sets the strings of uncertainty 
throbbing more violently. His position in the household, like his 
attitude, is ambiguous. He's obviously a servant and they obviously 
have no money to pay him, but although he stays, they still aren't 
sure of his loyalty. They depend on him for contact with the village 
and suspect that his sympathies may be with the hostile villagers. 
But among its other uses, the figure of John Winter serves as a. 
parody of the Servant, which was almost de rigueur in plays of this 
period. Like Patience (who came nearest to being the servant figure 
in Conditions of Agreement) John Winter isn't always obedient about 
staying in or going out of the room when told to, but Stella makes 
him stay to tell him (and us) tliat Robert Procathren, the well-known 
poet and critic, is coming to drive Paul to a dinner to be held in his 
honour in London. Stella wants to offer Robert lunch and she has 
some difficulty in persuading John Winter to get food from the village, 
where they already owe so much money to the shopkeepers. This gives 
her her first speech of any length and it's strikingly less literary than 
the long speeches in Conditions of Agreement. The sentences are short 
and colloquial with only one piece of phrasing at the end of the speech 

hich is unconversational. 
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Come now, you wouldn't like to see l\:lr Southman or his 
guest go without food, would you? ,vould you? No, of course, 
you woul~n't, because you love him as I love him, and we'll 
fight for him, won't we? We'll put our pride in our pocket and 
we'll ?ght for him. We've got to look after him, you know. 
Theres no one else. Just you and me, that's all. Now, go along. 
(oHARLES comes down the stairs: he is dressed and carries a 
cup of tea.) John Winter. (STELLA goes to JOHN WINTER a?Ul 
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puts her arms about him.} John Winter, I want you to go with 
my grandfather today - go with him to London - because I 
trust you. Remember, he will be amo_ng strangers - . all ~s 
friends have gone - and he may be frightened. And 1f he~ 
afraid he will appear ridiculous. I want you to see that he 1s 
not frightened - that by his age he is great and not ridiculous. 
That he is Paul Southman. 

WINTER: He is a great and famous man. 

Charles's entrance, like so many entrances in Whiting, adds to 
the dramatic tension. He's just in time to hear Stella say 'Just you 
and me'. He obviously doesn't share her anxiety about getting Paul 
to London. 

His joke to John Winter, just as the man is going up to Paul, 
neatly establishes the existence of the pistol. 

He's sitting on his bed cleaning a pistol. You'd better be careful, 
John Winter. 

A pistol is a very cliche plot requisite but Whiting's use of it is highly 
original and whether the threat from the village is real or imagined, 
Paul's feelings about it are quite strong enough to justify the presence 
of a pistol in the house. Stella is later quite ironic in telling Paul and 
Charles off for playing soldiers but she says herself that there was 
an evening three years ago when the villagers planned to attack 
them but got too drunk to walk the half mile to the house. (Which 
plants the distance neatly enough.) And Paul says that if they come, 
they will kill him. So Saint's Day gives us a much more definite 
foretaste than Oonditwns of Agreement of 'the Comedy of Menace'. 
Dramatic suspense is derived both from the characters' fear 
and from the ambiguity about whether they really need to be 
afraid. 

The scene between Stella and Charles introduces past history far 
more skilfully than this was done in Conditions of Agreement, with a 
good deal of underlying tension and using the dinner in London very 
cleverly to skirt round the danger of writing a conversation in which 
(for the sake of the audience) husband and wife tell each other what they 
both know already. We soon gather that Stella has followed her father 
into exile and that his relations with the village are symptomatic of 
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his relations with society as a whole. Charles is another artist who 
has cut himself off from society and, not wanting an audience for 
himself, he doesn't share Stella's wish to rehabilitate Paul as a great 
writer. 

Breach of contact with society is also thematic in Marching Song 
and The Gates of Summer. The protagonists of A Penny for a Song, 
though not exiles or prisoners, are comically cut off from the realities 
(social, political, military) and The Devils is about a hero martyred by 
a community which unites against him. 

The tension in Saint's Day is tightened still further when it becomes 
obvious that Stella is not coming out into the open about her reasons 
for wanting to re-establish Paul in society. When she suggests that 
Charles should be introduced to Robert as her younger brother, we 
are mystified by her motives. After the vague menace and the 
unfulfilled threats of Conditions of Agreement, Whiting has learned to 
use mystification as a means of focusing our attention precisely 
where he needs it. We become very curious about what's going to 
happen. 

Paul's entrance is another dramatic one. \Ve hear him talking to 
John Winter as they come down the stairs and their conversation 
grows more audible as the tension between Charles and Stella snaps 
into an unpleasant little quarrel when he finds a white hair in her 
head and Paul comes in before Charles has answered her question, 
'I'm ugly to you, aren't I?' Having two conversations going at the 
same time adds to the impression that a great deal is happening fast 
and the same device is used again when Stella and Charles start 
whispering together inaudibly while Paul talks to John Winter and 
again, most noticeably of all, when Stella is talking to John Winter 
about the shopping he's brought back from the village while Paul 
talks to Charles about Robert's non-appearance. 

There's an oddly tense moment when Paul unwraps the scarf 
Charles has knitted for his birthday present saying, 'I hope it 
isn't ·green. I don't like green things.' It is green. This would 
have been effective whatever colour Whiting had chosen but 
green has an association with spring and Nature and youth and fer­
tility, so Paul's hatred of it may combine with his intention of 
cutting down the trees, his age and the frequent mention of John 
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Winter's surname to start some of the audience thinking in seasonal 
terms.* 

As Paul describes the trees, 'blanched by age - withered, contorted, 
and monstrous', they become identified with him and the urgency 
of his wish to cut them down becomes suggestive of his self-des­
tructiveness. At the end of Act Two he tears the scarf from his neck 
at the climax of his 'terrible paroxysm of grief and fear'. He wants to 
'do himself great physical violence, but his strength fails him'. 

As in Waiting for Godot, which was written the same year, much of 
the dialogue consists of very short lines indeed, which makes it sound 
more colloquial than it is, and the occasional literary speech, like 
Stella's about the trees, stands out in clear relief. 

They were most benevolent to Ellen and me when we were 
children. They were almost our only playthings and gave them­
selves so willingly to masquerading as other places - other 
worlds. 

Paul's lines give hints of identifying him with the dog, as well as with 
the trees. 

STELLA: He's so large and he will come into the house - and 
he's begun to smell terribly. 

PAUL: Probably I do. I'm getting old. I suppose I shan't be 
allowed in the house soon. 

STELLA: Don't pity yourself. 
PA UL: What did you say~ 
STELLA: Nothing. 

This is typical - abrupt thrusts which cut through to the attitude 
behind the lines and then a quick change of subject to parry the 
threat that the insight provokes. Eliot tends to freeze his characters 
into a temporary choric function at moments of insight. Whiting does 
this in the 'point of deviation' speech, but makes much more use of the 
thrust and parry technique. 

• It is oven possible that tho scarf is a. reference to the green girdle in Sir 
Gawain and the G1'een Knight, a. fourteenth-century poem in which Ga~·ain 
beheads tho Knight on New Year's Day. Tho trunk picks up the head and rides 
off ordering the hero to meet him again a. year hence. The girdle which he's 
given is meant to ma.kc him invulnerable, and it may be significant that Paul 
leaves the scarf behind when he goes out to his death. The child picks it up. 
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Paul is obviously the saint of the title though Robert also undergoes 
a conversion. It's Paul's birthday on the day of the action, January 
25th, the accepted anniversary of the conversion of St Paul. While 
Robert loses bis faith in Man, Paul, at least to some extent, regains 
bis. The word saintliness rather surprisingly occurs in another 
rhetorical speech when Stella tries to comfort Paul. 

You are greater than any of them. They understand that by 
these last twenty-five years of exile and mortification you have 
proved the justice and truth of those opinions expressed in your 
pamphlets. You have proved your integrity and saintliness and 
tonight it is that that they will honour. Paul! You're not going 
before a tribunal. 

And there's another hint of saintliness when he blesses the soldiers, 
and though he's hardly a saint in fact, he's not an ordinary man either. 
AB in Marching Song, the word 'man' recurs a lot, particularly when 
the dialogue dwells on the lowest common multiples of humanity. 
Whiting is always interested in heroes who rise above their fellow 
men in one way or another, and, except in Conditions of Agreement 
the reasons for the exile or imprisonment arc connected with the 
features that distinguish the heroes from the rest. But Paul is old and 
frail and frightened and Stella has to comfort him in her most rhyth­
mic speech yet. 

Joking or not - that is what you must do. Play the great man. 
Now, at this moment, you may tell me of your fears. At this 
n:ioment, because we arc alone and I love you. But from the 
time of Procathren's coming here you must act the great man. 
You must meet this elegant and witty young man with your 
own elegance and wit. Good gracious me! From what l\famma told 
me you were a great one for acting in your day. (PAUL laughs.) 
Were you1 Then remember that when you meet these people. 

She is feminine but firm. AB in some of Catherine's attempts to 
reassur~ Rupert, the soft, lulling cadences in the rhetoric serve a 
dramatic purpose. But the staccato phrases like 'Good gracious me!' 
and 'Were you?' interrupt and alter the rhythm. 

Charles and Paul are amused over the cutting from an old Tatler 
which shows Robert photographed after his wedding to Miss Amanda 
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Mantis, daughter of Mr and Mrs Sebastian Mantis, and this produces 
a scene which is almost like a revue sketch. They're joining 
satirical forces against Stella, as later they will against Robert. 

PAUL: Look! Look, Charles, what do they say? 
CHARLES:'- distinguished young poet and critic-' 
PAUL:'- distinguished young poet and critic-' 
CHARLES (he nudges PAUL): Paul, my old one-
P Au L (giggling with anticipation): Yea? Yes, sonny, yea? 
CHARLES: A splendid young man. Isn't he, Stella? Paul-Paul, 

tell me-
PAUL: Yea, sonny? Yea, what? 
CHARLES: Isn't he the kind of young man Stella admires -very 

much admires? Clean, upright, bold -
PAUL: Yes? Yes? 
CHARLES: -full of a passionate desire - for life. Not like ua, my 

ancient - not like you and me - being, as we are, despised by 
Stella. No, she'd admire him - this Procathren. 

Stella doesn't hit back until John Winter returns with the food. 
He reports in a military style on the situation in the village and Paul 
behaves like a Commander-in-Chief. Stella's satire punctures his 
inflated military grandeur and he's at once reduced to the stature of a 
pathetic old man. Whiting has a keen eye for the effect people have on 
each other when they release their latent hostility, and Paul's age 
makes him vulnerable. 

All right, Captain Winter. Take General Southman to his 
room. 

PAUL: Stella-!-
STELLA: Go along, Grandpa. You can hatch your revolutionary 

schemes as well up there as you can down here. 
(JOHN WINTER takes PAUL'S arm and they begin to move to the 
stairs.) 
PAUL: Where's that copy of Alice, Charles? 
CHARLES: I'll bring it to you. 
STELLA: You're not to read. You're to rest. 
PAUL: Charles said I could read. 
STELLA: No, you're to rest. 

Left alone with Charles, Stella has an extremely long speech (two 
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and a half pages of script) much of it literary in style but with 
colloquial interruptions of her own rhythm. She talks about 'this 
tortured family' and 'this damned house' almost as if it were cursed, 
like the house of Atreus. She stresses the fact that she's a woman. 

Try to remember, Charles, that I am a woman - try to be con­
scious of that at other times than when I am naked. I am a 
woman and I have a child inside me. Does that explain anything 
to you 1 Pregnant women have delusions, they say. Do they? I 
know nothing about it. Am I deluded, Charles 1 Am H I only 
know that I am possessed by a loneliness hard to bear - a loneli­
ness which I should imagine attends forsaken lovers. (She stands 
silent - then) Lovers. I am innocent of such things. I have 
imagined what they do and what they say - these lovers. It 
seems they find a. great delight in music and solicitude, in 
whispering and smiling, in touching and nakedness, in night. 
And from these things they make a fabric of memory '!hich 
will serve them well in their life after death when they will be 
together but alone. They are wise, for that is the purpose of 
any memory - of any experience - to give foundation to the 
state of death. Understand that whatever we do today in this 
house - this damned house - will provide some of the material 
for our existence in death and you understand my fear. No one 
who has lived as I have lived could be happy in death. It is 
impossible. Why don't you speak? Now! Why don't you speak, 
now 1 You could have released me - you could have freed me 
from this place if only you could have overcome your fear of 
the world out there and returned yourself. Even now you could 
kill my black, desperate, damnable fear of all time being empty 
if you would tell me - show me how to love. I am human and I 
am a woman. Tell me. And, 0, Charles, Charles, comfort me! 

This can be very moving in the theatre but at the Stratford East 
revival it was badly staged, with Stella sitting at a table and Charles 
circling round it away from her. He should be static, trying to turn 
away from the force of what she says. She is the one who needs to be 
moving, trying to break in on his self-containment. The speech is 
intensely but justifiably rhetorical, saying a good deal that couldn't 
be said in colloquial language. The lilt of the sentences about lovers 
helps to show that she is not talking from experience, and the idea 
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she introduces of building up memories as a foundation for the 
state of death is important to the play. Robert returns to it in his big 
speech at the end and it adds to the momentousness of what we see 
happening. What foundation arc these people laying for their 
deaths? 

The answer to her plea for comfort is a blast on a trumpet. Neither 
of them know what it is, but it's obviously a threat of some sort from 
the outside world. 

Whiting finds any number of ways of giving a theatrical per­
spective on time and there's a good example at the beginning of Act 
Two when Paul, convinced that Robert isn't coming, says, 'It isn't so 
long ago since I could see that clock from here' - a sentence which 
pinpoints both the minute-to-minute progression of time within 
the play's action and the gradual deterioration of Paul's eyesight over 
the last few months. 

Robert's belated arrival is highly dramatic. None of them see 
him as he comes in and he stands silently in the doorway till Paul 
reaches the end of his brilliant speech about society, a speech which 
helps us to believe in him as a great satirist by giving some hint of 
'What his pamphleteering style might have been like. 

The accusation against Paul Frederick Southman ! (He beats on 
the arm of his chair.) 'Paul Frederick Southman: you are charged 
with the assault of the well-known and much-beloved whore, 
Society, in that you did, with malice and humour, reveal her for 
what she is and not for what men wish her to be, thereby 
destroying the illusion of youth and the ,visdom of age. Also 
that you employed the perversion of using for this purpose your 
pen instead of the recognized organ.' Witnesses called for the 
prosecution. Andrew Vince: this witness testified the poor old 
body to be sadly shaken by her experience and vehemently 
denied the defence's suggestion that he had rummaged her 
after finding her crying in an alley. John Ussleigh: this witness, 
a publisher, stated that he saw the assault but had been under 
the impression that it was a case of true love. He had known the 
prisoner for a number of years, etc. etc. An unnamed young 
man: this witness, called for medical evidence, admitted inter­
course with Society on several occasions. When asked by the 
defence whether he was not repelled by the malformations of , 
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Society, he answered, 'I thought all women were like that.' 
Witnesses called for the defence: none. Sentence: exile. 

Robert's opening cliches seem particularly colourless by contrast. 
This is the rhetoric of self-conscious pomposity. 

Surely, Mr Southman, there is no necessity for formality 
between us on this occasion but there are a few things I should 
like to say. Have I your permission 1 

(PAUL is silent.) 
STELLA: Please go on. 
ROBERT: Thank you. I'll be brief. (He speaks to PAUL.) What I 

am doing in coming here today-
PAUL: Did John Winter say he'd feed the dog1 
STELLA: Yes, Grandpa. (To ROBERT) You must forgive him .. 
ROBERT: Of course. I appreciate the honour you do me ID 

allowing me to come here, to this house, today - this house 
which has been closed to the world for so many years. 

Whiting exploits the dog in several surprising and effective ways. 
L:i,ter, when Robert is puzzled at being asked whether it annoyed 
him, he says that it's dead and Paul rushes out of the room to 
i~vestigate, returning with the pistol in his hand, convinced that the 
VIilagers have poisoned it and that reprisals are called for. 

It's during the absence of Paul and Charles that Stella makes her 
strange appeal to Robert: 
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STELLA: You are young, you are famous and powerful, you are 
talented and you can do as I ask. 

ROBERT (he laughs): I am a minor poet- nothing more. 
STELLA: Why do you laugh? 
ROBERT: I don't know. 
STELLA: At this moment - why do you laugh? 
ROBERT: Shyness, I suppose. I am shy. 
STELLA: I'm sorry but there's no time for the courtesies and 

formalities as between strangers. You mustn't expect them 
fr?~ me. But please don't withdraw. A moment ago you were 
willing to help me. 

ROBERT: I ~on't understand what you want. 
STELLA: This! This is what I want! I want Paul to be restored 

to his former greatness. In that way there can be a future for 
my child. 
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ROBERT: Your child 1 
STELLA: I'm pregnant. The child Paul. Innocent, you will 

admit - in no way responsible. For the child's sake old Paul 
must be restored to greatness in the world. 

As with Nicholas's and Peter's hostility to A.G., it's difficult to 
believe in the motives that the character gives and it's not altogether 
clear whether Whiting wants us to, but in any case the appeal works 
as a kind of litmus test on Robert, who emerges very badly from it. 
The satire on him is eAi;remely funny and we feel that if this man is 
representative of the literary world, we sympathize with Paul's 
rejection of it. Paul's opinion of Robert is obviously never high but it 
sinks lower when he says that he doesn't want to be involved in the 
affair with the villagers. But he lets himself be persuaded and it's 
here, feeling she's being betrayed, that Stella comes out with her 
Eliot-like 'point of deviation' speech. 

When Paul grills and ridicules Reverend Aldus, and when Charles 
joins in the fun Paul has over Robert's inexperience with firearms, 
both exiles are showing their contempt for representatives of the 
Establishment. Aldus is all the more pathetic because of his stammer 
and after he's gone Paul calls him a circus clown, while Robert, 
playing with the pistol, seems much less of a man than Paul or 
Charles. The baiting scene is a great advance on the baiting scene in 
Conditions of Agreement and still closer in spirit to The Birthday Party 
(written ten years later). 

0 

CHARLES: Surely you must have been engaged in some war­
ROBERT: No. 
CHARLES: - at your age. 
ROBERT: No. I was not fit. 
CHARLES: Morally or physically1 
ROBERT: Both. 
CHARLES: You fought with your pen, eh1 
PA UL: Have you never -
CHARLES: Poems of victory! 
ROBERT: And defeat. 
PA u L: Have you never been moved -
CHARLES: Bravo! 
PA uL: - moved by hate or persecution -
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c 11 .\ It Li-: s: Or love? 
1•.\ c L: - to _contemplate physical violence? 
1to111-:1tT: ~ever. 
,·11.\RLi-::,;: It has always been unemotional calm force-. b , 
1· ,\ 1 • 1,: - 111 oxing rings -
< • 11 .\ It 1. i-: s: - with rules -
I'.\ 1· L: - arnl referees-
<· 11 A It LE s: - against harmless little boys. 

The h•11!-'io11 that'::; wound up in this is gh·en an immediate theatrica 
ri11 t l<'t w lwn the pistol goes off in Robert's hand but we don't yet kno"l1 
that t Ill' bullet has tr~ivelled through the door and killed Stella o: 
that in firing it. Ho bcrt. has 'lost his innocence'. 

The disconry of Stella's body i:. extremely theatrical. Anothe 
lilast 011 the trumpet outside may produce a premonition of catas 
t roplw but Pau I, failing to recognize it for whntit is, opens the windo~ 
to wl'li-omc the soldiers ns allies, shouting a blessing to them. Ni 
ans\\"(•r com(•s from the soldiers but in the silence while the thre 
111Pn arc waiting, another shout comes from the bottom of the stain 
It,\; .John \\'inter. Hobert realizes this is the call from another room 
( 'ha riPs not icl's 8tella hmm 't come back from seeing Aldus out am 
w hc>n lie ru 11s to the door, he can't open it. He has to throw his ~hol 
WPight against it to :-;hift the obstruction on the other side and m th 
ensuing confusion, while Charles rushes out shouting for help an, 
:Iulin \\'inter helps to carry Stella's body in, Robertissilentlydiges1 
mg what's happened to him and Paul is withdrawing Lear-like int 
unreality. 

Hobert is alone in the room when the soldiers come. Killeen an 
C'hute_r are much more like clown figures than Aldus and perfor1 
rnagmficent mock bows to Robert. The unnaturalistic alliance betwee 
him aml the soldiers starts when he asks them not to go, and Melrm 
supports him ,vhen he seems about to fall. 'What have they made II 
do?' he asks. Just as Charles's support, whether silent or spokei 
enabled Paul to insult Aldus and Robert, the support of the soldier 
who have already left, gives Robert the strength to insult Pau 
'Bea.st-face' he calls him. Robert is no longer the same man ar 
though the change in him is hard for an audience to understar 
intellectually, the extraordinary events of the net and the cxtr 
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ordinary pressure behind Whiting's preserrtation of them make it 
acceptable theatrically. 

