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Editor’s Note

With this second volume, The Harold Pinter Review: Essays on Contemporary 
Drama demonstrates its commitment to including work that is not directly 
related to Harold Pinter. While focusing on the work of Pinter is still the pri-
mary goal of the journal and the International Harold Pinter Society, we also 
hope to include more essays on contemporary drama and nondramatic works 
by contemporary playwrights. The focus will encourage a broader readership 
and demonstrate the impact of Pinter and his work on culture, not just drama.

We begin with a series of micro-essays developed from a peer-reviewed 
roundtable discussion entitled “Drama Drama” at the Modern Language 
Association meeting in January 2017. I asked participants to discuss the state of 
drama study in the North American academy. The short essays are reflections 
of the presentations that led to conversations among participants and audience 
members and offered a range of opinions from boldly optimistic to the sober-
ing statistics regarding the number of doctoral students studying drama to the 
state of publishing in the journal Modern Drama. All mentioned the separation 
between drama, the study of the text, and theater, the study of stagecraft, a 
division that Pinter bridged in his work as theater craftsman and writer, and a 
division that many of the roundtable participants hoped to bridge through their 
conversations and reflections.

The other micro-essays illustrate a blend of text and performance in, pun 
intended, playful ways. Originally presented as papers for the Harold Pinter 
and Drama panels at the Midwest Modern Language Association meeting held 
in Cincinnati, Ohio, in November 2017, the micro-essays are far from polished 
and complete scholarly essays. They do, however, offer close readings of their 
texts, and all are entertaining and provocative interactions with Pinter’s work, 
popular culture, politics, and academic discourse.

Judith Roof’s “The Deficient Ball Cock: Pinter’s Comic Turn” examines 
the flushing and toilet references in The Dumb Waiter and argues that these 
indicate, suggest, and gesture to the off-stage, the unseen. My own piece on 
Pinter’s The Homecoming examines the way the body is presented on stage in 
performance. Unlike Beckett’s bodies, which leak and fall apart, Pinter’s bodies, 
particularly Ruth’s body, stand triumphant, a testimony to the power the body 
has in this play. This presentation suggests, too, that theatrical performance in 
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general presents the body differently than film and television media where the 
body is frequently cut into pieces through close-ups and other camera angles. 
Lance Norman’s “Radio, Pinter, and Near Nostalgia” examines Other Places and 
concludes that the piece is a homage to an extinct genre, the radio play. Norman 
concludes with Victoria Station, and he suggests that the play suggests that 
the radio facilitates a means of intimacy and community not afforded by other 
media. Matthew Bowman’s “Let Them Eat Steak: Performance Is Dead; Long 
Live President Drumpf” echoes the stinging political pieces by Pinter. He asks 
if performance can have any effect on “the Donald” and, if so, what kind of 
theatrical spectacle would make an impression on such a showman. His piece 
suggests that drama has no effect, no political currency.

The rest of the essays are arranged chronologically and offer new perspec-
tives on Pinter’s work. Nigel Alderman’s “‘That Shed Out in the Garden’: The 
Poetics of Reference in Harold Pinter’s The Caretaker” examines Pinter’s lan-
guage using Roman Jakobson’s model of the speech event to investigate the 
realist and antirealist tendencies in Pinter’s play and influence. Pedro Querido’s 
“Considering Old Age and the Absurd in Harold Pinter’s A Slight Ache” argues 
that the play illustrates the impossibility of accepting aging. Joseph D’Ambrosi’s 
“High-Heeled Shoes and Bongo Drums: Ritual as Dramatic Convention in 
Harold Pinter’s The Lover” revisits the mythic interpretation of Pinter to demon-
strate that ritual does create tradition but offers a sense of freedom. Christine 
Lambriandis’s “Objectification, Denial and Transformation: A Feminist 
Approach to Harold Pinter’s One for the Road” uses Elaine Scarry’s important 
work, The Body in Pain, in order to show how the play exposes violations of 
human rights as a form of male supremacy. And Aaron Botwick’s “Whispering 
Together in the Dark: Rereading Samuel Beckett's Homosociality through 
Harold Pinter” reads Waiting for Godot backward through Betrayal in order to 
highlight the important connection between the two modern dramatists.