It's only in Act Three that Saint's Day begins to lose its coherence 
and its force. So far nearly all the elements in the play have worked 
both realistically and symbolically; here the seams begin to come 
undone. The style of the writing shifts as the parody element gains 
too much of the upper hand and Whiting moves from T. S. Eliot to 
his Greek sources, with four village women and a child on-stage 
throughout as a makeshift chorus, and a long messenger narration 
from the village postman. :Mystification, skilfully controlled as an 
appetizer in Act One, sticks in our throats at this stage of the meal, 
especially as so much of the main action is now off-stage and we have 
to make do with second-hand accounts of it. It's not at first clear why 
the women are here, who started the fire in the village or where our 
attention ought to be focused. The characters who have held our 
interest suddenly aren't there. Stella's dead, Paul has withdrawn into 
madness, Charles is now too much of a foil and Robert, who is the 
main protagonist in this act, having taken over the initiative, doesn't 
appear until almost the end of the play. 

Several elements make a strong impact - the sky reddened by the 
fire, Stella's corpse which Charles is using as a model to finish his 
painting, the noise of bells ringing, the bones on the floor at the foot 
of the bier, the child bouncing a ball and the women themselves, 
filling one side of the stage. Sitting in the firelight surrounded by odd 
articles salvaged from their houses and nondescript bundles of 
belongings, they also serve as a reminder of the refugee situation in 
~urope as it still was in 1951. But while Whiting certainly succeeds 
111 conveying the impression that things of major importance are 
~appening, he doesn't this time feed us the right flow of information 
in the right way to satisfy the appetite he's whetted. The killing which 
comes at the end of the act is still moving but not as moving as it 
might have been if the build-up to it had been better. 

The village postman, Cowper, is an amusing figure with his bucolic 
self-righteousness and bis pride in taking over the duties of P.C. 
Pogson. It's unrealistic that he should be sent to ask the people at the 
house to make statements about the fire but this is the half-hearted 
pretext for the dialogue which leads up to bis long narrative. This 
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contains a lot of essential information about wl1at's happening in the 
village and it's amusing as parody, but it might have been better to 
present it without trying to graft it semi-realistically into the action. 
As it is, it's too patently a stratagem to cover the structural weakness 
caused by shifting the main action to the village, where the soldiers 
are now acting under Robert's destructive orders. 

Blooded, like an animal, by his experience of killing, Robert is 
taking a terrible revenge against the social order with which he'd 
always been such an ardent conformist. Instead of bringing Paul 
back to society, he's himself turning against it. But none of this can 
possibly become clear from Cowper's description of how the big soldier 
had his arm around the dandy fellow and how the dandy follow was 
talking and talking and how Aldus, crying like a baby, was pulling the 
valuable books off his shelves to throw on the fire. Aldus, as we 
find out later when Melrose tells Charles, had been listening to Robert, 
who destroyed his belief in the old order of things. 

Paul, on the other hand, is converted to a surprising friendliness 
towards the villagers. When he finds the women installed in his living­
room he welcomes them and he spends most of his time talking to t~e 
child. But when Charles, realistically facing up to the fact of their 
imminent destruction, says 'I shall work till the last minute,' Paul is 
unwilling or unable to come to grips with the reality. After playing at 
soldiering, he can't face the truth about what the soldiers stand for. 
He still seems to believe that Robert's going to drive him to London 
and he talks about chopping down the trees while he's waiting. Charles 
has his most literary speech in telling him off : 
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CHARLES: Damn you, Paul! God damn you for the beastlin~s~ -
the selfishness of shutting yourself up in your tower of semhty 
and lunacy at this moment - at this moment l 

PAUL: Hush, Charles! You'll frighten the child. 
CHARLES: If only I could take refuge in madness as you have 

done. If onl:y I could convince myself, as you have done, that 
I am an artist, that the world waited to honour me, that the 
fires out there were a display for a victory that these brushes I 
hold were sceptres and these people princes. Then I m!g~t 
face the future! You have the belief and the refuge - but 1t 1s 
not for me. I cannot go so far. I am not mad. I am not mad. 
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God help me! I can touch the reality and know that I am noth­
ing, that the world censures me, that the fires burn without 
reason, that these brushes are instruments of torture and these 
people miserable, frightened clods! 

The charge of beastliness is an echo of Robert's 'Beast-face' and the 
grouping of the characters according to whether or not they can 
'touch the reality' is to be repeated in M.arching Song, where Rupert 
and Dido are the realists, Catherine and Harry the romantics. 

Paul ignores the rebuke and rambles on to the child, confusing 
her with his dead grand-daughter, though he doesn't know that she 
too is called Stella. (Stella's unborn baby was going to be called Paul.) 
The little girl, like the boy in A Penny J or a Song and the boy in No 
Why, never answers anything the adults say to her - except to say 
'Many happy returns of the day' and when Paul describes the 
reception in London, ·whiting cleverly makes his words ambiguous. 
He could equally well be referring to his reception in Heaven. 

'Many happy returns of the day,' you said. And that is what 
they will say when I arrive - the great and famous people re­
ceiving me - they will say - And the little crowd, speal.ing 
together, say, 'Many happy returns of the day' - and then, 
possessed by quite a tiny fever of excitement, they cry out 
separately, 'Happy birthday' - 'God bless you' - 'Much happiness 
to you' and 'Good men are rewarded'. 

The chorus is giving him the accolade Dido gives Rupert when she 
says, 'You seem to me a very good man.' This is Whiting's basic 
~oncern - what it is to be a man and what it is to be a good one. The 
httle dance Paul does for the child, which cues the soldiers' entrance, 
is a link to the dance that the child performs at the end of the play 
when Paul is killed, having demurred at dancing for him now. His 
belief that he's still going to London gives his dialogue with Melrose a 
double meaning: 

PAUL: Have you come for me1 
MELROSE: That's right. 
PAUL: I'm ready. Look, I'm quite ready. 
MELROSE: \Vere you expecting me1 
PAUL: Oh yes. (To the CHILD) No more dancing now. 
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·t (He Bobby doesn't think I'm capable. He's dared m~ t? ~0
1

1 ,Vhat 
stands up, smfling.) That's a silly thing to do, isn t n. y u're 
does he think I am? What does he think I shall fee.· to e 

thi d , ytbmg o m no ng to me- neither's the old man. Nobo Y s an I for 
- because there is nobody - hasn't been for years. c!r~blc' 

hi • ,. corr1g1 • not ng. They put it right when they said I was an Ill .. 

Th• uld h • • 11 oYer-exphcit 1s wo ave been better left unsaid, and it 8 equa Y • be have 
when Melrose gives Charles his diagnosis of what Paul and 
done to Robert. 

Y ' b J J'k houldn't do ou ve rought this on yourseh•es. Peop e 1 ·e us s ut 
such t~ngs to people like that - people who !ive awa~le:p. 
the,re with women and music. You've struck 1nm verie told 
He s talked to me about it and my God! can't he t~lk. about 
~e ab?ut it, all right. I didn't understand one word Ill ten b t I 
his guilt and the way you've destroyed his innocence - u 
understood a little. Poor Bobby! 

Thr b • clothes ee-quarters of the act is over before Robert appears, is d 
torn and filthy, his face blackened by the fire. He's been sick ;n t 
Killeen bas to wipe him down i\Ielrose's insistence that Ro r 
takes the responsibility for what;s happening makes us think of t e 
refrain of the German war criminals and the excuse for so many 
wartime atrocities: I was acting under orders. 
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If you want to order people like me around you've got to take 
the responsibility - you've got to. It's always been like that. 
God knows, I wouldn't have it any other way. But it makes me 

_____ .. A .. ____ _ 
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laugh sometimes. 'Melrose do such-and-such!' 'Yes, sir!' - and 
then I look down and see their eyes and their eyes are asking 
me, 'Melrose you think that decision is right, don't you 1 If you 
think I'm wrong for God's sake don't do it.' But I do it whatever 
I think - if I can be bothered to think. What is it I can do for you, 
Bobby? 

The elements which should have been explicated in the action of 
this act are all conccrtina'd into one long, difficult speech, full of 
conceits: 

RODERT: Southman - I thought the power invested was for 
good. I believed we were here to do well by each other. It 
isn't so. We are here - all of us - to die. Nothing more than 
that. We live for that alone. You've known all along, haven't 
you? Why didn't you tell me - why did you have to teach me 
in such a dreadful way? For now- (he cries out) - I have wasted 
my ~nhcritance ! All these years trying to learn how to live 
leavmg myself such a little time to learn how to die. (He turns 
to speak to tlte CHILD) Afraid of the dark? But it is more than 
the dark. It is that which lies beyond, not within, the dark -
the fear of the revelation by light. We are told by our fairy­
tale books that we should not fear but the darkness is around 
mi, and our fear is that the unknown hand is already at the 
switch. I tell you, do not fear, for there is no light and the way 
is from darkness to darkness. (PA UL takes ROBERT'S hand and 
holds fast to it. ROBERT again speaks to him.) You old rascal! 
Knowing it is not a question of finding but of losing the 
pict~es, the allegiances, the loves. You should tell. I've been 
talking to Aldus. Told him I lost faith in God years ago and 
never felt its passing. But man - oh, take faith in man from 
me and the meaning becomes clear by the agony we suffer. 
:What a cost it is. Clear - not for all immediately - no, Aldus 
1s out there at the moment chasing his lost God like a rat 
down a culvert. But for myself - I am well. (He moves from 
l' A UL.) Perhaps I should have understood before coming 
here. There arc many signs out in the world offering themselves 
for man's comprehension. The flowers in the sky, the sound 
of t~eir blossoming too acute for our ears leaving us to hear 
nothmg but the clamour of voices protesting, crying out 
against the end - 'It's not fair!' - as they fasten to the walls of 
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For us, sensing but not knowing that he's going to die, these lines 
have the ring of doom about them. 

As Melrose speaks to Charles and as Chater silently makes nooses 
out of the ropes John Winter has brought for cutting down the trees, 
Paul's dialogue with the child works as a chilly counterpoint. His 
spectacle case becomes a crocodile snapping at the child's nose. 

And it comes along - along - along - and snap! 

All this is intensely effective. The false note comes when Whiting 
tries to e:\.-plain why the soldiers arc going to kill Charles and the old 
man: 

Bobby doesn't think I'm capable. He's dared me to do it. (He 
stands up, smiling.) That's a silly thing to do, isn't it? What 
does he think I am? What does he think I shall feel? You're 
nothing to me - neither's the old man. Nobody's anything to me 
- because there is nobody - hasn't been for years. I care for 
nothing. They put it right when they said I was an 'incorrigible'. 

This would have been better left unsaid, and it's equally ovcr-cJi..-plicit 
when Melrose gives Charles his diagnosis of what Paul and he have 
done to Robert. 

You've brought this on yourselves. People like us shouldn't do 
such things to people like that - people who live away out 
there with women and music. You've struck him very deep. 
He's talked to me about it and my God! can't he talk. He told 
~e ab?ut it, all right. I didn't understand one word in ten about 
his guilt and the way you've destroyed his innocence - but I 
understood a little. Poor Bobby! 

Three-quarters of the act is over before Robert appears, his clothes 
to~n and filthy, his face blackened by the fire. He's been sick and 
Killeen has to wipe him down. i\Ielrose's insistence that Robert 
take~ the responsibility for what's happening makes us think of the 
refram of the German war criminals and the excuse for so many 
wartime atrocities: I was acting under orders. 
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If you want to order people like me around you've got to take 
the responsibility - you've got to. It's always been like that. 
God knows, I wouldn't have it any other way. But it makes me 
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laugh sometimes. 'Melrose do such-and-such!' 'Yes, sir!' - and 
then I look down and see their eyes and their eyes are asking 
me, 'Melrose you think that decision is right, don't you? If you 
think I'm wrong for God's sake don't do it.' But I do it whatever 
I think- if I can be bothered to think. \Vhat is it I can do for you, 
Bobby? 

The elements which should have been explicated in the action of 
this act are all conccrtina'd into one long, difficult speech, full of 
conceits: 

ROBERT: Southman - I thought the power invested was for 
good. I believed we were here to do well by each other. It 
isn't so. We are here - all of us - to die. Nothing more than 
that. We live for that alone. You've known all along, haven't 
you? Why didn't you tell me - why did you have to teach me 
in such a dreadful way? For now- (he cries out) - I have wasted 
my inheritance! All these years trying to learn how to live 
leaving myself such a little time to learn how to die. (He turns 
to speak to the CIIILD) Afraid of the dark? But it is more than 
the dark. It is that which lies beyond, not within, the dark -
the fear of the revelation by light. We are told by our fairy­
tale books that we should not fear but the darkness is around 
us, and our fear is that the unknown hand is already at the 
switch. I tell you, do not fear, for there is no light and the way 
is from darkness to darkness. (PAUL takes ROBERT'S hand and 
holds fast to i"t. ROBERT again speaks to him.) You old rascal! 
Knowing it is not a question of finding but of losing the 
pieties, the allegiances, the loves. You should tell. I've been 
talking to Aldus. Told him I lost faith in God years ago and 
never felt its passing. But man - oh, take faith in man from 
me and the meaning becomes clear by the agony we suffer. 
What a cost it is. Clear - not for all immediately - no, Aldus 
is out there at the moment chasing his lost God like a rat 
down a culvert. But for myself - I am well. (He moves from 
PAUL.) Perhaps I should have understood before coming 
here. '.l'hcre are many signs out in the world offering themselves 
for man's comprehension. The flowers in the sky, the sound 
of their blossoming too acute for our ears leaving us to hear 
nothing but the clamour of voices protesting, crying out 
against the end - 'It's not fair!' - as they fasten to the walls of 
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life - and the storm of their own making - it is the howling 
appeal for tenderness, for love. Only now I see the thing's 
played out and compassion - arid as an hour-glass - run 
through. Such matters need not concern us here in this - (for 
a moment he is silent) - in this place. For we have our own 
flowers to give us understanding. (He points to STELLA;) The 
rose she wears beneath her heart. There, released, is the 
flower within us all - the bloom that will leap from the breaSt 
or drop from the mouth. It shall be my conceit that a flower 
is our last passport. Who wears it shall go free. Free, South• 
man! 

This has some beautiful and arresting phrases in it but in its theatrical 
context it doesn't work so well as Stella's best speeches. It's much 
harder for an audience to follow and it's too obviously put in as an 
attempt at a rational explanation of the irrational changes in Robert. 
He oversimplifies in a way Stella didn't: she never made bald state­
~en~s like 'We're here - all of us - to die.' To say that the purpose _of 
life is to build a foundation for death is in a way, enhancmg hfe 
b • • ' • t reate ecause it makes 1t all the more important to use the time O c 
th • h • h. ·t• not e rig t fabric of memories. If Robert has failed to do t is, 1 8 . 

because of any lack of knowledge but because, like Stella's, his life 
has ?~en em~~y of love. The beginning of the speech _sou~ds far too 
explicit and it s a very awkward bridge to the Eliot-like lines ~bout 
the fear of the revelation by light (which may also be an allus10n to 
th~ conversion of St Paul) and the unknown hand already at t~e 
switch. All through the speech the tone is uncertainly dogmatic. 
Stella spoke out of e_motions she was currently feeling; Robert s~e°!s 
to have spent all his passion in off-stage action. If Robert d1dn t 
try to e:ri>la~n things, we'd accept anything, but any attempt at 
explana!1on 1s bound to draw attention to how much is being left 
unexplamed. Why has his involvement in Stella's accidental death 
take~ away his faith in man 1 What he is saying to the cliild is t~at 
there s no reason to be afraid of anything because there's nothing 
beyond the_ darkness except more darkness. People may well be wrong 
t~ fear pu~shroent ~~t nothing that's happened in the action justifies 
his assert10n that its always wrong to expect tenderness or love 
from other people, whether or not they've learnt the painful lesson 
30 
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he's learnt. Paul and Charles were obviously teasing him but now 
he's punishing them for choosing not to teach him the same lesson 
in a more gentle way and, madly, he's blaming them because he didn't 
learn long ago, long before he met them. But his madness isn't in 
focus and it's not at all clear how far Whiting is wanting to stand 
back from him at this point. The imagery which links the flower with 
blood and death isn't very well worked out and altogether the speech 
leaves us feeling it would have made more sense if it hadn't tried to 
make so much. 

Though it detracts from the effectiveness of the killing, the ending 
still makes a very strong impact. Paul goes out to his death believing 
that the soldiers and Robert are bringing the ropes to help him cut 
down the trees. Melrose gives some money to John Winter who 
immediately calls him sir. The stage is left to the villagers. It's when 
the child touches Stella's dead face that we hear her name for the first 
time. 'Stella,' the mother calls. It's as if she were the New Year 
taking over the identity of the dead year. She picks up the green 
scarf and, putting it round her neck, she performs a grave dance to 
the raucous little tune the trumpet plays. It's not the dead being 
raised but the living raised to death. When the sound stops, she runs 
to her mother and buries her head in the woman's lap. 
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A PENNY FOR 1\ SONG 

Fur a play written so :,;0011 after Saint.'s Day, A Pc1wyfor a 80119 ii 
a 11 astonishing contrast, satirical but inoffensive, sharp but happy, 
an amused celebration of Ennlish vagueness and the delights of 8 

HlllllllWr clay in the country. ri HH9, when \\rluting wrote it, Arthw 
Koestler was still fulminatinn unainst our English deafness to the 
Cas:-;anrlra. cries of political pr~pl~ts (like himself) and our blind~ess 
towards political realities. \rhiting, less angry but no less sceptical, 
made Koestler's point in one quiet, beautiful, funny piece of stage 
action. In the middle of the Na poleonie invasion scare, with a poster 
proclaiming 'Invasion' stuck to a tree, the Bellboys family settle 
down to a picnic tea on the lawn. A loud explosion is heard an? a 
cannon-ball rolls into the garden. They ignore it. A second explosion 
and a :,;epo1H1 cannon-ball bounds in to come to rest next to the 
first. ' 

HE8TEH: Lamprett! 
LA.MPRETT: l\Iy dead 
HESTER: Shut the gate. 

An unpub)i:,;_hed Ph.D. thesis, A Prii:ate Jlytlwlogy. T_lieDevelopmei!t 
of the Dramatw Art of John Whiting and a Comparative Study_of his 
1l:lajor Ploys, by Gabrielle Scott Robinson quotes from an article_ of 
\Vhiting's published in a l\Iay 1952 issue of The Bath Critic in which 
he s~y:-:i that tl_1e idea for the play occurred to him on seeing an 
English garden m 1940 durin(J' the invasion scare. It was a very happy 
. • . • t:> • 
1nsp1rat10n to use history as a comic alienation effect, treatmg a 
similar but much more distant scare with one eye cocked humorously 
on the eternal problem of what the private individual can do under 
the shadow of current political realities when he has no faith that the 
authorities ar.e ta~ing the right actions. And part ~f the joke of A 
Penny for a Song 1s that none of the eccentric react10ns of the char· 
acters are invented by_ ~'hiting. As he says in his introdu?tion to 
The Plays of ,Jokn JVl11tw9, 'It is rarely necessary to embr01dcr the 
finer lunacies of the English at war.' Mrs Robinson, who had access 
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~o a number of Whiting's private papers, found a manuscript titled 
Notes for a Comedy July 1948' in which Whiting took notes from 

Carol~ Oman's book Britain A[!ainst Napoleon. This was obviously 
a mam source for the play and 1t shows how many of his ideas were 
fou_n~ed on fact. Rich landowners really did recruit their own corps, 
trammg them at their own expense. There were 'Fencibles' like the 
St Pancras and Marylebone Volunteers and even the price of the 
invasion posters is historically correct. The paragraph Mrs Robinson 
quotes from Carola Oman's book gives the germ of several themes in 
the play. 

A thrilling, but not well attested rumour, declared that he had 
under construction a monster bridge, by which his troops were 
to pass from Calais to Dover, directed by skilled officers in air 
balloons, and a. Channel Tunnel, engineered by a mining expert. 
The most dramatic tale was that the Emperor, disguised as a 
British tar, was a.board a south coast fishing smack. He patrolled 
England's shores by night, and during the hours of daylight 
spied ashore. 

Like Conditions of Agreement, Saint's Day and Marching Song, A 
Penny/or a Song observes the Aristotelian unities but it ,..,.eaves many 
more characters and more strands of action into the one day. (In 
Marching Song it's just over thirty-six hours.) Just as Saint's Day 
differentiates between Paul's fantasy of waging war against the 
villagers and the actuality of the violence when it comes, A Penny 
for a Song differentiates between the two characters who have actually 
had experience of war and the others who live out their fantasies of 
defensive action against the French. Sir Timothy's idea of dressing 
up as Napoleon, polishing up his French from a phrase book, crawling 
through a tunnel to come out behind the invading army and ordering 
it to retreat would take the booby prize for misplaced ingenuity in 
any village competition, but it's scarcely wilder than the rumour of 
Napoleon dressed as a British sailor, from which it may derive. 

The others arc all endearingly useless in much the same way _ 
Lamprett with his obsessive firefighting, which makes him vie with 
Sir Timot,hy for the services of the unfortunate Humpage, who has 
been posted in the tree as a look-out; Hester, with her eagerness to 
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• Lady Jerningham's 
go up to East Anglia to comm~nd a plo.t~on ~s breezy naivety in 
Amazon Corps and George Selmcourt, with 
commanding the local Fencibles. . Au ust 1962, Whiting 

For the revival of the play at the Alclwych Ill <l d g I_ on the whole, 
<li<l a lot of rewriting, changing the play a goof cad the play which 
unfortunately for the worse. Perhaps he then or t too 'charming'. 
Peter Brook had directed in 1951 at the Haymar : 0 prune away all 
The chief ob1·ect of the changes seems to have beenl. 'ng 

• 1 h ·1 op 11z1 • indulgence in 'charm' and all generalize~ P .1 os Tl t he's a victim of 
In the original script, Edward Sterne 1s h!md. 1

1t ,8 dependent on 
the war is th~ mo?t obviou_s thing _about bun ancTI~: little boy never 
Jonathan, usmg him as a kmd of vISual anten~ia. •n Edward's ear, 
speaks but nods and shakes his head and wluspcrst 1 to see tl1e King 
and he's guiding Edward to London wh~rc he';:~ ~e'll achieve this 
and get him ~o st~p the war: He's convmc_ed t :u bound for Bet~e­
just by showmg lurnself to hun. Jonathan 1s th nd not knoWing 
hem, believing himself to be the brother of Jesu: a version Edward 
that it's 1800 years since Jesus was born. In _the Ia t~;c shoulder. He's 
has his sight and also has a very large chip on 
militantly radical and obstreperously didactic. y 1 

ull £ people. es • 
ED w ARD: Look, Dorcas, the world's f 0 

Do R c .as: I su ~pose so. . . in many ~fferent 
EDWARD: Believe me, 1t is. And they h~e overty. R1ght1 

states of power and weakness, wealth an P 
DORCAS: Er, yes. and there's been 
ED w A RD: There was a revolution in France, 

one in America. 
DORCAS: Yes, it was very shocking. king, it was per· 
EDWARD: You_ are a silly girl! It wasn't sh;ilution is a good 

fectly splendid. Now, say after me: Re 
thing. I 

th as an examp e 
Quiet _jokes ~k~ having Hallam read Wordsworof Edward's noisy 
of radical tlunking are swept away in the floo~ .b • Ill of the play 
radicalism. Altogether he upsets the filigree equih riu The original 
by his ~e_avy-handed Left Wing rightrninde~n:~:· play and when 
Edward 1s Just a~ wrong-headed as everyone else in od by seeing the 
Hallam warns him gently that he won't do anY go 
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King, who is mad, it provides a. beautiful deflation, rather like the 
ironic deflations in The Gates of Summer. The second Edward is so 
aggressively, sanely practical that he becomes an unnecessary yard­
stick for measuring the eccentricity of the other characters. He 
doesn't belong to the same world as the Bellboys family, and by 
letting him argue against them, Whiting loses a lot of the play's tender 
subtlety. 

As in Saint's Day, the action gets going very quickly. Several well­
varied characters are established briskly and they talk in clean-cut, 
abrupt sentences which make them seem clean-cut and rather abrupt 
in themselves. It's pleasant to have conversations carried on high 
above stage level as people throw open first-floor windows to speak to 
Rumpage in the tree and Whiting soon gets things going with criss­
cross conversations. Sir Timothy argues with Humpage about which 
way the wind's blowing while Hester asks her daughter Dorcas hO\v 
old she is and, hearing she's seventeen, tells her to put off childish 
ways. We gather that as in Conditions of Agreement, the transition 
from childhood to adult life is going to be one of the themes, but it's 
not going to be treated straightforwardly. The grown-ups are in 
many ways more childish than Dorcas or Jonathan who, particularly 
in the 1962 version, has had experience of the war. 

He was conceived, born and brought up for the first six years of 
his life in a wagon. Then at 'Linden his father was killed, and 
his mother ran off with a quartermaster. Peace was signed and 
we were all told to go home. But his home was upturned in a 
ditch. So we started walking. 

In this version it's Edward who's helped Jonathan; in 1951 Edward 
had been in Jonathan's debt ever since he felt Jonathan's warm hand 
taking hold of his. 

As in Saint's Day and Marc/ting Song, the characters often look at 
themselves from outside. 

HESTER: Do I bully you 1 
LAMPRETT (he smiles): A little. 
HESTER (she smiles): Forgive me. I must a little or belie my 

appearance. 
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But not all the characters can be as self-conscious as this or it would 
interfere with the comedy of their obsessiveness. Lamprett's only 
interest in the prospect of invasion is in the fires that will get started 
during the battle. They will make life difficult for him. 

For while we must extinguish our own fires we must be careful 
to foster those of the enemy. 

Hallam, the philosophical visitor from London could easily have 
become a tedious raisonneur but he's as pleasingly eccentric as the 
others and in the 1951 version he makes a lot of funny and very 
affecting statements which disappear in 1962. He's amusingly _self­
conscious about his literariness and literary about his self-consc10us­
ness. After telling Hester that he wants peace, but not complete 
indifference to his welfare, he adds placatingly: 

There was a touch of asperity in that remark, wasn't there? 
Please forget it. 

A Penny for a S0119 is a play without an exile or an ex-prisoner but 
Hallam is a temporary refugee from London. 

HESTER: How is London? . 
HA.LLA!I: London, my dear, is hell. I am in disgrace again. Lik1 

most men of my age I am in flight, pursued by the agony 0 

love, the danger of war and the misery of democracy. 

In 1951 his answer to her question is simply: 

In uproar. This invitation was God-sent. 

Many different kinds of comedy - physical, situation, and verbal 
- are mixed in A Penny for a Song and not only are the joins neat but 
the moments are well judged when one kind takes over from another. 
There's an example of this after Timothy's entertaining but length! 
story, rather in the style of Laurence Sterne, of bow Lampret~ s 
obsession with fires started. Convinced that women should be adnut­
ted to Oxford colleges, he persuaded Hester to attend lectures for 
three weeks dressed in her uncle's second best ceremonial breeches. 
Smoking a pipe in front of the fire one evening she set light to them 
and after extinguishing the fire manually, Lamprett felt bound to 
marry her, and devoted his subsequent life to fighting fues. Telling 
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Hallam the story, Lamprett realizes that Humpage has been listening 
and orders him not to. Once Humpage has covered his ears with his 
hands, he's deaf to all Timothy's subsequent orders and it's only 
when Timothy arrives at the idea of throwing his hat in the air that 
he manages to make himself heard as Humpage's hands go out to 
catch it. 

The scene when Timothy explains his plan to Hallam survives 
more or less unaltered and it's a good touch to make Timothy the 
originator of the Fencibles so that his madcap scheme of impersona­
tion is his last resort when, against his will, an officer arrives from 
Taunton to take over command of his forces. But in the 1951 version 
there's a delightful moment at the end of the conversation when 
Hallam can hardly speak. He's convulsed with laughter and mistaking 
it for deep emotion at his braveness, Timothy is deeply moved him­
self. In the 1962 version this is cut. 

The first scene between Hallam and the lovers is much less lyrical 
in the second version. Perhaps ,vhiting felt he was exposing too many 
of the nerves of his comedy when he had Hallam talking about the 
'days when the clowns must sit together in the sun and talk of 
clownish things' and perhaps he later found Edward's answer to 
Dorcas's question 'Why do men fight each other 1' too facile. 

Perhaps because there is a long-wished-for home they seek, and 
they are too frail to take upon themselves the responsibility for 
the journey. Did you never, when you were a baby, know of 
something you desired but of which - oh, so humanly - you were 
ashamed 1 Auel did you not, perhaps - shall we say - engineer 
that thing to come about - oh, so sinfully- through the fault of 
anothed (He smiles.) You see, my life-loving darling, the dark 
journey to the dark home is sometimes sweeter than the summer's 
day. 

But the new Edward is a bull in the china world of the Bellboys and 
I find his new political and social dogmatizing much more tireso~e 
and no less over-explicit. Lines like this one, a propos of Hallam, gam 
very little by being put in Dorcas's mouth: 

He's the kind you meant when you said their passing would be 
like the melting of snow to show the promise of spring beneath, 
isn't he1 
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And it's a pity to lose Hallam's reflections on middle age. 

Yes! Try then to reconcile the ambitions and pure designs of 
youth with the failures and confusions of middle-age: the 
morning, sweet as a nut, with the early evening, sad as a mustard 
pot: reconcile the loves of boyhood with the friendships and 
harsh passions of nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita. (Ile pauses.) 
I think I'm going to cry. 

This is a Fry-like passage but it fits in with the rest of the play much 
better than the new elements which seem to constitute an ineffective 
compromise gesture in the direction of the drama of social conscious­
ness. 

For the last four years I've been walking about Europe. I've 
seen such horrible things that it broke my heart. PovertJ: ~nd 
disease, love and friendship ruined by war, men and women Iivmg 
like animals in a desperate attempt to stay alive. I was one who 
sold himself for war so that he could eat, and I've had women sell 
themselves to me so that their children could eat. Now I may be 
simple, :Matthews, but there's cause for all this. And the cause is 
laziness and indifference. There are only a handful of tyrants at 
any one time, but there are millions who don't care. I saw all 
this, I smelt it, I lay down with it at night, and at last I decided 
to fight. I carried in my pocket a book which is a weapo~- It 
has a title which will mean nothing to you. It's called Tlze Rights 
of Man. 

The original A Penny for a Song was in no sense a play about European 
political realities: it was about an insular cloud-cuckooland, which 
was put perfectly in focus by the play. 

In the 1951 version the first love scene is elegiac and delightful. 
Dorcas can't understand how Edward can love anything new, 
without seeing it. As always in Whiting, the woman makes the 
declaration of love to the man. The first Edward returns Dorcas's 
love; the second doesn't, which has a bad fomenting effect on her 
self-consciousness. 
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child. All that loneliness and muddle. All that anger. Well, it's 
over now. Thank you very much .... 

Jud! Dench can get away with this outraged schoo]gir~ saeva indi"g­
~tio, but Virginia l\foKenna had better, more serene lines to speak 
In 1951. Though one good touch in the new version is the very brief 
q~arrel when Edward refuses not to go to London and Dorcas tells 
him to go now if he's going. 

ED\V ARD: ·what's this 1 A quarrel 1 
DORCAS: Yes, it is. Good-bye. (She stares into the d£.stance.) 
EDWARD: Good-bye. 
(Neither of them move: silence.) 
DORCAS: Forgive me. 
EDWARD: All forgotten. 

In both versions there's a very nice build-up to the climax of 
act~vity which ends Act One. The sample Invasion poster which 
Selincourt has left on stage for Hallam alarms everyone else while 
Hallam sleeps peacefully on. Timothy rouses the dozing Humpage 
who catches sight of Selincourt's Fencibles and mistakes them for the 
enemy. He starts counting and the mounting figures are heard through 
t~e rest of the dialogue as they all rush around in a flurry of prepara­
t~on. Lamprett primes Humpage. He tries to boost the morale of the 
~ilent Jonathan and, in the second version, Edward gives embittered 
mstruction in the technique of survival. 

Don't stand under a flag, stay far away from anybody in a fine 
bright uniform, take a look at the sun so that you'll always know 
~hich way you're running, if there's a loaf of bread about put 
it in your pocket, and if there's a hole in the ground sit in it. 
Ignore all cries for help, stay deaf to all exhortations, and keep 
your trousers tied tight about your waist. In any difficulty, look 
stupid, and at the first opportunity go to sleep. 

Breeze, Hallam's servant asks the advice of the others about whether 
to wake his master. Lamprett, standing by for reports of conflagra­
tions, shakes hands gravely with Hallam, warning him not to tell 
the women what danger ho's in, and he marches off with Jonathan. 
Timothy appears dressed as Napoleon and contradicts Humpago's 
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count of 116 with the assertion that there are a hundred and seventy­
five men. Lamprett, called back by the sound of the bell which 
Timothy has ordered Humpage to sound, takes revenge for the misuae 
of his fire bell by taking Timothy for Nelson. At the end of the act, 
about to go down the well with the bucket, Timothy stands in it 
letting Hallam take the full force of his weight while he speaks his 
heroic last words. Then when Hallam unwinds the rope nothing 
happens. Suddenly, after they're all distracted by the sight of the air­
balloon, Timothy disappears with a loud cry, and with a final explosion 
the act is over. 

The picnic scene which opens Act Two is extremely touching and 
funny. Lamprett and Hester realize that they haven't sat in the sun 
together for thirty years because there's always been too much to do. 
This makes, far more pleasantly, the point Dorcas makes in tho 
1962 version of her first scene with Edward when he says, 'I don't do 
anything just for pleasure' and she tells him, 'You should.' l\Iood 
and atmosphere build up beautifully and the cannon ball episode 
comes in the middle of a delicious piece of comedy as Lamprett self­
importantly takes charge of the estate during Timothy's absence. 
He sounds like a parliamentary candidate making election promises. 

Under my direction things here will be very different. I've never 
agreed to the subordination of certain public services, such as 
the fire brigade, to ephemeral activities such as agriculture. 

He has jumped to the conclusion that Timothy is trying to flee the 
country and when Hallam tries to tell him the facts, he won't listen. 

The lovers are finally left alone with Hallam for a second trio, 
which is again very different from the corresponding scene in the 
first version. Hallam fusses over his meal and instead of smiling and 
answering 'No' as he did then in reply to the question of whether ho 
was really so deeply concerned about himself, he now answers 
'Certainly'. In the earlier version he told them that love was 'only a 
delicious pose to gain for ourselves the comfort we all so deeply need', 
and how even saints clown in the attempt to be other than they are. 
Edward's interpretation of Hallam's argument carried it forward: 
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knowledge. And so we escape, childlike, into the illusion. We 
clown and posture but not to amuse others - no - to comfort 
ourselves. The laughter is incidental to the tragic spectacle of 
each man attempting to hide his intolerable self. 

And Hallam has a speech full of conceits linking Whiting's two 
favourite subjects, love and war: 

We fight even our love from a catena of unprepared positions 
retiring ever deeper upon ourselves. The battle lost, we pretend 
the sacred citadel taken by the enemy is nothing more than a 
pa per palace. 

Admittedly there's no strong dramatic confrontation in all this 
but it's a pity to lose it and it's worse still to lose the scene in which 
Hallam takes Edward on one side to puncture his illusion about his 
audience with the King, encouraging him to go ahead and have it all 
the same. 

In the revised version, all three characters are more bitter, less 
likeable. There's a good piece of reminiscence from Hallam about 
another summer's day fourteen years ago when he was in love and 
came to this garden, but it's all more desiccated than the original 
scene. 

The words I both wrote and spoke came from my heart, and at 
the time were sincere, and not without beauty. Y ct if they could 
be heard again in this garden we'd all be blushing. That is why 
old songs and dead fashion, which can make me cry, only make 
you laugh. That's what time can do. Cover my face. 

The writing may be less wordy now, but there's less behind the 
words, less of a sense of suffering, and the scene is still conceived 
more in terms of monologue than of interaction. The nicest touch 
comes at the end when Hallam shows his understanding that Ed­
ward's less realistic outlook is more appealing. 

Take her away, Sterne. She'll never be my sweetheart, but give 
me another half-hour with her and she'd be voting for me, if she 
could, in an election. 

The very affecting sc~e between Hallam and Jonathan is also 
sacrificed : 
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What is it? Didn't they see you? (The boy shakes his he.ad.) 
Well, you're really very small, you know. Hasn't that g~t 
anything to do with it? You're right, it hasn't. But yo~ must~ t 
be hurt: upset. Come here. (The boy, unmoving, again shakes 
his head.) Now, why not? Do you think I'm going to talk to 
you? To try to tell you why - why - why things happen. Do I 
look like a great talker? I suppose I do: I am. But come ~ere. 
We'll sit together in absolute silence. Or do you like ~usic _to 
pass the time? (HALLAM takes from an inner pocket C:, tiny Pj1/ 
- a recorder - ludicrously small in comparison with Ins bulk. e 
plays a snatch of a hornpipe. The child turns to him) An un1a,; 
pected accomplishment, eh? (He continues to play a~d then h~ 
out the pipe to JONATHAN) Try. (JONATHAN, taking the P1;{;_j 
blows a single note.) Were someone to overlook us now they wot 
take it that Innocence conversed with Experience. In that lat ~~ 
part what can I say to you? I feel I should say something! dot 
you? The situation requires it. V cry well, then: retalll t 8 

?efensive weapons of your childhood always, my dear. They :re 
mvaluable, these delights and amusements. They are ma. y, 
to_o. And all so simple. Indeed, what is this? Only_ a wooden I?f~ 
with some holes in it. But thrust a current of air through 'li 
there is a sound - and you smile and smile as you arc snu ng 
now. 

It's ~eplaced by a passage which is safer, more guarded, but !otallY 
lacking in magic. The chief joke in it is that Jonathan, who is n?W 
French, after failing to react at all to anything Hallam has said, 
suddenly laughs a lot when he quotes de la Rochcfoucauld's line 

On n'estjamais si heureux ni si malheureux qu'on s'imagine. 

The next scene is rather like Shakespearean knockabout with the 
well-meaning Selincourt drilling three of his Fenciblcs - a rcverend 
and two rustics. From Dogberry onwards, Shakespeare extracted a 
lot of fun from the subject of inept civilians being bullied into an 
unfamiliar discipline as soldiers or members of the Watch. And 
Whiting, always fascinated by any form of soldiering, was quick to 
see the comic possibilities of making non-soldiers ape the soldier. 
After John Winter's military report on the situation in the village, 
here we have the Rev. Brotherhood who, in making his report, intro­
duces elements of the religious witch-hunt. His first reaction on seeing 
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Timothy was to start an exorcism. His second, taken in by the uniform 
and the French phrase, was to conclude it was Bonaparte. 

The central strands in the comedy of misunderstandings now get 
woven closer together. Selincourt is happy in his convictio~ that 
Bonaparte has landed and he explains the absence of troops with the 
theory that the Emperor is bravely reconnoitring alone while his 
soldiers wait in a tunnel under the sea for the order to advance. 
And as Selincourt chases after Timothy, Lamprett rushes around 
putting out the fires he has lit to signal the start of the i~vasi_on_. But 
before the pursuit sequences get going, a very literary Joke 1s mter­
posed. AB the Fencibles go off, Rev. Brotherhood lags behind. 

BR o THE RH o on: Are you Hallam Matthews author of A Critical 
Inquiry into the Nature of Ecclesiastical Cant1 . 

HALLAM: 'With a Supplementary Dissertation on Lewd Lmgo.' 
Yes, I am. 

BROTHERHOOD: You should be ashamed! (Then lie, too, is 
gone.) 

Then as Timothy floats blithely down in the gondola of a gaily 
painted balloon (Peter Brook's idea, according to Mrs Robinson), 
Hester takes his reappearance very much for granted: 'Oh, so you're 
back.' His physical position gives a big lift to his narrative of what's 
happened and the attempts of the others to get him down to earth 
provide a useful cross-current of action. 

The quid pro quo is now developed from his side. He has mistaken 
the Fencibles for the French and the military exercise for the real 
thing. And again the comedy of action takes over from words when 
Timothy, trying desperately to get airborne again, orders Humpage 
to pull a cord which is dangling down from the balloon. It immediately 
starts to come down, neatly lowering Timothy into the well. As soon 
as he's disappeared, Selincourt comes back to announce that they're 
going to seal the mouth of the tunnel with explosives. After a trumpet 
blast and a countdown, there's a loud explosion and we're left in 
momentary suspense about whether Timothy's survived it. 

Whiting follows the violent action with a quiet conversation. In 
the 1951 version, Hester tells the lovers something rather reminiscent 
of Stella's line about building a foundation for death. 
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People sometimes smile at the memory of your father and 
myself, but let me say this to you: remember the first day, 
my dears. It will mean much to you in the future. 

These last two phrases are cut in 1962 but otherwise the scene is 
good, with pithy matter-of-fact statements about emotion reducing 
sentiment to a conversation-bubble minimum. 

HESTER: You told us earlier - and we were a little sharp with 
you - that you are in love. 