We hope this volume offers you much to think about in terms of drama, 
theater, performance, Pinter, and contemporary drama.

Ann C. Hall, editor
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FORUM
Drama Drama: The State of Drama 
Studies in the Profession

Drama and the Digital Revolution
Tamsen Wolff Princeton University

At Columbia University in 1996, director Anne Bogart told a room of MFA acting 
and directing students that theater exists in the tension between what you see 
and what you hear on stage. In order for a moment to land, she said, the audi-
ence member’s senses must be off kilter, or nudged slightly out of step. She had 
an actor demonstrate this basic principle by saying, “I love you,” while gazing 
soulfully at another student, and then say the same words while looking at her 
watch. This is a very old, even foundational idea in theater, of course, but for 
some reason it registered with me on that day for the first time.

Twenty years later, in April 2016, Joris Weijdom, senior lecturer and 
researcher at HKU Utrecht University of the Arts, gave the keynote address at 
the annual conference for IETM, an international network for contemporary 
performing arts, entitled “Mixed Reality and the Theatre of the Future.” The 
address, which you can view on Howlround.com, is an explanation of mixed 
reality, the many ways in which physical and digital objects can and will coexist 
and interact in real time, and an impassioned plea for theater-makers to take 
their place in the mixed reality revolution. At one point, he notes that after 
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some study, digital designers discovered that in a mixed-reality environment 
it’s useful not to align the participant’s physical and virtual experience perfectly. 
So, for example, if the participant is watching a virtual person touch her arm 
and a live person touches her arm but not at exactly the same time, the experi-
ence affects her more strongly than if the moments are in lockstep. The reason: 
“the moment where things don’t fit, you wake up again, because there is some 
tension between what you feel and what you see that wakes you up.” Here, and 
many times over, Weijdom illustrates how theater practices, knowledge, and 
artists are critical to and indeed way ahead of the new and rapidly changing 
digital universe in which we are all living.

This idea of the authority of theater in contemporary culture is completely 
at odds with the constant, localized fretting within the academy about the 
diminishment and relevance of drama and theater studies. Certainly theater 
has been in a defensive crouch within the academy for a very long time, if 
not for all time. In the nearly thirty years I’ve studied and taught drama and 
theater in a range of English and theater departments and programs, I can’t 
remember a time or a place in which drama, theater, and performance stud-
ies were not hanging on to one of the lower rungs of institutional power. All 
are regularly marginalized, underfunded, misunderstood, or dismissed. Then 
there’s the ever-present predictable tension between people who work in 
these fields, between drama scholars—especially if they are outside of theater 
departments—theater practitioners, and performance theorists. These divi-
sions reflect big institutional issues about resources, priorities, and equity in 
terms of tenure, rank, benefits, where disciplines are housed, and the like. 
The concerns are absolutely real, but there is also a way in which being in a 
defensive crouch for so long and so determinedly forges an ineffectual under-
dog sensibility in theater and drama studies, and, most unpromisingly, leads 
to a reluctance to articulate the breadth and centrality of what we do, to the 
academy and well beyond it.

What’s more, anxiety about the shrinking place of theater on campuses is 
largely unjustified. At a moment when BAs across the arts and humanities are 
dropping precipitously, majors in theater are holding steady. Yes, the study 
of dramatic literature, which is commonly either rolled into other courses 
within theater departments or eking out its lonely existence in English and 
other departments, is not thriving, or is doing only as well as other arts and 
humanities. But for all the ways that theater as a discipline is embattled within 
the academy—as a result of the extent and kind of labor it entails, for starters—
it’s not at a loss for undergraduates. So within a given institution if there is a 
theater department or program, then its faculty and courses most often deter-
mine if and how undergraduates study drama, how they view the relationship 
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between the methodologies of dramatic literary studies and methodologies 
of theater and performance, as well as how they conceive of the role of these 
methodologies in shaping the world. Unfortunately, for the most part this is 
a less collaborative, mutually illuminating, and forward-thinking effort than 
it should be.

We need initiatives that demonstrate the extraordinary currency and com-
bined value of drama studies, theater, and performance. Rather than asking, 
for example, can the digital humanities reinvigorate the study of drama, we 
should be asking, along with Weijdom and others, how can drama and theater 
invigorate the digital humanities and inform the digital revolution? How has 
this in fact already happened, and how is it happening now?