DORCAS: Yes, Mama. 
HESTER: I can only presume it to be with this young man. 
DORCAS: Yes. 
HESTER: What did your father say? . 
DORCAS: That it was no time to be falling in love. When 1s a 

proper time, Mama? 

When Selincourt and the Fencibles come on again, they cut in on 
each other's lines to describe how Timothy has been blown out of the 
mouth of the tunnel like a bullet from a gun. Both before and after 
the entrance of Jonathan and Lamprett, dirty from fire-fighting,_tire_d 
and pleased with themselves, a good deal of riotous off-stage act10n is 
created through dialogue, all bubbling with good humour, all very 
much in the main tradition of the comedies that the English write 
about the English. Not only does Whiting distil a perfect English 
summer's day into stage action, he pokes gentle fun at our national 
blend of sportsmanship, pedantry, lunacy, pomposity, and propriety. 
Selincourt upbraids Lamprett for extinguishing the fires and Lampre~t 
counters with the argument that once a fire's been started, it's pub~o 
property. Selincourt rushes off in pursuit of Timothy, calling his 
Fencibles, like hounds, to follow and Timothy describes the experience 
of bei~g blown up with a breezy devil-may-care condescension that 
beautifully parodies RAF wartime heroism. 
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Timothy appears, of course, like Robert in Saint's Day and Harry 
in Marching Song, looking, ludicrous after the explosion and there's 
double comedy in the quid pro quo when, just to make sure that the 
real Bonaparte isn't here too, Hallam asks him whether he's seen 
anybody who looks like himself: he gets very indignant at the 
thought that somebody may be impersonating him. After another 
piece of suspense when his life seems to be in danger, the confusion 
gets worse when Selincourt concludes that he's Bonaparte masquer­
ading as Sir 'l'imothy. Then it's resolved when he hits on the happy 
expedient of testing him with three questions that only an English­
man could answer. Inevitably the third is about cricket and both men 
get so carried away by their enthusiasm for it that they forget about 
the invasion. 

The action is over. All that remains are the pleasingly orchestrated 
farewells, culminating in a beautiful dying fall. Hester, splendid in 
her golden armour, insists on leaving for East Anglia, accompanied 
by her maid. Hallam, anxious to have the rest of his evening undis­
turbed, surprises Humpage with the question Timothy and Lamprett 
have been firing at him all day: 'Anything to report 1' 'Thank God,' he 
says when the answer comes back negative. 

Edward and Dorcas emerge out of the lengthening shadows. In 
the original version Dorcas speaks a line which Edward takes over in 
the later version: 

There are times you remember and times you forget, but your 
life is made up of the times you remember. 

The line's rooted far more meaningfully into its context when 
Dorcas speaks it because she's comparing the memorable clay today's 
been with yesterday, which looked very similar. 

The sun shone as it has today, but not so brightly and to no 
purpose ~hatever. Yesterday was just - oh, any old day. 

She shows him an alcove she played in as a child. 

DORCAS: Yes, it is a good place for us to be together for I have 
been happy here. It was my world within a world - peopled 
by folk who were all like me - and that is simple to understand 
for I was everyone. 
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EDWARD: I am a stranger. 
DORCAS: No, no! We all greet you. (Ligl1lly, she kisses him.) 

Edward makes it clear that he has no interest in life beyond his 
self-imposed mission. There would be no escape in coming back to 
Dorcas afterwards. 'I'm only a scarecrow to frighten away the spirit 
of hatred.' But they love each other now and she carves his name on 
the seat next to hers. The second version is comparatively prosaic. 
The words are fewer and the ripples don't spread nearly as far. 

EDWARD: People of my kind get laughed at a lot, you know. 
There is something comic about the very serious. But, a_ll 
the same, these questions I ask are serious. Mr Matthews 1s 
the kind of man who laughs to stop himself from crying. That 
takes a lot of courage. I've never been able to do it. 

DORCAS: You mustn't ever do that. You must never change. 
EDWARD: I've never cared what people think of me. Somehow 

I care what you think. (Pause.) I must go. 

There's more light-hearted fooling about cricket, to dispel any 
gloom from the atmospl1ere, and the play ends, as it should, with 
Hallam and Dorcas together, the brave and beautiful woman, deso­
lated and abandoned, like Catherine at the end of Marcliing Song, 
together with the philosophizing clown. A song, a spinet inside the 
house and (only in 1951) Hallam picking up the melody on his 
recorder. 
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Whiting himself underrated Marching Song. In his interview with 
Encore he said it had no private parts. It may be a more public play 
than Saint's Day but it also draws on his private mythology and it 
makes its images take on an extraordinary resonance. The city 
itself becomes unreal, debased, not unlike the village in Saint's Day, 
and Whiting's idealization of his hero Rupert has its roots in his 
private obsessions, though he integrates all that's needed into the 
dramatic action. There are less dark corners than in Saint's Day but 
Marching Song isn't lacking in virility. 

Always better at beginnings than endings, Whiting starts off 
brilliantly. It's late on a spring evening in Catherine's 'web of glass 
and steel' set over an unnamed capital. The sky is still savagely bright 
but shadows have started to form within the room. A man stands 
on the balcony outside with his back to the room, a stranger at the 
helm. Harry has just come in but he's already standing there when 
the curtain goes up, taking his sheepskin coat off. He talks to the 
man but the man doesn't even turn round. As in Pinter, but four 
years before The Room, there is something outside obscurely threaten­
ing the safety of inside the room. The man's presence is obviously 
a sign that something is about to happen, perhaps happening already. 
Harry, typically, ignores him once he finds he gets no response and 
shouts down the stairs to Dido, talking about his vanished youth in 
the usual Whiting mixture of literary and colloquial language. 

Last Fall - six months ago - I was young and loving. Now, I 
can only say - welcome. Welcome! Look - but look kindly -
on these grey hairs. Trust this ancient head. Will you 1 

DIDO: Yes. 
HARRY: That's the girl. 
DIDO: Who's in this place1 
HARRY: Relax. They're friends here. 

And like the characters in A Penny for a Song, Harry is wryly self­
conscioua. 
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My misery is my dearest possession - for God's sake leave me 
that. 

He uses the fact that Dido is nineteen, nearly twenty, to measure 
his present self against his past self, and the city, as it is today, 
against what it was like then. 

HARRY: '.I.'he day you were born there was music and laughter -
and maybe they let off fireworks. 

DID o: It was a very obscure birth. 
HARRY: But twenty years ago there was music and laughter 

every day. I know. I was there. 

The nostalgic Harry is a good foil for Rupert, who refuses to live 
in anything but the present. He is later to suggest that all entertainers 
are romantics: Harry, like most film-makers, is primarily an enter­
tainer. The way he talks tells us a lot about him. All the main char­
acters in .Marching Song, even Dido, range from the simple-colloquial 
to the elaborate-rhetorical, but their varieties of rhetoric are well 
differentiated. Harry's is far the most self-indulgent. 

I'm not young - I've no money - nobody remembers me and the 
old songs have all gone, but here I am and I'm making a new 
picture. Twenty years ago I made the picture of my youth. I'll 
show it to JO?· Only one copy left. I keep it with me against the 
dead days. Ltke an old actor's yellow press-clippincrs. Baby, look 
up to me - I once did this! 0 

'J.'he fact that he's self-conscious doesn't negate any of the qualities 
he's self-conscious about. 

When the doctor and the priest come in, it becomes still more 
obvious that something out of the ordinary is afoot: Catherine has 
sent them out for a walk. This worries Harry, who says he doesn't 
want his quiet life disturbed. At the same time, their mention of 
walking to the monument and back helps to substantiate the existence 
of the city. 

With equal economy, Harry's business with the chocolate helps to 
build up to Catherine's entrance. That Harry carries chocolate in his 
breast pocket is a ~ood touch. Like him, it's got soft, but Dido eats it 
and he's fighting with her, ostensibly to get a piece, actually to get a 
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kiss, when Catherine appears in her dressing-gown on the gallery 
outside her bedroom. When Harry starts talking to the stranger again, 
Catherine announces her presence by saying he's her new guardian 
angel, and she sweeps down the stairs. 

She gets rid of Dido by sending her down to find the servants 
(who never appear) and she tells Harry she isn't prepared to go on 
financing his film and he'll have to go, as will the doctor and the priest. 
This is not only leading up to saying that Rupert is back, it's also -
under great dramatic tension -re-establishing the past for us: planting 
the point that Rupert has spent seven of his nine years' absence as a 
prisoner. The mystery of why Doc and Poppa were sent out for a 
walk is cleared up - to leave her alone to receive Rupert, who now is 
still upstairs in the bedroom. Believing that he'll stay with her, she 
feels strong enough to do without the three parasites, though of 
course she knew all along the film would never be made. 

HARRY: Was there a need to be quite so harsh? I suppose there 
was. I'd never get out of anywhere nowadays without being 
pushed out. There's one thing I'd like you to know - not 
important to you but important to me. It's in you, Kate, that 
my lamented youth resides. You're the person who represents 
all that I wanted to be and believed I could be when we first 
knew each other in the old days. I translated everything -
ambition, talent, all values - into your person. I suppose -
in my own way, a way you despise - I love you. Don't put up 
the lights for a minute! (It is very dark within the room.) 

CATHERINE: Dry your tears. I'm not looking. 
HARRY: It's just that I hate saying good-bye. 
CATHERINE: The party's over, Harry. 

It's getting dark and Rupert, like Catherine, enters quietly on the 
upstairs gallery in time to overhear Harry's attack on him. It's apt 
that the light goes on at the beginning of his scene. The romantic 
gloom of the 'party's over' mood is quickly dispersed as, general-like, 
he takes command of the situation, coldly polite in face of Harry's 
obstreperous hostility, while Whiting exploits Harry's romanticism 
for his own mainly - but not entirely - anti-romantic ends. 

RUPERT: What are you doing here now? . . 
HARRY: I was making another picture of your beautiful city. 
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It was to be a sequel to the first picture you remember so well. 
It was to show how all the pretty little girls of the first picture 
have become cellar drabs. How the dirty finger of time has 
pushed in all their sweet little cheeks. It was to show how all 
the fine young men in their uniforms of the first picture have -
well, it was to show that they aren't around any longer. 

RUPERT: It sounds most entertaining. 
HARRY: Yes, it's the sort of thing would make you laugh a lot. 

When Rupert and Catherine are left alone, she describes how Harry 
rrived penniless six months ago asking her to put him up, and she 

a xplains how the three of them were necessary to fill the void cre~ted 
~Y Rupert's absence. He interrupts to pace out the size of his prison 

rooill• 
Catherine - that, square, was the exact measurement of my room 
at the camp. I was sent to that place direct from the freedom 
of a battlefield. I occupied it for seven years. That little space 
could have been my childhood nursery, my cadet's room at the 
Illilitary aca~emy, my old battlefields, this room in this ~ouse 
with you - mdeed, it could have been any of my particular 
heavens or hells. Imagination could have made it so. And I could 
have been any man I ·wished to be. A free man, if I like?· I 
chose that the room should be a brick and steel cell in a prison 
camP in the mountains and that I should be its occupant. A man 
called Forster. 

in the word 'man' is going to be mentioned a lot as Whiting 
~gll p'.}ines in the scales of dramatic action whether the qualities that 
e:$._a ed B,upert above the common level are good or bad. Other things 
r31!3 g equal, most of the audience would start off with a natural 
bel~encY towards moral disapproval of a German general who served 
tend r Jlitler. B~t other things arc not equal: we're straight away 
11.ll ed to recogruze that at least in his ability to face facts Rupert 
f ree , • B ' 

0 0 therinc 8 superior. ut he's also too honest to be tender or kind to 
is a 
b0lt's nt this point_ th~t the loudspeaker interrupts them, with its 

. ts of 1984_ totalitarianism in the democracy that Germany has 
}llll oJlle, and i~ prepar~s the way for the entrance of the Chancellor 
bee . responsible for 1t, Cadmus. 
~}lo 1s 
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Each Whiting play has its clown and here the clown is Harry. 
Like the fool in Lear, but at a greater distance of retrospection, he 
speaks up against the tragic hero with a voice of rather naive con­
science. 

HARRY: Tell me, sir, is your release unconditionaH If so, who 
is our constant companion 1 

RUPERT: I'm told he's to protect me from annoyance. 
HARRY: Then he's not doing his job, is he1 Why don't you call 

him to order 1 
RUPERT: I've no authority to do that. 
HARRY: Authority. That's an interesting word. Are you sure 

you don't mean power 1 
RUPERT: No, :Mr Lancaster, I mean authority. I have power. 

Power to throw you down those stairs, for instance. That 
remains. 

HARRY: Would you resort to violence, General 1 
RUPERT: You're a small man. 
HARRY: Has that anything to do with it1 
RUPERT: The use of powed Of course, you fool! (From below 

the stairs DIDO calls: Harry!) You're being called. 
HARRY: All right, honey. I'm talking to what looks like a man. 

They tell me he's something more, but he looks like a man. I 
guess the failure to see is in me. 

Cadmus's rhetoric is much more polished. The man is perfectly 
characterized by the way he talks - urbane, ironical, blase, weary, 
cynical, self-conscious, distinguished and extremely witty. Like 
Coriolanus, with whom Harry has compared Rupert, Cadmus despises 
the common people and the rude facts of ordinary life but, with his 
usual economy, Whiting establishes this at the same time as building 
up to something important: 

I find a grave distaste for all food now. For instance, this 
innocent looking liquid on which I'm compelled to live is 
actually the glandular secretion of a dying animal. But then, 
if we were to look too closely at any of our main supports, 
we'd - (He stops spealdng for a moment and tastes the milk.) 
What would happen, Forsted You've had plenty of time to 
think about such things. Let's have your opinion. 
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RUPERT: I'm afraid I can't share your obvious horror of 
material existence. 

CADMUS: You can't? That's a pity. 

This is the first, oblique hint of the purpose of the Chancellor's visit 
and in developing the story Whiting simultaneously widens the focus 
of Cadmus's rather jaundice-coloured lens to give us a picture of the 
country as a whole. 

This country has been compelled to accept that system _of 
government from the conquerors. It is known as democrafac. 
It means that I have an opposition party. This, of course, IS a 
great novelty. :My opposition party is liberal minded, and ~hey 
have all the savagery possessed by good men. They say it JS 

love but they bare their teeth when pronouncing the word. It 
is these men who have brought you back. 

RUPERT: Why? . 
CADMUS: We're now an autonomous state again. The occupymg 

forces were withdrawn some weeks ago. For seven years we've 
been able to refer our major problems to foreigners. Now, once 
again, as in the war, we're on our own. ,ve have to make up 
our minds about bigger things than the city drainage. One 
of these bigger things, my opposition tells me, is to find out 
who was responsible for this country losing the war. There has 
to be a man, Forster. 

The crux of the scene comes when Cadmus intimates that in order to 
avoid the mud-slinging of the trial the Opposition demands, Rupe:t 
would be well advised to kill himself. This could be a melodramatic 
situation. The suave, knowing, controlled dialogue helps to avert that 
danger, and Whiting also makes use of an alienation effect - though 
a very un-Brechtian one - to remind us that what we're watching is a 
play. 
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RUPERT: The result of the trial is a foregone conclusion, then. 
CADMUS: N~t at all. If it takes place I shall do everything to 

ensure that it's fairly conducted. 
RUPERT: What do you mean, if it takes place? 
CAD.MUS: Catherine, a social fact of some importance to you. 

I can allow no one to leave this house for thirty-six hours or 

_ ___! 
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so. No one, that is, except myself. And I must go straightway. 
(He rises.) I had luncheon with the actor, Constant, today. I 
asked him how he would go about telling a man that it was 
necessary, indeed imperative, that he should kill himself. 

RUPERT: What did he say1 
CADMUS: He said drama was, of course, inherent in such a situa­

tion for the essence of drama is the dilemma of the central 
heroic figure. He was very interesting about that. 

After this he doesn't seem at all like a Machiavellian conspirator 
as he hands over the box of poison. The tone only becomes slightly 
insecure when Whiting again falls into the trap of explaining motives. 

CATHERINE: But why, John, why? 
CADMUS: Because I cannot allow this trial to take place. I love 

this country, Catherine, and I believe that given a few years 
I can make it again seem worthy of a place in Europe. 
But not if I have this trial forced on me. The mud that is 
thrown won't only hit Forster. It will stick to every man, 
woman and child of this nation. That is why I will not 
allow the trial to take place. That is why Forster must kill 
himself. 

It would have been better if we hadn't been forced at this stage to 
ask whether Cadmus sincerely loves his country and the explicit 
emphasis on how the mud would stick to everybody only emphasizes 
the weakness of this link in the plot. Playing this speech, Ernest 
Thesiger introduced a throb of emotion which assorted oddly with 
the sophisticated detachment of the rest of his performance. But the 
scene recovers its poise before it finishes: 

CATHERINE: You've no authority to give such an order. 
CADlllus: It wasn't an order. It was a request. I thought that 

was understood. 
RUPERT: Perfectly. 
CATHERINE: A request. Is that all? Can we do anything else 

for you 1 
CADMUS: Nothing. ·wm somone help me down? I've a horror of 

falling nowadays. 
CATHERINE: You're not to touch him, Rupert! You've done 

the wrong thing, John. He's safe with me. 
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• CADMUS: Any complete protection - even one of love, Catherine 
- is also an effective prison. Yes, he's safe with you. 

This bridges back very neatly from the political to the personal, 
though again, after Cadmus has gone, the writing becomes too 
explicit and a little too self-consciously poetic when Rupert talks to 
Catherine about the original wearer of the bronze helmet. 

I was attempting with my armoured vehicle only to do what 
he'd tried to do with his armoured head and his antique sword. 
His end on that field was death, mine was disgrace. But I was 
left as surely and eternally in that clay-cold earth as was this 
comrade-in-arms of mine. Our intentions must now be effected 
by another man in another time: it no longer rests in us. They've 
taken away the means of achievement, my soldiers. I can't 
stretch out to the future because I've nothing to use. Cadmus 
knows that. When I was young I could see far into the future 
and that makes a man alive. When he cannot see - as at this 
moment - then a man may as well grant such a request. Cadmus 
knows I'll do what he asks because there is no future action for 
me. He knows there is nothing here - nothing anywhere to 
detain me. 

This introduces two themes which are going to be important: 
I. different generations of soldiers fighting over the same ground 
2. the line of communication from past to future 

But the linkage between these two key ideas is perfunctory and the 
poeticisms like 'clay-cold' mix rather badly with the odd flatness and 
repetitiveness of the last six sentences. It's good that such an import­
ant decision about complying with Cadmus's request should be ex­
pressed unemotionally, but this is the wrong sort of flatness. 

Robert Flemyng's performance also bad the wrong sort of flatness 
in it. The fact that Whiting himself liked it only proves he had a 
blind spot somewhere here. 
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Many people thought the original production lacked warmth, 
but that was the way I wanted it. The same goes for Robert 
F}emyng'~ perfor,mance. I admired it very much but it wasn't 
moving - 1t wasn t supposed to be. 
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In a sense, of course, Rupert is dead already when the play begins, 
but if he's entirely dead, there's no drama. We have to see some 
residue of the man Rupert was before the massacre of the children 
and we have to sense a great tension. Robert Flemyng was altogether 
too wooden. Gustaf Grilndgens, who played the part in Dilsseldorf, 
injected an e:ll..i;raordinarily exciting tension in it, without ever 
coming too much to life. We could still believe he'd been in prison for 
seven years. Unfortunately the surrounding performances were 
flabby, whereas in London, Diana Wynyard was at her best as Cath­
erine and neither Penelope Munday nor Hartley Power could have 
been better as Dido and Harry. 

Of course, Rupert's big speech doesn't end the act. Whiting is too 
good a technician for that. Dido comes back, and at the worst possible 
moment, just after Rupert has explicitly told Catherine he's no longer 
in love with her. But the brief sequence which takes us to the curtain 
is very funny, especially when Dido talks about Harry. 

He talked about God, social injustice - he cried a little there -
war and love of mankind. What he meant, of course, was love 
of his own kind. 

And when she tells Rupert about her previous encounters with 
soldiers. The curtain line 

DID o: Well, with those men on the door it looks as if I'll be here 
for a time. 

isn't a curtain line at all in the accepted sense. Effectively, the act 
ends with the look between Dido and Rupert, which should indicate 
not sexual attraction but curiosity. 

Act Two begins with a ccup de theatre. The curtain goes up on a 
stage which is dark except for the light from Harry's film projector 
as he screens the film of his youth. We see only the tail end of the 
film and as the lights go up we see Dido sitting on the floor asleep with 
her head resting against Rupert's knees. Catherine, instead of looking 
at the screen, is watching her, as she must have been during the 
film. Only one line of dialogue has so far been spoken - 'Will somebody 
put up the lights 1' All these points are made visually and the first 
sequence of dialogue is devoted amusingly to Harry's mortified 
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~scovery that Dido has been asleep and her typically honest reac­
t10ns to what she saw. 

The young ones look sort of muddy - and don't they grin a lot 1 
Was there so much to laugh about in those days? (She suddenly 
l~oks round at the others.) I suppose all of you were young at that 
time. 

Whiting doesn't aim at a thorough-going realism in her language 
any more than Shakespeare tries to make a grave-digger 0: ~ 
fourteen-year-old girl in Verona speak as they would 'in real lif? • 
but Whiting, like Shakespeare, mixes realism into his rhetoric, 
~nd with Dido he was even slightly ahead of his time. Iler 
lines still sound oddly cool and contemporary for a play set in 
1952. 

Another Shakespearean characteristic in Whiting - both plat . b • IS 
wnghts were actors - is the way that so much stage usmess 
implied in the dialogue. There's a good example of this in the scene 
~here Rupert helps Harry to pack away the screen ~nd the p~o­
Je~tor. It's impossible to read through the passage m the scr!pt 
without forming a mental picture of the blocking - Harry purswng 
Rupert and trying to get a straight look into his eyes, R~pert rur­
posefully going on with rolling up the screen and movmg t~ngs 
about the stage to evade and interrupt the direct line of queStions 
Harry is firing at him. 
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DIDO: Why did you show it tonight? 
BARRY: I thought - wrongly, of course - that ft, mi~ht relax 

the ten_sion for a couple of hours. I tho?ght 1~ d give K~te 
so?Iethmg to look at beside you two. You II forgive me asking 
this: what the hell are you up to 1 

RUPERT: \Vhere do you want this? 
(He refers to tlie cinema screen.) 
BARRY: I'll take it down with me. For God's sake, Forster, 

couldn't you have kept this sort of thing until we were all 
let out of this place? I know you've been shut up for seve!1 
years, but you could surely have waited a while longer. Until 
you could have got this - this girl out of here. Away from 
Kate. 

RUPERT: Anything else I can do? With this stuff, I mean. 
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HARRY: Not a thing. Do you think since you came back last 
night you've been playing fair 1 

RUPERT: Faid 
HARRY: Look. I'll try to explain. Don't you think it would 

have been better to pretend for a while 1 Pretend with Kate 
that everything is just as it has been. Christ, man, you're 
breal..-ing her heart! Is that simple enough for you 1 

RUPERT: There! Everything packed. You can go down. 

Rupert is only direct with him when Harry accuses him of wanting 
to start another war. 

HARRY: What are they going to do - suddenly release you into 
an unsuspecting world as the latest saviour 1 If so, I take cover. 
Who's the enemy going to be this time 1 Or haven't you 
decided yet 1 

RUPERT: I have to act on my decisions, Lancaster. Unlike you 
I don't make up my mind and regard it as an end in itself. 

HARRY: Me! I'm just an old dreamy-eyes. But I don't murder. 
Ru PERT: ,vhen you have you'll find it simpler to tell the innocent 

from the guilty. 

Whiting doesn't find it at all easy to tell the innocent from the 
guilty or the good from the bad. He lets Harry make out a very 
convincing case against Rupert, which is by no means invalidated by 
its coming from Harry. He may be a fool, but as Cadmus says later, 
his opinions are those of the 'ordinary people'. The hostility of the 
ordinary people is not one of the main factors that drive Rupert to 
suicide, but it's not irrelevant to the more important point that there's 
no future for him. Whiting obviously admires Rupert and doesn't 
admire Harry, but the moral distinction between the two kinds of 
men isn't a simple one. Harry does less damage than Rupert, but he's 
less honest and less capable of accepting responsibility. 

Rupert is a professional soldier and unlike Edward Sterne he 
doesn't rebel against his profession. He tries to go on but he gets 
caught by a moment of human feeling. Like Paul, he undergoes a 
conversion and as in Saint's Day it's too late. He's already blown the 
child's brains out and signalled to his tank commanders to move 
forward over the children who are getting in the way. But he can't 
go on. His unconscious passes sentence on him and condemns him 
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to failure and imprisonment by making him hesitate too long on the 
wrong side of the river. His suicide is a logical continuation of the 
same line of action. It's not a moral act, it's a practical conse· 
quence. Interested as he is in moral issues, \Vhitiug never makes 
things happen for moral reasons. He states the issues objectively, 
asking the right questions (some of them through Harry) and he lets 
things work themselves out according to the remorseless logic of 
tragic action. 

It's Dido who states the alternatives that confront Rupert, justly 
and perceptively. 

So what are you going to do 1 Live in retire~ent 1 Say, a 
house in the country, your feet up of an evenmg, early to 
bed. You'll be healthy all right, but I've doubts as to your 
wealth and wisdom. \Vhat else? You'll be able to walk round 
your estate in the morning and a"'ain in the evening. If you 
get very bored perhaps you could ~hoot a sma~I animal every 
so often. Do I make the prospect sound attractive 1 

RUPERT: No. . 
DIDO:~ wasn't trying to. As an alternative you might make~ 

up with Catherine, stay on here, and - as Harry suggested 
pretend. 

RUPERT: I'm not good at that. . 
DIDo: ~o good at pretending! Then I'd say your future IS about 

as bnght as a blind man's holiday. 

It's ironic that she should say this without knowing what Cadmus 
ha_s asked Rupert to do and it's also ironic that a girl who argues like 
t1?8 has the effect of making him want to live. That she senses she's 
pivot~l to some important decision is unrealistic but theatrically 
effective and consistent with Whiting's policy of making his char­
acters ultra-conscious. 
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DIDO: You're about to make some kind of confession to me. 
Well, don't do it. I don't want to hear. 

RUPERT: Very well. 
DI_Do: I don't want to get mixed up. I don't want to have any 

mflucnce on what you think or do or say. I'm free! and I 
:want to stay like that. It's been very nice and interesting talk­
mg to you, but now I must be getting back. 
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RUPERT: To what? Somebody down in the city? Are you in 
love? 

DIDO: That's the point. I'm not. I've told you, I'm free and I 
want to stay free. 

RUPERT: \Vhat's the danger here? 
DIDO: Oh, don't be such a bloody fool! You are. (RUPERTlauglis.) 

It's not funny! Think of Catherine. For seven years she's been 
shut up in her love for you. Everything she has done - every­
thing she has thought and believed has been decided by that 
love. Was it worth it? I don't think so. She may get free again 
in time - she's brave, you can see that - but life's too short, 
too damned short for these stretches of hard labour. 

This links up with Cadmus's image of love as an effective prison. 
Catherine too is unnaturalistically perceptive. Very few women 

who'd seen what she has seen would try to persuade Dido to stay in 
the house, but it's rather moving when she does. 

CATHERINE: He likes you very much so won't you stay on? 
DIDO: No. 
CATHERINE: For tonight, at least. 
DIDO: No. I want to go home. 
CATHERINE: Is there something urgent calling you back? 
DIDO: No. I just want to get out of here. 
CATHERINE: Please stay. For my sake. 
DIDO: For you? 
CATIIERINE: Yes. 
DIDO: I'll stay for you. 
CATIIERINE: You funny girl. Do you make a habit of the unex-

pected? Anyway, thank you. 

The terse, pebble-hard lines obviate the danger of over-emotionality 
at the same time as making it easier for us to credit it that Dido 
would do this for Catherine. And after seeing this, we believe Catherine 
when she tells Harry she's not fighting to keep anything for herself. 
Rupert is once again touched by her warmth. Nothing could make 
him change his attitude to her but it does make him apologize for it. 

CATHERINE: Rupert, it's not a sign of weakness to have 
someone with you through these hours. Why be afraid of showing 
that you're human? It's a failing the rest of us admit. Why not 
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you? There liave been times in the past when I've been able to 
comfort you. I don't remember them as moments of ,veakness. 

nu PERT: Catherine, I didn't want it to end like this with you. 
Believe that. But I had to tell you. 

Again the stress on the word lmman almost suggests Rupert is trying 
to be superhuman. 

As in Saint's Day, where the suspense is heightened by making us 
wait for a call from another room which will somehow alter the 
status quo, here we're in suspense waiting for Dido to say something 
which will alter Rupert's decision. 

RUPERT: Why should she be involved? 
CATHERI~E: Yet you want her to stay. You watch her. You 

wait for her to speak. What do you hope to }mar? 
RUPERT: I don't know. 
CATHERINE: Something that can 11ever come from me. So I 

asked her to stay. She may casually - without any thought at 
all - help you. 

RUPERT: I think it's unlikely. 

But he ~ows it's possible. . 
Despite all the obvion~ liff. f gciieration class, expenence ...., c erences o ' . . • 

and outlook between Rupert and Dido, they have two basic thl~gs In 

con1mon. They are both ho t cl b ti have remained uncomnutted. 
d 'b nes an o 1 1 • } 

Rupert escr1 es his pa t f . t her in terms of an ns I • s pro esswn o • 
'predecessor m war'. 

AJl the business of .... a d . cl d all tlic business of life, is d n r, an Ill ee d 
tohent' eahoutrlto find out what you don't know by what rou fot.h •• 
T a 8 w a called • . h t was at the other side O e bill'. guessmg w a 

If Rupert 1'.~d c?unitted himself to loving Catherine, he'd have s~en 
the other s1 ; o dthe ~ll with eyes not entirely his own, while Dido 
has kept he~ ri°e ~m simply because she enjoys living in the present 
- singing an c a~ing and lying in the sun - and because she's never 
felt stroll~ e~oug to take on the responaibilities of loving someone. 
f!cr descr_1pt1on of the time she most nearly foll in love involves a 

I. d soldier. 
blll 
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Nobody - not even the proudest person - knows when their cry 
for help goes out. It may not even be spoken by you. \Vhen I 
was a kid there was a boy and he went to the war. He came back 
from the fighting earlier than was expected. I went to meet him 
at the East Railway Station, and it was there the trap was sprung. 
He'd come back without his eyes. I cut myself loose from that one 
easily enough, but as I get older it's more difficult. Everywhere 
I go there are the unhappy and the aimless waiting for me to put 
out my hand and walk into that trap made of human arms. Ach! 
this loving business. 

She understands the arrogance implicit in thinking personal freedom 
worth preserving. His objective has been to impose himself, to 'reach 
a point of achievement never before known by man'. This was his 
tragic hubris and it gets established just before his speech about the 
incident that caused his downfall. As in Conditions of Agreement, a 
single incident from the past, involving death, is described at length 
because it has turned out to be crucial in determining the future. 

Whiting, like Hemingway, was fascinated by all aspects of warfare, 
and the account of Rupert's strategy in the battle is a convincing one, 
however different his rhetoric from the average general's. But the 
satisfaction he gets out of success is much more that of the aesthete. 

My intention was to go in at dawn and take the town at my 
leisure through the day, but at dusk, with the full weight of my 
force, to establish two bridgeheads over the river and attempt a 
crossing that night: on the supposition that the enemy would 
expect a break between the attack on the town and the river 
crossing. You understand? It was to be a very beautiful battle, 
having an elegance difficult to achieve with the use of armoured 
forces. 

And as in a good novel, the sharp vividness of the incident in Rupert's 
memory is captured by a clear delineation of individual moments. 
Coming out of the church and standing on the steps, the little boy 
puts his hand to his mouth as if eating a sweet but instead blows a 
whistle. Some of the boys who come rushing out of the church and 
out of the houses and down the street carry flags. 

The boy who had come first from the church had clambered on 
to my tank. He was black-haired and black-eyed and he carried 
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needs to know from him is what he intends to do. All he needs to 
know from Cadmus is what will happen if be refuses to kill himself. 
Cadmus explains 

CADMUS: You'll be taken to the military prison in the city. 
The place the soldiers laughingly call Arcady.* I shall make a 
statement that you are there and that you are to be tried. 
The process of law will be set in motion. As the trial proceeds 
you'll be forgotten, and all we shall be aware of will be the 
rotting corpse of the country covered by the ordure of our 
recent history. 

"When Cadmus asks Rupert to make up his mind, it's very hard to 
accept what he says in reply as belonging to this conversation at all. 

RUPERT: l\Iy last positive action - by my decision - was the 
murder of that child seven years ago. From that moment I 
not only relinquished command of my army, but also of myself. 
For the seven years in prison I lived by other men's decisions 
regarding my habits, my actions and my thoughts. I did what I 
was told. Nothing more. I was content it should be like that. 
Soldiers, you know, are forced to action by their decisions. 
There's no getting out of it for men in my job. No going back 
and saying I didn't mean it, when in my band I'm holding the 
casualty list for thousands. You'll forgive my contempt for 
men who think they've fulfilled their obligations by expressing 
an opinion. 

The etforts to develop the theme of the line of communication, 
. - . interesting though this idea is, is also slightly laboured. Rupert is too 

transparently expounding his present situation and the line of 
dramatic tension bas gone too slack. 

The same trouble continues into the three-handed dialogue when 
Harry invades the scene. Instead of leaving the characters quite 
enough rein to follow their own courses, Whiting harnesses them to 
advancing the points be wants to make. 

HARRY: Because he's a man, I guess. Beneath the splendour, 
you know - (he is beside the bronze helmet: he taps it with his 

• Whiting is fond of those names with classical echoes - Arcady, Cadmus, 
do Troyes - but not too much should bo road into this. 
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a wooden sword which he swung above his head. He shouted 
something which I didn't understand, and then spat at me. 
That was no provocation for what I did: I had already decided. 
I stretched out and drew his head to my shoulder like a lover, 
and shot him in the mouth. I took him by the hair of his shattered 
head and held him up for my men to see. They understood. The 
shooting began. They also used knives to cut them free from the 
armour. The note of the children's cry changed and was in mercy 
drowned as the motors started up and we moved forward. 

'In mercy drowned' is a rather literary inversion but it does nothing 
to interfere with the force of the passage. The whole speech lasts 
over two minutes and the impact is enormous. The town, the river, 
the church, the tank, the wooden sword, the child's shattered head 
are none of them symbols but they have a resonance as images 
which go beyond their function as elements in the narrative. As in 
A Penny for a Song, the involvement of children in a battle makes the 
ghastliness of it stand out in sharp relief. Like Brecht, ·whiting was 
simultaneously revolted and fascinated by the cruelties of warfare. 

After the unrelieved tension of this scene, Cadmus's wit, when he 
comes up with Catherine, serves usefully as comic relief and the 
confrontation between the suave old diplomat and the outspoken 
young girl is very funny. 

CAD Mus: There is an old-fashioned idea that extreme youth and, 
if I may say so, beauty -

DIDO: I'm not beautiful. 
CADMUS: No, you're not. I'm so sorry. Never mind. Perhaps 

you are clever, instead. Are you? 
DIDO: No. 
CADMUS: Oh, dear! Neither beautiful nor clever. You're 

kindhearted, that's what it is. That's the gift God gave 
you. To understand your fellow beings. 

DIDO: That's it. 
CAD:'1us: Catherine - Forster, will one of you disengage me from 

this conversation, please. 

But the scene between Rupert and Cadmus when Dido goes is not 
so good. In order to get points across to us, Whiting makes Rupert 
say things to Cadmus that he wouldn't say to Cadmus. All Cadmus 
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needs to know from him is what be intends to do. All be needs to 
know from Cadmus is what will happen if he refuses to kill himself. 
Cadmus explains 

CADMUS: You'll be taken to the military prison in the city. 
The place the soldiers laughingly call Arcady.* I shall make a 
statement that you are there and that you are to be tried. 
The process of law will be set in motion. As the trial proceeds 
you'll be forgotten, and all we shall be aware of will be the 
rotting corpse of the country covered by the ordure of our 
recent history. 

When Cadmus asks Rupert to make up his mind, it's very hard to 
accept what he says in reply as belonging to this conversation at all. 

RUPERT: My last positive action - by my decision - was the 
murder of that child seven years ago. From that moment I 
not only relinquished command of my army, but also of myself. 
For the seven years in prison I lived by other men's decisions 
regarding my habits, my actions and my thoughts. I did what I 
was told. Nothing more. I was content it should be like that. 
Soldiers, you know, are forced to action by their decisions. 
There's no getting out of it for men in my job. No going back 
and saying I didn't mean it, when in my hand I'm holding the 
casualty list for thousands. You'll forgive my contempt for 
men who think they've fulfilled their obligations by expressing 
an opinion. 

The efforts to develop the theme of the line of communication, 
interesting though this idea is, is also slightly laboured. Rupert is too 
transparently expounding bis present situation and the line of 
dramatic tension has gone too slack. 

The same trouble continues into the three-handed dialogue when 
Harry invades the scene. Instead of leaving the characters quite 
enough rein to follow their own courses, "Whiting harnesses them to 
advancing the points he wants to make. 

HARRY: Because he's a man, I guess. Beneath the splendour, 
you know - (he is beside the bronze helmet: he taps it witli his 

• Whiting is fond of these names with classical echoes - Arcady, Cadmus, 
de Troyes - but not too much should be read into this. 
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fist) - empty. Hollow. Nothing. Nothing but a man signalling 
to be let out of the trappings of war. Asking to be taken back 
into the herd. 

CADMUS: Is that so, Forster? 
RUPERT: Lancaster has a liberal mine!. To him no man is 

entirely evil. Not even me. And so he is compelled to mistake 
my gestures of defiance for signals of distress. 

The contrasts between the two opposed attitudes become too sche­
matic. The play only recovers momentum when Cadmus, a much 
more accomplished melteur-en-scene than Stella, 'rouses the rabble' in 
Harry, making him speak out in the voice of the rabble against 
Rupert. 

That kind break more than heartB. They're not often caught as 
you've caught this one, and you don't often see the naked face 
out of its idiot covering. Don't let it go free. 

After this the action speeds up considerably and tl1e dialogue 
between Rupert and Dido which ends the act is on the same 11igb 
level as their earlier dialogue. She comes back from seeing Cadmus 
down the stairs, angry that he should have said it is because of her 
that Rupert has decided to face the trial. He tells her it's entirely his 
own decision but when she hears that afterwards he'll be allowed to 
go free, she falls right into the trap that she's so sedulously been 
avoiding. She's like a non-malit1nant Hilde "\Vanael who snares herself 
, 0 0 

mstead of her Master Builder. 

DIDO: And when it's all over? 
RUPERT: They'll let me go. 
DIDO: To be old and angry and lonely. No! 
RUPERT: You mustn't concern yourself. Keep free. 
DIDO: All right. I love you, if that's what you want to bear me 

say. I love you. You seem to me a very good man. 

He talks to her about soldiering, describing what it's like to wait 
for dawn to break on the morning of a battle and again there's hubris 
when he tells her about the feelings he had, staring into the darkness. 
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and the strength of my faith which lifted the sun into the 
sky. 

His insistent 'I'm sane, you know' is like Grandier's asking the 
Sewerman whether he's mad just before launching into the speech 
about creating God. But the substance of this scene in Marching 
Song is much more solid than its counterpart in The Devi"/$. 

Then, in the last few seconds of the act, we get a new clue to what 
it is about soldiering that makes it so appealing. 

DID o: Would you like to roll up and sleep for a while 1 I'll 
watch. Oh, come on. I'm not such a fool. You've trusted people 
before me. Rest. I'll watch. Sleep. 

RUPERT: Yes, you have to trust someone. That's the comrade­
ship of soldiering. The knowledge that you're a man. And 
need to be watched over in the last hours of the night. Pro­
tected. From hurt. And death. 

At moments like this the hero is on a par with the herd. Just a 
man. 

It's impossible to say exactly when Rupert decides to l.-ill. himself. 
In Act Three, just after daybreak, Cadmus says that he gave the 
orders 'some hours ago' for Rupert's death to be announced at dawn 
though when he left in Act Two he told Dido on the stairs that Rupert 
had decided to live. We can only take it that he said this for the sake 
of what he thought it would make her say to Rupert. At the beginning 
of Act Three he still intends to Ii ve. 'I want the present time as offered 
by John Cadmus.' The first sign we get that he's changed his mind is 
when he makes Dido a present of the jewelled box which contained 
the poison. So somewhere between these two points the decision is 
taken. 

Harry's emotionally extravagant gesture in burning the only 
surviving copy of his film is a kind of clownish parallel to the suicide. 
Rupert has needed a life-line to survive; Harry has needed a life-lie -
he'll now have to stop thinking of himself as a great director. But 
whereas Rupert's suicide is clean and makes no emotional demands 
on anyone else, Harry's gesture is messy and only causes trouble for 
other people. The doctor is hauled out of bed to dress his burns and 
Catherine has to ask Dido to go down to see him - which leaves 
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Catherine alone with Rupert till Cadmus arrives with Bruno Hurst. 
It's only a brief scene they have together but it shows how much the 
action of the play has changed her. When Rupert remarks apropos 
of Harry how dangerous it is to distort the world around you to 
satisfy your longing, she retorts: 

There's more danger, you know, in trying to destroy it to 
satisfy your ambition. You made me say that. I don't want to 
drag up the past any more. The damnable part of it is that 
men of your kind shatter the ordinary, everyday human pride 
of people like me. 