Here’s one example: in the fall of 2017, for orientation week at the University 
of Chicago, 1,800 incoming first-years played an alternate reality game (ARG), 
created over the previous year by faculty and students, which uses theater in 
its dramaturgy and its approaches to interactive learning, audience engage-
ment, performative role-playing, physiology and embodiment, reception, 
and the use of multiple concurrent virtual and physical spaces. Designed by 
co-directors Heidi Coleman (Theater and Performance Studies) and Patrick 
Jagoda (Cinema and Media Studies & English), with Research Lead Kristen 
Schilt (Sociology), the ARG, named the ParaSite, “uses transmedia story-
telling and gameplay that stretches across social media, augmented reality, 
virtual reality, and live action contexts” to create “a robust narrative world. 
This experience challenges students to practice twenty-first-century litera-
cies, develop resilience, and engage in active thought about diversity and 
inclusion.”

The story of the ParaSite is that a secret society was founded at U of C in 
1896 to safeguard and study a magical room that holds 121 sacred objects; the 
incoming students, organized in clusters, had to solve a mystery and rescue and 
replace the objects, which had gone missing. The students, or players, learned 
about the story, the characters, and the mission via social media, games, and 
live-action encounters. The experience began the previous May with the wel-
come letter they received from the dean of students, which contained a post-
script leading to a secret website. The goal of the ParaSite is to embed a wide 
variety of learning objectives, including team building, body awareness, time 
management, and collaborative problem-solving in its online and onsite par-
ticipatory narrative. As the first ARG to target a whole class of college students, 
the ParaSite introduced an entire campus community to some of the valuable 
ideas and strategies that theater and drama offer the world at large. The more 
ways this happens, the better.
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The Drama with Drama
Stephen Watt Indiana University

I want to organize these brief remarks by way of three points: the first two are 
interconnected, and the third might be articulated as a question. And please 
bear in mind that these originate in my perspective as an administrator for most 
of the past fifteen years, having served over five years as a department chair and, 
at present, seven and a half years as an associate dean in the College of Arts and 
Sciences at Indiana University.

The first point concerns a trend I have seen gathering force over the past 
decade or so of restructuring departments and schools, and these typically 
manifest themselves as mergers, consolidations, and the closing of depart-
ments. At Indiana, three new schools have been founded in the past decade: 
the schools of Global and International Studies, the Media School, and the 
School of Art, Architecture + Design. The birth of the Media School was partic-
ularly difficult, as an independent School of Journalism was closed, an action 
that did not endear the university to many alumni and supporters, and two 
very successful departments no longer existed in the autonomous way they 
had previously enjoyed. Many faculty, most of them younger, embraced the 
change, but many—most of them older and established—did not. Some fac-
ulty were not encouraged to pursue positions in the new School, leaving it up 
to administrators like me to broker arrangements across campus with other 
academic units. The reasons for such restructuring are numerous, but suffice 
it to say that, in the long run, one hopes that the costs of administering a single 
School as opposed to three units will decrease, the pressures of border cross-
ing for students will be reduced, and innovation can flourish. Cost reduction, 
however, in my experience is not likely to be achieved in the short term—just 
the opposite much of the time.

The study of drama, my second point, has been affected by this trend 
of consolidation; the theater department at the University of Wisconsin–
Madison, for example, recently divided in such a way that publishing drama 
scholars went in one or several directions, artists and practitioners went in 
another. But the decline of drama study in theater departments is actually 
alarmingly widespread, and here I have no desire to disparage the academic 
work of MFA-holding professors of directing or design. But it is startling, I 
think, to see both the lack of drama courses in English and language depart-
ments, on the one hand, and the declining number of drama theorists and 
historians in Theater and Performance Studies departments on the other. 
The website for the theater department at my alma mater, the University 
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of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign, for example, includes the biographies of 
thirty-three faculty, less than a half-dozen of whom are publishing scholars of 
drama and theater history. At Indiana, which a generation ago boasted one of 
the most distinguished faculties of drama and theater history in the country, 
a faculty of twenty-five in Theater, Drama, and Contemporary Dance includes 
only three Ph.D.– holders, one of whom was a visitor until this past year. 
In fact, the graduate populations of Ph.D. programs in drama and theater 
are in such significant decline at some institutions that many surely will not 
survive. Another way of saying this is that unlike the consolidations I spoke 
of a moment ago, a strategy of centralizing cognate disciplines, drama study 
has moved—often perilously so—in an opposite, decentralized direction on 
many campuses (which is one reason why so many visitors and adjuncts 
work in arts departments of all varieties). The very first bullet point trumpet-
ing the attractions of the Illinois Ph.D. program in Theater Studies make this 
pattern obvious: Doctoral students will realize “opportunities to work with 
theater faculty affiliates across the campus.”