RUPERT: By that you're at last seeing me as I am. 
CA THERINE: I believe so. 

Cadmus takes Catherine downstairs to leave Rupert alone with 
Bruno, the twenty-two-year-old guard commander. \Vhen he hears 
Bruno has been stationed in the Eastern Provinces, Rupert talks to 
him about the goat-songs, which formed his life-line, and finds out 
that they aren't songs of prayer, as he thought, but obscene songs of 
love for the goats. It would be wrong to take this literally as a major 
factor in causing Rupert's change of mind about the suicide, but it's a 
sign of the dawning realization that, just as the line of communication 
which led him from the past into the present wasn't a valid one, 
there's no valid one from the present into the future. There's no 
function, no life left for him. 

That Bruno used to play 'Forster's game' as a child is very germane 
to developing the theme of different generations of soldiers fighting 
over the same ground. Rupert has had to face the same problems 
as the men who wore the bronze helmet. Bruno hasn't yet had to fight 
but playing the game he found it agony not to carry on with the 
attack over the river and he believes that if he'd gone through the 
same experience, he could have gone on. Possibly he will be called on 
to fight. 

In the confessional speech to him, Rupert makes several new 
points: 
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the bitter smell of its body struck up at me: dirty, fearful, 
brave and - living. It was then the secret was forced on me. 
I'd shut it out until that morning by making my own prison, 
Hurst, years before they sent me to the camp in the mountains. 
A prison of pride and ambition. Then, when I caught the child 
to me, the secret was revealed. I suddenly understood what a 
man is. For I held it close. 

BRUNO: If you felt this why did you shoot1 
RUPERT: I had no choice. The way I'd chosen to live led to 

that encounter, which was in itself a challenge. Are you so 
great 1 Then fire! I fired, and the secret flew up leaving only 
blood on my sleeve. I became human. So I waited. 

Childlessness is the price he's paid for refusing to commit himself 
to marriage with Catherine. The secret is one simply of humanity and 
it's eluded him in all this time of pride. Killing the child, he underwent 
a conversion, like Robert in killing Stella, but his conversion, like 
Paul's is in the opposite direction. He frees himself from the prison 
of anti-social pride and egoistic ambition. For Rupert the way is 
from prison to prison to death. The moment of existential choice 
was the moment when the child was in his arms. But he wasn't free 
to choose. As a soldier, he had to kill and advance. Having done so, 
as a man, he couldn't go on. This is the crux of the play and no one 
but Whiting could have worked it out like this. 

As before, he structures the sequence of moods so that a grave 
moment like this is followed by a relief of tension. Dido's encounter 
with Bruno is amusing, but, as with so many lines in the last act of 
Saint's Day, there's also a casual hint of the death which is now so 
imminent. When Bruno says there are to be eight soldiers in the 
escort, her comment is: 

Enough to carry you away if necessary with full military 
honours. 

BRUNO: ·we're an escort, ma'am, not a bearer party. 

She laughs at Bruno for calling her madam and when he says he 
just obeys orders she teases him by ordering him to leave the room. 
But she also makes an important moral point in between jokes. 'Are 
you doing the right thing 1' she asks explicitly, making him answer, 
explicitly, 'That doesn't concern me.' He's a soldier. Like Melrose 

67 



John Whiting 

and like concentration camp guards, he leaves the responsibility with 
his superiors. 

In Harry's scene too, comedy is interwoven with moral comment. 
The accident has made Harry look like the clown he's always been. 
The burns on one side of his face have been treated with a brightly 
coloured dye and his hands arc bandaged. He's also very drunk. But 
he talks about being a man and his unsubtle insistence that his way 
of life's right and Rupert's wrong has an added meaning because of 
what Rupert has said just before he came in. 

The whole way you've gone is'n insult to what y'could be. 

But Harry himself is more pathetic than ever and admits that he 
made the gesture to arouse sympathy. 

Cadmus calls Bruno away in order to give Rupert time and oppor­
tunity to kill himself. It also provides a chance for farewell scenes 
with Catherine and Dido, who both think he's leaving for 'Arcady' -
the choice of name has an ironic double meaning here. 

Parting from Dido, Rupert gives her good advice, which at the end 
of the play she's going to ignore. 

Don't stay caught in the memory of the past day. Escape. Get 
out. 

And when she holds out her hand, he takes it with his le~, which 
tells us he's holding the poison behind his back with his right. . . 

'fhe actual death, though off-stage as in classical tragedy, 1s still 
stunningly theatrical. Rupert has no ~ooner gone up to the bedroom 
than the public address system is heard for the second time. 

The time is zero four one five hours. 'fhe time is zero four one five 
hours. It is no,v - officially - Day. (A bell is struck. 1.'he man _on 
the bawony enters the room, crosses, and goes down tl1e stairs. 
THE ANNOUNCER speaks again.) Attention! Here is a state­
ment. General Rupert Forster is dead. General Rupert Forster 
is dead. Further reports follow later. 

Dido is transfi.xed. Catherine rushes in and makes her go up to the 
bedroom. Cadmus has already come up the stairs by the time she 
reappears with the news that it's true. And Whiting writes such good 
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rhetoric for Cadmus here that most of what he says - rela~ed though 
it is to a cold, objective assessment o~ th~ political situat1~n - has a 
strong undertone of affection and adm1rat1_on for Rupert which makes 
the speech work almost like a funeral oration. 

I knew him as a man to be very much like myself. But he'd 
something I've bad to put away whilst I'm in offi_ce._ Hono~u. 
So I knew what the end would be .... We're all v1ctnns of m­
justice, Catherine, every moment of our livcH. \Y c l'l\\\ 8\\\\\, 
ourselves up in the day and lie awake at night dreaming of 
revenge. But revenge against whom 1 Against each other~ Why~ 
Forster had grea~ cau_se to ~ream in that way. It was an injustice 
that we had to nupr1son hnn, and he had reason to sit in that 
camp in the hills thinking up ways of reckoning. But he didn't 
do that. All he wanted was to be taken back int,o the sen·ice of 
the world. The world ,vouldn't have him and so be turned nwny. 
In acceptance. There was no hatred in him. He wns a great sol<lier. 
Learn from him. 

His death produces a catharsis in which there's more than n hint; 
of possible new growth. Cadmus will have to make n lying statement 
to the House, so he can't afford to learn, but Catherine hns learnt a 
lot and Dido is now learning what Catherine had predicted she would 
learn. 

Quite soon now the day will come when you'll have to admit 
that the anger and despair you feel is not because of other people. 
It is for them. 

When Dido sacrifices her liberty at the end of the play to stay on in 
the house with Catherine, it shows that day has come - a consciously 
sentimental decision from the girl who'd resisted sentiment so 
fierce!~ and after being so honest about everything, she now lies to 
Catherme about a last message from Rupert saying he loved her. But 
at least she'll save Catherine from Harry and the hangers-on. 

GO 



THE GATES OF SUMMER 

Tke Gates of Summer was written in 1953 and produced in 1956, 
opening at the New Theatre Oxford in September. Peter Hall 
directed, with James Donald as John Hogarth, Isabel Jeans as Sophie 
Faramond, and Lionel Jeffries as Henry Bevis. Dorothy Tutin's un­
derstudy, Jocelyn James, played Caroline Traherne on the first night 
and subsequently when Dorothy Tutin had to go to hospital. There 
would have been time to replace her before bringing the play into 
London, but it never came in. 

Whiting described it as the harshest play he'd written, although 
it's a comedy. Certainly it's the most cynical, always humorous but 
acidly disillusioned and disillusioning. If the original A Penny for a 
Song was written, as he said, in 'a period of great personal happiness', 
The Gates of Summer is obviously the product of deep disenchantment. 
The characters aren't conceived with the same comic detachment as 
in A Penny for a Song. The Gates of Summer is a comedy chiefly in 
the sense that th~ characters all fall short of tragedy. John aims at a 
hero's death fighting for the freedom of Greece; Caroline aims at dying 
together with her lover, but things don't pan out as they've planned 
them. The bubbles are blown up only to be pricked. 

John has cut loose from all his ties in England to join a rebellion, 
which turns 0 ?t to be not a popular movement but an abortive reac­
tionary co~sprracy, staged by a handful of aristocrats. Not under­
standing this, John hands over a cheque for £100,000 to Prince Basilios 
to finance the m~vemcnt: the old man spends it all on an elaborate 
garden party, trymg to charge for admission, but no one comes except 
the woznan. h~ loves - and the party was her idea. The characters all 

tout their impulses extravagantly but unlike the characters in A. 
}~nny for ~ Song, they aren't eccentric or obsessional or endearing. 
They're activated by an ~verwhehning urge to resolve their conflicts, 
and fail becaus? the conff:icts are too big and they're too small. They 

find it easier to forgive each other than forgive themselves and 
then they're right. ' 
f course . • h 

0 The action 18 set m t e early summer of 1913 - this time just 
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before, not just after, a world war. Again we're in a room in a country 
house outside a European capital - Athens this time - and again 
the house is high up. It stands above a valley. Again there's a struggle 
between two women of different generations over a man. Sophie is in 
her fifties; Caroline is twenty-five. And again exile is a main theme. 
Sophie left England when she left John, marrying Selwyn, an archae­
ologist, like Dido's father. John 'bought a state of exile' by selling 
everything he had in England and breaking off an affair with a 
bishop's wife. He made the break on his thirty-fifth birthday. 

:when it was done, I felt remarkable. Sanctified. I had nothing 
lil the world but money. 

The play starts, like Oonditwns of Agreement, with the arrival of a 
man at the house of a woman he hasn't seen for a very long time. 
It's ten years since Sophie left him. That too was on a birthday. 

I awoke very much alone ... Then your Ifft was _brought to me. 
Ah! you were still young enough at that time to gi~e me birthday 
presents without flinching. I took off ~he wrapp1~gs and there 
was the musical box. Something to be given to ~ child - or to me. 
I opened the lid and the music began. And with the music the 
tears. I knew then it was time to go. 

Now, like Catherine, she's caught up in the memory of the past. 
Sh~'s dictating her memoirs, but John figures on every P~ge of them. 
He s already become a real and important man to Cnstos, who's 
writing from Sophie's dictation, and to Caroline, Se~wyn's daughter 
who's here recovering from the disaster of a mamage 'contracted: 
(as if it were a disease) when she was seventeen. 

The first act is fairly static, given over to ~la.borate character 
analyses, protracted reminiscences, and narrative sp?eches which 
resurrect the past, like so many interconnec_ted shor,t stones. So Sophie 
and Caroline discuss John at length. Sophie doesn ~ know that Caro­
line, bribing Cristos by letting him kiss her, has gamed ~ccess to the 
book. In it Sophie has described John as the first twentieth-century 
man: 

F 

He was the only man I knew who seemed perfectly ~equipped 
to face the future. I knew he'd survive• • • the qualities needed 
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for survival as a person are the same unsocial qualities which can 
destroy an individual, a community or even a country. So the 
lack of moral equipment of the genius and the great criminal are 
much the same. It's what you haven't got that matters. John's 
great strength was that he Jacked seriousness. 

Caroline sees hope for herself in the loss of faith that she hopes he 
will bring her. She is like a predatory female Procathren bearing down 
on a handsome nihilist. 

Between the weak wail of arrival and the whimper of departure 
there's no cause for alarm but cause for laughter. Can I see it 
that way- with him - through him? 

But Sophie thinks that with his new commitment to revolution, John 
must be more serious now. 

The parallels and contrasts between the characters and their 
stories are just slightly too neat, bordering on the schematic. 

JOHN: I'm also running away from a marriage. Not my own. 
Someone else's. 

CAROLINE: He just went into hiding. From what I hear, you're 
making for the open country. 

JOHN: I hope so. 
CAROLINE: You're looking for more than the heroism of love. 
JOHN: I'd say the stoicism of love. 
CAROLINE: Liberation. 
JOHN: Of others. Not myself. 

We again think of Saint's Day when we hear John has incurred the 
hostility of the mob. The bishop has forgiven him for the affair with 
his wife. (Up to The Devils, Whiting's many clerics all seem to be 
victims of circumstances, very willing to forgive others.) But Ada 
had made a confession to a national newspaper and an angry crowd 
had thrown stones at his window. 'They'd got it into their heads that 
I was breaking something very dear to their hearts: a home.' 

This theme of conflict between the hero and the mob is dealt with 
much more perfunctorily than it is in Saint's Day, though the plays 
are basically concerned with the same interrelated subjects of exile, 
isolation and self-destruction. In The Gates of Summer Whiting is 
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much more inclined to handle themes just by letting the characters 
talk about them. 

Jon N: All the best games end in destruction. . 
CAROLINE: \Ve never get out of the nursery, where ever~fhi~g 

finishes broken up. You played the whole of your Ii e lll 
London that way, didn't you 1 \Vithout seriousness, because 
you knew the time would come when you'd have to put your 
toys away. So better smash them! You were quite right • • • 
If I'd seen my marriage with Boysie - and the break-up - as 
you saw your love affairs, then I wouldn't have been unhappy. 

The incident of the mob's stoning John's house because of his 
adultery is not the only one in The Gales of Summer that's hard to 
believe in. It's hard to accept John as an ex-Member of Parliament, 
even in 1913. Laconically he tells us 'Some years ago my friends 
wanted me to get settled. Before I knew what was happening I found 
myself to be an ~LP.' And he made his maiden speech about 'the 
government's attitude to this minority group under Basilios in the 
North'. It's also hard to believe that The Times would send out a full­
time correspondent to cover a dig like Selwyn's and although 
virtually nothing has yet been found, Henry Bevis has been writin 
a. column about it every fortnight. Asked how he fills the space h! 
BO.JR, 'It's the suspense, Selwyn.' 

Henry Bevis's function in the action is partly as a pathetic cl 
like Harry, who parallels the hero in many ways and rival o~n, 
unsuccessfully for the affections of a woman. John makes a \ hirn 
impression on Caroline without trying. Henry tries incessanti8 rong 
much too hard. Y and 

CAROLINE: Why should you help me1 
HEN Ry: I cling to that as t,he one definite aim I have. 

He advises her to read poetry. 
Talking about the feeling he has of coming alive in Gre 

s~ows that he's one. of the ~any characters _in Whiting w~:, Joh11 
distaste for the physical realities of human existence. feel a. 

Aware that you're here! Alive, wound up - more! _ 
ticking, going. Registering something more than a mood 'Worltjll 
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Life isn't after all founded on the meal table, the privy and the 
bed. 

And Selwyn's patronizing, detached superiority is sometimes remini~­
cent of Cadmus's tone in his talk of playing music over the pubhc 
address system to wash away grievances: 

Nothing like digging and sifting for keeping the mind off sex••• 
When I was in the army and it became troublesome, I'd always 
call a church parade. Made the men rather unhappy turning out 
so late at night, but it always worked. 

Like Whiting's other heroes, John tries to rise above himself. 

CAROLINE: Good food, sleep, the comfort of women are g?ne 
in this Spartan search for an absolute truth in a harsher reality. 
Great man - nearly a saint, you are - yes - for the way of 
sanctity is the road to the North. 

JOHN: ••• The pleasures you've talked about have become as 
bitter to me as any penance. For they're only tolerable when 
they're more than themselves. 

This is not only too explicit, it makes John too much of a mouthpiece 
for the attitude which rejects the ordinary satisfactions rather in 
the way Celia embodies it in Tlte Cocldail Party. 

As in Saint's Day and A Penny for a Song, the play is centred partly 
on a sequence of action which is off-stage: the dig becomes very 
important. Just as Selwyn thinks he's on the brink of a major dis­
covery, a workman falls through a hole into some kind of under­
ground cavern and, instead of replying rationally to questions 
shouted at him from above, he wanders about, laughing uproariously. 
An extra off-stage diversion is provided by the foreman's marriage. 
Two hundred relations are invited. They roast sheep and dance under 
the hill. Sophie and Selwyn go down to join in the celebration and 
Henry comes in and out reporting on what he's seen. Whiting 
contrives it all very neatly but it would have been much better in a 
film because it's not the sort of action that gains from being treated 
at a remove. 

In some ways John is like a combination of Rupert and Dido. 
When he tells Caroline 'I've always been aware of the perils of travel 
and you're one of them' he sounds like Dido fighting to avoid the 
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trap that's 'made of human arm's. And his on-stage life, like Rupert's, 
is bedevilled by the need to make a choice involving death, honour and 
a woman. Either he can stay with Caroline or go North to what sounds 
as though it would be a noble death. (Altogether John is rather Byronic 
and he's almost the same age Byron was when he was killed - thirty­
six.) But he's promised to go and he avoids becoming a tragic hero 
only because he's not allowed to act on his decisions, as Rupert was. 

Whiting's view of women becomes progressively more bitter. The 
1962 Dorcas is far less amiable than her 1951 counterpart. Sophie has 
some of Catherine's wit but none of her nobility. Caroline is engaging 
but almost as dangerous as Soeur Jeanne. She has almost caused 
Henry's death by 'translating' for him and describing him to a group 
of Greek horsemen as a rich Turkish merchant interested in buying 
Greek girls. So when he offers money to them they attack him and, 
like so many of Whiting's clowns, he gets 'lacerated and bruised 
mercifully beyond recognition for several days'. Only this time we 
don't see him in his mutilated state. 

And like the goat-song in Marching Song, which Rupert had be­
lieved to be a song of prayer, the underground cavern turns out to 
be obscene. Selwyn, who had expected it to be a place of worship 
finds bas reliefs all over the walls representing figures celebrating 
endless love rites. When she sees them, Caroline tells John 'You and 
I have learnt nothing new in two thousand years.' Like warriors, 
different generations of lovers can only repeat each other. 

The part of the play which has dated most in the fifteen years 
since it was written is the quandary Henry finds himself in about how 
to describe the 'golden lovers' in language suitable for readers of The 
Times. He goes to John, who at the time thinks he's dying from 
Caroline's poisoned berries, to ask his advice, and, in a lyrical bravura 
of irony, John dictates a report for Henry to send in about the ideal 
woman. 

For she was born for many of us among the raspberry bushes on 
a hot afternoon in the garden when the younger children laughed 
and played, but you and I, sir, older (at least fourteen) silent, 
horribly wiser stayed out of sight ... born in the fevered head 
on that torrid day with the sun falling out of the sky. She stayed 
with you growing in beauty and experience as your imagination 
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and longing swept you into manhood ... She was so nearly met. 
There was always the chance of absolute discovery in so many 
encounters. And yet. And yet. 

Where was she? ... she was with you until you lost your ambi­
tion. Yes, sir, age is responsible for too much. That's agreed. 
It's responsible, you'll remember, for the loneliness which made 
you make do with that angel in tweeds across the breakfast 
table. She's .kind to dogs ... Soon she'll go from the room and 
pat you on the head as she passes. If you're lucky. 

your Correspondent wishes to send a message of hope to the 
unloved ... Yet wait ... With the message of hope must come a 
warning. . . 

Ah! sir, Ill two thousand years she has not aged. Her bed IS 

still a jousting ground: yours is now a place of rest. Her way of 
adoration has not become a good-night kiss pecked into the fore­
head. There arc other differences too painful for this journal to 
print. 

The one theme in The Gates of Summer in which Whiting hadn't 
• ously seemed so interested is the discrepancy between the myth 

p;eVI man's life and its reality. This is just touched on in Marching 
0 a when, immediately after Rupert's death, Cadmus talks a~out 
So_ng down to tell lies to the House, belittling Forster's past achieve­
goinf and saying that he died under a burden of conscience. The 
znent 8 cnt of the John Hogarth myth is much more complex. The 
trea 1; hn Jfogarth is different from the man we see and Sophie's 
past ~ of him is different from the reality. What she dictates to 
rn~mor probably doesn't tally exactly with what she remembers 
Cr1st0s1 at be writes down certainly doesn't tally with what she 
and '\V 1 _ he's intent on building up a myth - though when she reads 
dictate~oesn't realize how he's departed from what she said. At the 
it, she hie refuses to give Caroline any part in the book, notwith­
en.d, f!0P the part she's played in John's life. Like Catherine, who 
sta.n';-1-01\,nt to ~1ear weekly reports of Rupert's growing older and 
didn t ~ the prison camp, Sophie is more interested in keeping her 
8add~r ~c of Jo~n intact. ~he also turns out to be a historian who's 
owtl 1~1Jiog to mterfere '":1th history. She sends a telegram to The 
quite •gned Jfenry Bendix, reporting John's death fighting in the 
1'i'l7les, ~1 at the head of his troops. 

Jlts.ins 
JllOU 
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This is a. gesture, not quite successful, towards focusing something 
which the play badly needed to focus. When John talked in Act One 
a.bout his duty and honour under the open sky in the North, the words 
were obviously backed by a. serious purpose, but the subsequent very 
a.musing changes in the situation ma.de it impossible to gauge just 
how serious he'd been. A character in a play obviously consists chiefly 
of the words he speaks but Rupert, though we never saw him in action, 
was made triumphantly real as a man of action. The character of 
John Hogarth and the play that contains him are both fascinating 
but both finally too vague because they're both too much a matter of 
words. 
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After the richly undeserved failures of his three major plays and 
after The Gates of Summer failed to reach London, Whiting gave up 
the theatre for the cinema. He'd been doing some work on treatments 
and dialogue since 1952 and his first screenplay was The Ship that 
Did of Slwme (1954) from the story by Nicholas Monsarrat. He also 
rewrote The Good Companions (1956), wrote Talk of the Devil (1956), 
collaborated with Bryan Forbes on The Captain's Table (1957), did 
some revisions on Cleopatra, some work with Christopher Fry on 
The B£ble and eight other full screenplays. 

It was Peter Hall who enticed him back into the theatre. Peter 
1fall had been an ardent admirer right from the beginning. When he 
was still at Cambridge he did an excellent production of Saint's Day 
at the A.D.C. Theatre in November 1952, with Tony Church as Paul, 

nd a delightful Penny for a Song in the summer of 1953. He com­
a issioned No Why for the Arts Theatre, and in 1960, as director of 
:e :Royal Shakespeare Company, he approached Whiting to write 

large scale costume drama for their first season at the Aldwych. 
Whiting proposed an adaptation of either Aldous Huxley's The 
pevils of Loudun or Frederick Rolfe's Hadrian VII. The Devils was 

oduccd in February 1961, but though it was to be much more sue­
pr sful than any of his earlier plays, the production sufiered from 
~ting's normal bad luck. On the first night Patrick Allen (d'Armag-

) bad to duck to avoid having his hat knocked off by an arch 
ll:ch was being flown in and Richard Johnson (Grandier) was 
W fJ ring from laryngitis. He got through the performance but he 
s11 e 't in good form and his understudy had to take over on the 
wasn d night. 
sec;fe /)evils is a very good play but Whiting's genius didn't work 

. best when he wasn't creating his own characters. Paul and 
at it:rt are both concep~ion~ who get crystallized into their _thea_trical 
:F,~P nee out of a solution 1n which a very complex chemical mter­
e$l~te bas taken pla~e. The curve of their on-stage lives is an exact 
&ct10ll1.ng of something that Whiting was burning to say and issues 
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• fl d . y facet of great current importance a~e re eet~ an~ refracted m ever_ shi 
of the crystal. Saint's Day 1s not primarily about the relat100.1 p 
between the artist and society and .1.llarching Song is not priroaI'l Y ~ 
play about conscience and 'democracy' catching up with a Nazi 
general. If you had to say what the plays were about, you'd have t~ 
say that they were both about men who rose out of the ranks 0 

ordinariness, became less human in the process and, much too late, 
underwent a conversion when they came to understand the losses 
involved in what they'd gained. When he was free to choose his ow~ 
raw material, and not adapting someone else's, Whiting invente 
stage action which was complete and satisfying in itself and through 
which a vast amount could be said. both directly and indirectlr 
But unlike Brecht's and Shakespeare's, his talent for creating wasn t 
coupled with an equal talent for adapting. 

Aldous Huxley's book The Devils of Loudun doesn't quite succeed 
in integrating all its material. Even if he'd limited himself to ~he 
historical subject matter, Huxley would have had a hard time making 
the separate stories of Soeur Jeanne, Grandier and Surin coalesce, for 
the exorcist didn't come on to the scene until a~er Grandier's 
execution, and one of the main points of the story is the disconnection 
of its elements. The only contact Grandier ever had with the nuns 
of the Ursuline convent was a negative one: he turned down an 
invitation to be their di_rcctor. Bu~ he was unlucky. He was good­
looking and proud, enJoyed malnng love, couldn't help making 
enemies. He got the da~ghter of the Public P~osecutor pregnant and 
abandoned her. Followmg the example of their neurasthenic Mother 
Superior, the n~ns started. dreaming about him, having visions, 
becoming hystencal, producmg symptoms of what was taken to be 
diabolical poss:ssion and, ~n?ourag~d by the exorcists, they de­
nounced Grandier as a magician. Richelieu was on the side of bis 
enemies and he was imprisoned, tried, and burned at the stake. The 
number of coincidences Grandier had working against him would 
alone make the story difficult to tell coherently. Quite naturally 
Huxley was fascinated by such ghastly examples of cruelty by the 
appalling behaviour of the clerics and laymen who acted in the name 
of God and the Church against all reason in venting their spite on a 
man who was completely innocent of what he was accused and whose 
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1nnocen • B ce was qmte apparent to many contemporary observers. 
IIi ut Huxley's main interest is in using the story as a stalking horse. 

8 real subject is self-transcendence. He claims that 'an urge to 
self-transcendence is almost as widespread and at times almost as 
powerful as the urge to self-assertion'. The 'insulated self' is a prison 
from which various escapes are possible. Saints and mystics have 
~uc?eeded in escaping upwards into spirituality, striving towards a 
union with the spirit which links the Unknown to the known'. 

There are also downward and horizontal escapes 'into subhuman or 
merely human substitutes for Grace'. Horizontal transcendence is the 
most common: Huxley uses the term rather vaguely to mean 'identi­
fication with a cause wider than one's own immediate interest' and 
he includes business, marriage, hobbies and scientific research in the 
category. The downward escape routes include alcohol, drugs, mass­
hysteria and sexual debauchery. 

The argument very soon becomes muddy. When he is actually 
explaining the behaviour of the frantic nuns in terms of sexual 
starvation, fantasy, mass hysteria and a patient-doctor relationship 
with the exorcist, in which symptoms arc obligingly provided to 
accord with the diagnosis, Huxley is plausible and persuasive. But 
many of his psy?hol?~ical generalizations founder on his vagu~ness 
about what the self 1s. Are the impulses that drive the mystIC to 
mysticism and _the dr~nkard to drink external to the self? If de­
b uched sexuality, busmess activities, and hobbies are all examples 
0 ; self-transcendence, what is self-assertion? 

Whiting lea:ves out a~l these psychological generalizations {as he 

I S out Sunn), but his play isn't uninfluenced by them. Paul and 
ea -ve h h f 1 di rt are bot eroes o rluxleyan self-transcendence and Gran er 

F,upe ts escape routes both upward and downward. The figure of 
atte~1:,.erlllan bath embo~es and expresses a revulsion against the 
th~ 01 fa.cts of human eXIstence, not dissimilar from that expressed 
alllJJ'.l& 
b cadillUS, 

Y WE: .B ll'f ~ N: ~very man is his own drain. He carries his _main 
sJ!; wer with him. Gutters run about him to carry off the dirt­

se pr£R: They also carry the blood of life. 

so 

GR~:RMAN: ~ere plumbing. Elementary sanitation. Don't 
sJ!:iJlterrupt. An what makes a man happy1 To eat, and set 
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the drains awash. To sit in the sun and ferment the rubbish. 
To go home, and find comfort in his wife's conduit. Then 
why should I feel ashamed or out of place down here? 

Cadmus talks of sitting on a dunghill; the Sewerman works in the 
sewers. \Vhiting and Huxley shared a fastidiousness which made 
them want to separate out the more animal elements - or the merely 
human elements - and they were both deeply interested in the 
question of what differentiates the great man from the ordinary 
man. Twenty-one years before Tlie Devils of Lou.dun was published, 
Huxley had taken a figurative interest in the question of possession, 
writing a propos of Clemenceau 'A great man differs from ordinary 
men in being possessed, as it were, by more than human spirits.' 

Whiting was conscious of unresolved ambiguities in his own 
position, as he shows by making his characters pose questions like 
these: 

NIN o N: I saw you that day just as a man. What's the matted 
GRANDIER: I wish words like that could still hurt me. (He is 

putting scent on his handkerchief.) 
NINON: I've never seen you as anything but a man. Do you 

want to be more 1 
GRANDIER: Of course. Or less. 
NINON: But how can you be a man of God without being a 

man? ... 

MANNOURY: This human head fills me with anticipation, my 
dear Adam. 

ADAM: It's a common enough object. 
MANN o u RY: Every man wears one on his shoulders, certainly 

But when a head comes into my hands disassociated from th~ 
grosser parts of the body I always feel an elevation of spirit 
'rhink, this is the residence of reason. • 

But is he not perhaps too schematic in dividing up his characters into 
men who are men but try to be more and men who are less than men 
and are therefore hostile to the heroes? In ~Marching Song ·Whiting 
held an effective balance between Rupert (who is admirable in so 
many ways) and Harry (who is right in so many ways). In The Devils 
the minor characters are taken from history filtered through Huxley 
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and therefore seen very much more from outside. \Ve see why Adam 
and 1\Iannoury arc so hostile to Grandier. Quite apart from his 
mockery of them, they're jealous of him because they're less attractive 
and successful w-ith women. But as characters, unlike Harry, they 
are totally unsympathetic. The historical episode is one in which 
almost everyone behaved disgracefully: the play therefore is one with 
a large cast of villains. 

Structurally it differs from all his previous plays more than any 
of them had differed from the others. It's written much more like a 
film, with short scenes, a mass of hurriedly sketched minor characters 
and quick changes of location. He no longer bases his plot on action 
embedded in the past and he dispenses with the claustrophobic 
insulation which had always been important before. The house in 
Saint's Day is almost in a state of siege and cut oil from the village 
almost as the island is from the mainland in Strindberg's The Dance 
of ]Jeat/i. In A Penny for a Song the look-out in the tree, the gate which 
shuts out the cannon balls and the very peaceful way everyone 
prepares_ for w~r make sthc. Bellboys' garde~ into a microcosm ~£ 
English msulanty. In Jl,,farclm1g Song Cadmus s order that no one IB 

Uowed to leave the house or come into it makes it into an effective 
a rison. The~e's less claustrophobia in The Gates of Summer, which 
p }its its act10n between the house and the garden but again we feel 
:l:arooned away_ from the city and the main tension depends on 

betber John will ever escape to the North. In all these plays, great 
~Jllosphere exudes fro_m the locale and some of it depends on the set, 
a hich is always descnbed meticulously. In The Devils there's very 
;ttle help from the set. In a film it would be very easy to move about 
~e streets of ~o_udun, from Ninon's bedroom to Trincant's house 

t d a,,vay to P01t!ers and ~aria, but in the theatre the only hope for 
all designer to give sufficient indication of locale without cluttering 
ailY roduction with incessant changes of set would be by a very 
the ~ use of back-projections or Brechtian titles, or perhaps both. 
cie1:an J{cnny's set, we were often uncertain of where a particular 
Jil f action was meant to be situated. 
pi;:eo scene with Richelieu talking to Louis XIII in Paris while 

diet talks to d'Armagnac in Loudun was clear enough because 
Gr~Jl oriented by d'Armagnac's line 
-v,e re 
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Richelieu sits with the King in Paris. He whispers in his ear. 

But the transition from the room in the convent to the market 
stall is almost impossible to stage. After a soliloquy Jeanne opens a 
window and secs Grandier in full canonicals, magnificently making 
his way through the market below. She cries out and, hearing her, 
he stops, thinking that the cry of agony came from someone in the 
bustling crowd. With Dorothy Tutin only a few yards away from 
Richard Johnson, the moment went for nothing, and it's an important 
one, because this is the only time Jeanne actually sees Grandier until 
just before his execution, when every hair has been shaved from 
his head. Sean Kenny and Peter Wood (the director) failed to make it 
clear what their relative positions were meant to be, but \Vhiting 
thinking now more in cinematic than in stage terms, was certainl; 
making their tasks almost impossible for them. 

The sudden appearance of the Bishop of Poitiers is also very 
confusing for an audience. Absorbed in his pursuit of the theme of self­
transcendence, Whiting has very little thought for the difficulties 
we have in adjusting to a new scene in a new town and a new char­
acter who immediately launches into a long speech which starts lik 
this: e 

I have been alone for many days now. You will want to know if 
I have found some kind of grace. Perhaps, for I am filled with 
weariness and disgust at the folly and wickedness of manki d 
Is this the beneficence of God, you ask1 It may well be. Let n • 
tell you the circumstances of the revelation. me 
Shut in my room for seven days, fasting and at prayer I 
to see myself as the humble instrument of God's will. it ~anie 
state of such happiness, such bliss, and such abasement th a: j 
wished never to return to you. I longed for this husk to wi: 
away, leaving only the purity of spirit. But my sense of dut her 
your bishop forced me to leave this paradise. I came back toyths 
~ill. e 

The contrast between the long literary speeches and the t l 
graphically terse lines of colloquial dialogue is greater than e e­
before. ever 

MANNOURY: Well, we have had a nice talk. 
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ADAM: Have we got anywhere? 
MANNOURY: Somebody at the door. 
ADAlll: Can't be. 
MANNOURY: Is. 
(ADAM opens the door. LAUBARDElllONT stands there.) 
ADAM: No business. Shut. 

There is an example of an abrupt cut from quickfire dialogue to 
leisurely narrative in this scene between the two exorcists. 

RANGIER: Is he among you? 
BARRE: Incessantly. 
RANGIER: Can we name him? 
BARRE: If you want to. Satan. 
RANGIER: How is the struggle? 
BARRE: I shan't give up. 
RANGIER: You look tired. 
BARRE: It goes on day and night. 
RANGIER: Your spirit is shining. 
BARRE: Unbroken, at any rate. But there's never a moment's 

peace at Chinon now. Only the other day I was conducting a 
marriage. Everything was going very well. I had before me a 
young couple, ignorant, I thought, but pure. It never ent~red 
my head that they were anything else. I'd reached the blessmg, 
and was about to send them out to the world as man and wife, 
when there was a disturbance at the west door. A cow had 
come into the_church, and was trying to force its way through 
the congregation. I knew at once, of course. 

J3ut Whiting is very skilful in establishing characters and situati?ns 
oJilically. As Adam and Mannoury start spying on Grandier, 

econ become a ':°e~ns of narrating bis movements at the same time 
theY vealing their _Jealousy and their activity in building up a cabal 
as r_e t birn- And m one soliloquy Sister Jeanne tells us a great deal 

gains If ' 
ii t berse : 
ii,bOU 

l dedicate myself h~mbly to Your service. You have made mo, 
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both in s~ature and m spirit, a little woman. And I have a small 
it1111,ginat10n, too._ T~a_t is why, in Your infinite wisdom, You 
h -ve given me this VIS1ble burden on my back to remind me day 
ba day of what I must carry. O my dear Lord, I find it difficult t! turn in my bed, and so in the small and desperate hours I am 
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reminded of Your burden, the Cross, on the long road ... Please 
God, take away my hump so that I can lie on my back without 
lolling my bead. (Silence.) There is a way to be found. May the 
light of Your eternal love ... (whispers). Amen. 

If The Gates of Summer followed on too directly and dependently 
from the earlier plays, The Devils is too divorced from them. It's only 
occasionally that we get echoes, as with the Sewerman's bird, which 
is reminiscent of Rupert's misunderstanding of the goat-song. 

GRANDIER: Do you carry it for love? 
SEWERMAN: An idea which would only occur to a good man. 

Or one careless with hope. No, I carry the thing so that it 
may die, and I live. He's my saviour. ,vho's yours? 

This exchange takes place immediately after Grandier performs a 
secret midnight wedding ceremony in the church between Philippe 
and himself. She is to be his life-line, his means of horizontal self­
transccndence, for she gives him 

Hope of coming to God by way of a fellow being. Hope that the 
path, which taken alone, in awful solitude, is a way of despair, 
can be enlightened by the love of a woman. I have come to 
believe that by this simple act of committal, which I have done 
with my heart, it may be possible to reach God by way of 
happiness. 

There is Whiting rhetoric of the old kind in Grandier's speech about 
secluded women. 

Imagine being awakened in the night by a quite innocent dream. 
A dream of your childhood, or of a friend not seen for many 
years, or even the vision of a good meal. Now, this is a sin. And 
so you must take up your little whip and scourge your body. We 
call that discipline. But pain is sensuality, and in its vortex spin 
images of horror and lust. My beloved Sister in Jesus seems to 
have fixed her mind on me. There is no reason, De Cerisay. A 
dropped handkerchief, a scribbled note, a piece of gossip. Any 
of these things found in the desert of mind and body caused by 
continual prayer can bring hope. And with hope comes love. 
And, as we all know, with love comes hate. So I possess this 
woman. God help her in her terror and unhappiness. 
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Though here, more than before, clipped sentences are incorpornred 
into the long speech. 

When his attempts at horizontal self-transcendence fail, as I>hilippe 
becomes pregnant and he abandons her, \Vhiting's Grandier, uulike 
Huxley's, and history's, turns to self-destruction. 

GRANDIER: All worldly things have a single purpose for a ~rnn 
of my kind. Politics, power, the senses, pride, and authority. 
I choose them with the same care that you, sir, select a wea~on. 
But my intention is different. I need to turn them agamst 
myself. 

D' ARMAGNAC: To bring about your end? 
ORANDIER: Yes. I have a great need to be united with God. 

Living has drained the need for life from me. My exercise of 
the senses has flagged to total exhaustion. I am a dead man, 
compelled to live. 

This links him with Whiting's other self-destructive heroes and it 
ought to make him more interesting than a passive victim when 
there are urges inside him that join forces with his enemies, but noth­
ing is done dramatically to establish his world-weariness. In the 
farewell scene with Philippe, he seemed cold, detached, sorry to 
lose the pleasures of love-making with her but not guilty or suicidal. 
Then in the next scene in which he appears, we get an explicit state­
ment that the whole intention of the affair with Philippe was self­
destructive, which certainly wasn't the way he saw it at the time, 
according to the evidence Whiting gave us. 

The next jump afier this is to the speech about creating God, 
and once again, the change in Grandier is neither substantiated nor 
integrated dramatically. It's created entirely through the rhetoric of 
the speech which describes it: 
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I created Him from the light and the air, from the dust of tho 
road, from the sweat of my hands, from gold, from filth, from 
the memory of women's faces, from great rivers, from children, 
from the works of man, from the past, the present, the future, 
and the unknown. I caused Him to be from fear and despair. 
I gathered in everything from this mighty act, all I have 
known, seen, and experienced. My sin, my presumption, my 
vanity, my love, my hate, my lust. And last I gave myself and 
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110 made God. And He was magnificent. For He is all these 
things. 

I was utterly in His presence. I knelt by the road. I took out the 
bread and the wine. PanP:m vinum in salut·is consecramus hostiam. 
And in this understanding He gave Himself humbly and faith­
fully to me, as I had given myself to Him. 

This is the closest Whiting's Grandier can get to upward self-trans­
cendence, but coming right after it, Grandier's arrest outside his own 
church is too obviously theatrical. But there's a good verbal link 
between Grandier's big speech and the comfort Father Ambrose is 
later to give him in the cell. God is here. Christ is now. 

AlllBROSE: Offer God pain, convulsion, and disgust. 
ORANDIER: Yes. Give Him myself. 
AMBROSE: Let Him reveal Himself in the only way you can 

understand. 
ORANDIER: Yes! Yes! 
AMBROSE: It is all any of us can do. '\Ve live a little while, and in 

that little while we sin. We go to Him as we can. All is forgiven. 

In between these two scenes, Jeanne has come as close as a nun 
could to Procathren's position at the end of Saint's Day. 

We do not mock our beloved Father in Heaven. Our laughter 
is kept for His wretched and sinful children who get above their 
station, and come to believe they have some other purpose in 
this world than to die. 
After the delusions of power come the delusions of love. When 
men cannot destroy they start to believe they can be saved by 
creeping into a fellow human being. And so perpetuating them­
selves. Love me, they say over and over again, love me. Cherish 
me. Defend me. Save me. They say it to their wives, their whores, 
their children, and some to the whole human race. Never to God. 
These are probably the most ridiculous of all, and most worthy of 
derision. For they do not understand the glory of mortality, the 
purpose of man: loneliness and death. 

The attitude of the other nuns never becomes clear. They listen to her 
in scenes like this and they follow her lead in the ventriloquist act 
they do with devils' voices in the exorcism scene but whereas Arthur 
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:Mill_er in The Crucible shows exactly how Abigail keeps the other girls 
in line, Whiting ignores that question. But he lets the homosexual 
prince de Conde speak out his disgust against women in general to the 
painted boys who surround him: 

These are women, darling. Look well. Vomit, if you wish. Man 
is born of them. Gross things. Nasty. Breeding ground. Egge 
hatch out in hot dung. Don't wrinkle your little nose, pet. Take 
this scent. Some men love them. The priest, Grandier, for 
example. He's picked the gobbets from the stew. He's -
{DE CONDE whispers in the boy's ear. The child's eyes widen. DE 
CONDE laughs.) 

De Conde's visit to the Loudun scene is historical but the trick he 
plays in freei~g Jeann_e from the devils with_ an empty box, by s~ying 
that it contams a phial of Christ's blood, 1s taken from an episode 
which involved another visiting nobleman. 

The box was applied to the head of one of the nuns, who immedi­
ately exhibi~ed all the symptoms of intense pain an~ threw a 
fit. Much delighted, the good friar returned the box to its owner, 
who thereupon opened it and revealed that, except for a few 
cinders, it was completely empty. 'Ah, my lord,' cried the 
exorcist, 'what sort of a trick have you played upon us?' 
'Reverend Father,' answered the nobleman, 'what sort of a 
trick have you been playing upon us?' 

Whiting uses these lines almost exactly as Huxley quotes them. 
'J'he scen~s in w1!ich J?e Laubardemont tries to extract a co~ession 
JJl Grand1er don t qwte measure up to the equivalent scenes m The 

fro ueible and it's impossible to do justice on the stage to Huxley's 
C: . d account of the torture and the execution itself, with Grandier 
'Vlvt ining calm and dignified while vindictive Capuchins set fire to the 
rexn:, before the executioner can carry out his promise to strangle the 
atra parish priest before the flames reach him. But Whiting is very 
Poor I • voki th h h • f essfu 1n e. ng e c arnel-house atmosp ere m the town a ter 
auccburning, with Adam and Mannoury talking like two concentration 
the doctors about human fat rendered down by heat to the con­
c~~!c}' of ca~dle wax while d'Armagnac and de Cerisay drunkenly 
s18 bout seemg couples fornicating in the street and an old woman 
tlJ.11' a 
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with human remains in a. basket. He also does well to end with the 
Sewerman snatching one of Grandier's charred. bones from the men 
who are fighting for them and offering it to Jeanne. 

They want it to cure their constipation or their headach:e, to 
have it bring back their virility or their wife. They want it for 
love or hate. Do you want it for anything 1 
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NO WHY A1.VD A vVALK IN 
THE DESERT 

When Peter Hall commissioned No Why in the summer of 195\:e 
intended it to be a curtain-raiser for Whiting's translation of Anoui 11 s 
The Traveller wit}wuJ, Luggage, but instead of using it when he fi?~ Y 
produced the Anouilh at the Arts in January 1959, he g?t W~ti;;e 
to translate Anouilh's Madame De . .. No Why was pu~hshed !0 b t 
London Magazine and produced us a radio play by l\Iartm Ess!111 ud 
it never got staged until July 1964 when John Schlesinger direct~ 
it as part of a programme of one-act plays, Expeditions One, at t e 
Aldwych. 

It's Whiting's least naturalistic play, a piece about a boy I~ck:d 
up in an attic. One by one the members of his family urge bun 1~ 
confess to a crime and ask their forgiveness for it. \Ve're never to 

b • • . ·t J as very w at it 1s, none of them saw him do it and m any case 1 1 h 
little to do with what they really have against him - the fact that c 
exists and that he isn't one of them. That be is different from t beJJl 
seems to be a criticism of the phoney values of the society t~ey 

H h• • ess1on, represent. e never speaks and his silence encourages t JS 11npr . 
as it forces them to go on talking. They talk about being fair, ha~pi­
ness, goodness, having fun, caring, saying prayers, understai~cbng, 
the beauty of love, being wicked and repenting, making sacrifices, 
living for others, freedom and justice but his silence becomes a scre~n 
on which they project their own guilt. Like Edward and Flora in 
Pinter's play A Slight Ache who can't help givincr more and more of 
themselves away as they talk on into the void cr:Uted by the match· 
seller's silence, all the characters in No Why show themselves up as 
they talk to Jacob. The boy was conceived out of carelessness, _the 
plans his parents made for him were motivated by their own anxi~ty 
and selfishness, the prison-visiting aunt is as hard as the judge-bke 
old ~randfather, _the cousin is glib and hypocritical and th~y're al~ 
despicably self-nghteous. But the child is defenceless against t~ 
unpitying way they invoke goodness to plume themselves and vic· 
t • • hi I f nruze m. n the end, the father takes away even his son's sense 0 
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hi~ own identity. Locking him up in the attic for the night, he says 
he ll come back in the morning 

And then I shall hope to find my real little boy. 

. It's curious how clearly No Why anticipates The Devils in the way 
It shows evil masquerading as goodness and a group representative 
of society joining forces to crush a weak but stubborn scapegoat who 
refuses to give them the confession they want. Even the arguments 
they use are similar to De Laubardemont's when he goes all out to 
extract a confession from Grandier and we're made to feel that like 
De Laubardemont they must at some level be aware of the falseness 
of their own positions and must need the reassurance of a 'confession' 
from the outsider who isn't actually criticizing them, except implicitly, 
by not being like them. 

It's even possible that Whiting was influenced by The Devils of 
Lo~un wl1en he wrote No Why. Grandier was shut up in an attic 
while his enemies were preparing to destroy him and De Laubarde­
mont, who badly needed a confession to silence his critics, went 
W~ole-heartedly along with the exorcists' wilful misreading of the 
evidence in front of their eyes. When Grandier was serene, it was 
because Satan was hardening his heart, when he spoke of his love for 
God, he meant the Devil and his professed hatred of the Devil was 
actually hatred of God. The fact that Jacob was found sitting up in 
bed eating jelly and drinking milk is counted against him and when 
Sarah is asked whether she saw the actual crime, she say~ certainly 
not, she wouldn't look, she always keeps things nice. 

ELEANOR: Then how did you know it was so bad? 
SARAH (shouting): I read the newspapers, don't I? I know what 

a man is! (She points at JACOB.) That! It ought not to be 
allowed! 

Jacob's basic crime is that he's human. As yet, he's rather less than 
a man, but so are his persecutors. 

A Walk in tlie Desert, a sixty-minute play for television, writ~en 
in 1959, is Whiting's only piece since Oondit~~s of_ A_greement which 
suffers from diffuseness. It has some good wr1tmg m it, but m_uch of 
it is pedestrian, partly perhaps because he was insecure m the 
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medium and took excessive care to get his main points across tc 
audience, even at the cost of repeating them. He called the pl 
rewrite of Conditions of Agreement but it's hard to see muc 
common between the two scripts, except that Peter, like Nichol; 
lame, that they're both set in provincial cities, that they both 
with moods of violent bitterness and depression and destructiv.: 
which is mainly aimed against the self. 

It's a play without a hero. Even in No Why, Jacob's silence becc 
more or less heroic but in A Walk in the Desert Peter falls short of l: 
a man and his friend Tony though less anti-life in his outlook. 
'given up'. Still unmarried at thirty-six and liable now to be take· 
a welfare officer if he goes to the local dances, he doesn't much 1 
who he spends his time with, contentedly coasting along a 

• • f h l ' • on vicar10us en1oyment o ot er peop e s experiences. The fath Q 

serious about his amateur acting, is sympathetic but stupid erhil 
mother is well-meaning but ineffectual. ' w • 

After a very slow start we get a protracted exploitation f 
joke Peter plays on a girl who turns up at the house. ~h a,pra~ 
job which is being offered by the successful writer Wh e_ s a 
door. Peter is jealous of him and feels hostile towards tl O ~ives 
as he sees her because she obviously hasn't given up. So 1 g_trl as 
her without telling her she's in the wrong house. She's ~ mtc~'-> 
'better' herself and a genuine tension is rather belat 8~1 tr}:t: 
when he pitches hard into her, undermining her value e Y _b~l­
district she lives in and scoffing at the chances of s, dend1n€ 
now that she has an illegitimate child. ev-el:' mart-

It was a soldier who made her pregnant and it was 
in the army that a truck ran over his legs. Both her rn "\\>h~n Pete-t­
lover and Peter's accident are reconstructed in detail ~et1ng witl:: 
style of reviving episodes from the past. 1n the faQ:::i 

In_ her resilient hopeful~ess,. S~irle~ is diametrican 
but m another sense they re smular, eruptions on t? '1nJike l:: 
?f society' as ~eter pu~s it. ~nd,. excluded from the Bll::tooth 
mvoluntary exile who hves nght m the middle f _at socict-

• t l O lt .r pass10na e y. , he bat 
We bring, with our hot drink, the tranquiU• ,: 
life. But there are people like us to ruin ity_ Of cl h 

this eat 
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weliare schemes a d 
existence. More i: b h:elp in the home try to soothe us out of 
mental homes et . eing done every day. The prisons and 
bastard and a p1 b:gger and safer. There is a place for the 
state. It wears tee . or the sinner. Kindness is no~ an o~cial 
h1._nnan kindnes uniform and badges. But where 1s ordmary 
without thoughts. The thing which passes between men 
well that no O • The kindness of love. For you know perfectly 
father. You sa neh has given you that sort of kindness. Your 
because you wkh eh Was good to you, but you only say that 
Re1!1ember? y-0 e_ had been. Really, he's asha~ed of you. 
cant cart the baUJ: friends. You haven't got a~y friends. You 
sta:f away. Now by to the palais on Saturday rught an!Jo !vou 
ayga1?. Ydou can't Y~uh pretend you're going ~to aslt;;t a thinger 

ou re one f • .a. e j b won • 
behind your por. Like tn ° n' the mhon~gh Street we go, you 
ard The ...... r ralll and e. own t e d -ving Jjke a drunk-
.., • "' 0ngd tne h·-m· n swa.J - • u1 t th present perfect oer and s ummg a oth of us ins ts o c 

SHIRLEY: 1Ie• '_\"ay of . the wronged. B 
only thing 1? right hfe. d It seemed the 
].\fore on n:i. tn 011 ' of course. I do preten ~ of what I did. 
xneans it'll y 0 W11 tf Y- 0 wn all right, held.us ver be. And he 
Dad says. F~:ve"l" he <Un any person . shoU Thi~ is it. l\Iy lot, as 

alway-8 _ fierent. He's right. 

But the tension is Oll] ut the truth 
and r~sentJully ghoes al\>f Sllstained until ShirleY finte~ Tony, after 
watching iroug th Y. l'h , d cene w from the 
house ne.x:t. do~r, for:e l\>illdo:re s o~e goo_ s ~tiriled a~:~ so badly. 
Peter e.x:plams it in te"l" a l>eter as Shirley I e treate~ self felt. But 
the rest of the play I llls of to say why h a1'e hII1: d suspense 
that's a.ll too farni.Jia"l"ef lls heaa ~otnpulsion ~o r:f confr1v:rcnts come 
back early from the ll teze Yi_ly on the loild O peter s ~ 'something 
funny' has happened o al'o.ate Vision plays. ·wbe hear tbtit that Sl1irlcy 
might have drowned :taide U"t" theatricals, we to s11gg1f js }Jeard and 
th mother has seen h l,ersezf· l'he facts build up nee bC '.{'hen Shirley 

e h t • -t•01..1. • A bt1la ter- b h" 
1 Ses t e cns1011 b Ce-..... -<"1. Passing aJD ·n \\"ii, 's left e llld re ea • y ·~•e11 • ts J Jie 
d a nnouncing that eolh: Up to their wais di.a,g s ,; cat. 

an d tb -·1..1.ll b Jl v strti.1 H , 
The play ?n s "1ith e lloJ·g ack for the b/l jpg a Ill peter. _ea 

in c0Il~ersat10n With lu_ a ~et;ce have been res~~g~e fr~ 90,y anything 
8 :fat~ depressed in°Il0 aoesJJ 93 

et hut the old JJ.10,J:1 



John Whiting 

and doesn't understand much of what's being said, except that ~ 
some way he's being rejected. Peter talks about the isolation h~ fee ' 
as if he were in a wilderness. The speech is accompanied by picture~ 
on the screen of Shirley and Tony on their way away from !ete\0 

the rainswept town square, of a train leaving from the station, 0 a 
deserted by-pass road. Images of desolation. 
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'NO TIME FOR TRAGEDY' 

In 1961, when he was writing on theatre for the London Magazine, 
Whiting complained about a review of Tynan's in the Observer titled 
'No Time for Tragedy'. It predicted that 'satire, irony, gallows­
humour and other mutations of the comic spirit will be the guiding 
forces of our theatre in the coming years. Tragedy ... has little to 
say to a rebellious generation obsessed by the danger of imminent 
mega-deaths.' Tynan was certainly right in contending that there 
was very little contemporary tragedy. He defined tragedy as 'the 
re-enactment of stories wherein men pass through anguish and are 
destroyed by forces they neither comprehend nor control'. He was 
also right in saying - as it had often been said before - that Christi­
anity and Marxism were both inimical to the spirit of tragedy. The 
Christian faith in divine justice and the Marxist faith in social 
revolution as a cure for economic injustice both contradict the 
tragedian's almost religious faith in a hostile fate. The gods are there, 
but they're unjust. Suffering has nothing to do with punishment. 
Hamlet and Oedipus may not be faultless, but they don't deserve 
what happens to them and the something that's rotten in the state 
of Denmark and in the state of Thebes isn't something that could be 
put right by a stiff programme of social reforms. In the perspective 
of tragedy, you see beyond the interrelationships that are subject to 
human control and the cathartic cleansing that tragic suffering pro­
duces, goes beyond the immediate situation. 'Tragedy,' as Susan 
Sontag has put it, 'is a vision of nihilism, a heroic or ennobling vision 
of nihilism.' 

The basic difference between Tynan's position and ,Vhiting's is 
summed up in one sentence of Tynan's, 'There is today hardly an 
asp_e~t of human suffering (outside the realm of medicine) for which 
politics, psychiatry and environmental psychology cannot offer at 
least a tentative solution.' Whiting believed that life was lived - and 
al~ays had been lived - on a tragic level. He wasn't insensitive to his 
social and economic environlilent, but he wasn't content to inter­
pret human experience purely in social and economic terms. He 
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• • bl of moulding vigorously rejected the assumpt10n that man JS ~ara e f dern 
his own destiny which Tynan describes as 'the idee re~ue O mo uite 
drama'. It's conducive to comedy and for Tynan, comedy ;;s \sco 
capable of filling the space vacated by tragedy. Be?kett an ~nistic 
employ farcical devices to express a view of life as grimly detenlll; ork· 
as any Greek's'. The plays he best remembered from Theatre ther 

. I vel or ano shop and the Royal Court were all collllc on one e . f the 
and the death of Arthur :Miller's salesman wasn't tragic, 0~anY 
Play's 'catastrophe depends entirely on the fact that the com , 

• ployees • Willy Loman works for has no pensions scheme for its em . vi.eWS 
But Saint's Day and .Marching Song are heroic and ennobling orarY 

of nihilism. Whiting isn't the only nihilist among c_onteml P k 80 
l . 1· • • his out oo ' p aywrights but he's the only one to be so re 1g10us JD t only 

much a moralist and so much a theatrical poet. He was n~ st to 
interested in religion: he was compelled to include - or at ;;0 was 
imply - God's empty throne in his panorama of godless men.h. in 11, 

interested in what it meant to be a man and to study t JS d the 
theatrical perspective, you have to see the empty spaces a_roun t just 
man-made problems and relationships - man in relationship :a _ if 
with other men but with the totality of his existence. You h man 
you didn't know all the time - that there are aspect~ of ~tics, 
suffering (quite outside the realm of medicine) to which po 
psychiatry and environmental psychology are quite irreleva~t. igbt 

It was the moralist in Whiting, his constant concern with ~ullY 
and wrong, which made him project on to his heroes a c~re ly a, 

balanced mixture of good and bad characteristics. It's not sunP ho 
question of whether they behave well or badly. Characters b ~ic, 
behave exactly like this could have been made far more sympat 6 

11. 

but by highlighting their unsympathetic sides, Whiting, perbap~ c:ss, 
sciously, discouraged empathy. Which is bad for box-office busin ted 

But what distinguishes Rupert from any other modern hero cre;an, 
by any o~her :modern playwright is that he emerges as a great It's 
Several histoncal characters - Brecht's Galileo Eliot's Becket, ~o . s· Th ' h 1ncor 

1r o_mas Mo~e - convince us as being great, because t ey f the 
porate mto tl1e~r characters features, actions and even some O the 
language of their prototypes. And, in Becket's case, because of . ,8 
poetry Eliot puts into his mouth. But in an original character it 
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extremely hard to create genius or greatness. Whiting succeeds partly 
~ca~ise o_f the poetry in his prose, partly because of the poetry in 

8 situations. The atmosphere contributes to the heightening effect 
antl the language Rupert speaks lifts him above the level of the homme 
~~y~n sensuel. We get larger-than-lifesize heroes in Brecht, Tennessee 
th~ams, John O~borne, Montherlant, Anouilh and a dozen o~hers, but 
d Y are not tragic heroes even if they pass through angmsh or are 
~troyed by forces they n~ither comprehend nor control. In a period 

w ;n ~ragedy was thought to be dead and critics like George Steiner 
an_ Lionel Abel have written elaborate funeral orations, Whiting has 
qme_tly revived the corpse. 
f Like Huxley, Whiting was passionately interested in what the 
;rces were that raised some men above the level of the rest, but he 
has _equally interested in the common multiples. But he needed a 
a:~01i_ yardstick to measure the ordinary inch of humanity. Paul 
bef upert both have to become much bigger than ordinary men 

ore they c 1· • h t th an rea 1ze how madequate they are and they ave to cu 
ernselve • h I stron s ng t off from the human herd before they can fee a 
It'! urge to come back into it. 

ins . \Phenomenal feat of playwriting to make the self-destruction 
aint s Day h • • • • • hi h P ul reject . as ero1c and ennobhng as 1t 1s. The society w c a 

doesn~t Is corr~pt - and Whiting fills our nostrils with a stench that 
on hi col me Just from the village - but Paul's rejection also reflects 
. tnse f We k • h' ·1 lf ltnpo d • never mow qwte to what extent 1s exi e was se -

se • w d k h' respon •b' .1. e. 0 now that by choosing silence he has opted out of _is 
b 81 1 1t1es • • • 'bl ringin R , escapmg mto fantasy. He acts 1rresponsi Y m 
his rev! obert face to face with death, with the void. Robert gets 
action i n~e ~ut he has to take the responsibility for his irresponsible 
Ways 0t oing_so. !f death is what life is about, killing and dying are 
reality exploring it to the full. Neither Paul's withdrawal into un­
like nunor Robert's action in killing him are intrinsically heroic but, 
hi J., pert lik • lllself t ' e John Hogarth and like Grandier, Robert commits 
quencea o;ally by his final action, and is willing to take the conse­
Wear8 th ogether, Paul and Robert make a composite hero. Each 
sacrifice .e other's hubris turned inside out and the effect of the 
the play ls cathartic. There's even a hint of regeneration in the end of 

as th h'l e c 1 d dances with the green scarf. 
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Marching Song is a more classical play and Rupert is a less equiv~cal 
hero who has distinguished himself in the classical way- as a warrior. 
His strengths and weaknesses are both on the grand scale, as the 
Harry parallel stresses. l\Iany lesser men would treat Catherine ~ar 
better than Rupert does but his inability to pretend or compromise 
shows something of his greatness and the chiaroscuro of the langua~e 
Whiting puts into his mouth fleshes him out as a hero, though_ his 
only positive action in the play is the negative one of self-annihil~t1_0 f" 
He's not as innocent a sufferer as Oedipus and the play is less ?xplicit ~ 
nihilistic than Saint's Day. Rupert has chosen his fate in his caree\ 
the present prisoner is the victim of the past general and the presen 
suffering only a continuation of the anguish at being unable to go 0.n 
when he got stuck on the wrong side of the river. But his death i5 
cathartic. Again, Whiting brilliantly packs impressions of a. whf e 
society into a single room, and though Rupert is in no sense dpng -t 
the people, Dido's final decision to commit herself to Cathenne, ~1 e 
th h"ld' d • s · • · · £ nerat1on. e c 1 s ance 1~ . ai:1t s Day, contarns a strong hmt_o rege uch 

The reason Wh1tmg s plays are difficult to follow 1s that so J1l 
• k d • h t 'some· 18 pac e mto them. It's pointless to sneer as Tynan did t a . I 
where • ,.Ir un.,t· , . . . . . f an idea m 11 n w mg s 1magmat1on there glows a v1s1on ° . 
theatre where the playwright is freed from the necessity of attractmg 
customers, where his fastidious cadences are not tainted by cxpo~t 
to rank plebeian breath'. Whiting couldn't have written anytbin~ e 

11 ·r h 'd • d1ence so we 1 e av01ded everything that would be hard for an au 
to follow. And neither could Shakespeare. 
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