These two points lead inexorably to this question: “Where will drama be 
taught on the twenty-first-century college and university campus?” The answer 
might be “Everywhere—or nowhere.” Teachers and scholars of drama need 
performance, but can it really be the case that serious directors, actors, or 
designers do not need drama? Of course they do. The Illinois website declares, 
“We Make Theater Makers.” And, as the associate dean for the School of Art, 
Architecture + Design at Indiana the past two years, I can echo this sentiment. 
We embrace makers of all kinds: from those who work in costume shops to 
those who require increasingly sophisticated fabrication technologies. But 
where will the serious study of drama be—where will it exist—in this new 
 culture of making?

Publishing and Modern Drama
R. Darren Gobert York University

On July 1, 2014, I became the editor of Modern Drama and began reading sub-
missions for my first issue, published in the autumn of 2015. To commemorate 
this new beginning, I prepared some prescriptive remarks about the kind of 
work I hoped to showcase in the journal, published in Modern Drama 58, no. 3. 
What I was seeking, I declared, was criticism that put aside, even showed the 
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irrelevance of, the disciplinary divide between drama and theater: work that 
moved effortlessly between close analysis of a play and close analysis of the 
ways in which that play had been actualized in performance, with the particular 
emphases or this or that cast, design team, and director. I made a case for the 
consonance of literary and theater-historical analyses, noting that book history 
was entwined with theater history, which returns us again and again to the pos-
sibilities and limitations of whatever material context—and noting, too, that the 
language of citation and iteration, so frequently invoked in performance stud-
ies, returns us again to textual criticism and literary theory. To ignore certain 
contextual elements of a performance—the way it responds to or reacts against 
not only a play’s previous performances but also a play’s critical backstory—is 
to “cheat the play of its own history,” I wrote (292).

Over two years and 250 submissions later, I am pleased with the work that 
has appeared in the journal in the twelve issues now in print or in various 
stages of production under my direction. Some of the pieces I’ve published 
find precisely the balance I encouraged: for instance, Joseph Cermatori’s work 
on Gertrude Stein (2015) or Soyica Diggs Colbert’s on Lynn Nottage (2016) or 
Kellen Hoxworth’s on The Book of Mormon (2017). But I am struck by the fact 
that the journal hasn’t published all that much scholarship that resembles what 
I hoped it would be publishing. We have received plenty of submissions from 
theater scholars, both junior and senior, that attend to plays as artifacts of past 
performances or blueprints for future ones, but focused attention on the play’s 
language is more often than not lacking. We have received many more submis-
sions from literature scholars that attend to playwrights as if they were Conrad 
or Pound, with a striking lack of awareness that “My Last Duchess” would signify 
differently if it were played by a specific performer or written for a particular 
playing space. I don’t want to suggest that there is only one way to write dra-
matic criticism or to suggest that this way is on the decline. Indeed, I would 
note that, as a perusal of other commentary by editors back to A. C. Edwards 
in 1958 has taught me, Modern Drama seems perennially to be looking for the 
same thing, which has been found only occasionally during the journal’s six 
decades (see, for example, Ackerman 2006, 3–4; Knowles 2000, 526–27). An 
article by Marvin Carlson, published in the journal in 2007, castigated Modern 
Drama for not providing “a more significant sampling of studies based . . . on 
thoughtful and provocative theatrical embodiments” (497). But Carlson forgets 
that, despite a robust submission based and an acceptance rate that averages 
15 percent, our journal like any other is shaped by the material the field’s schol-
ars send it.

And so I am less certain about the demise of drama than I am about 
the seeming intractability of certain methodological divides. These divides 
have been enshrined in disciplinary distinctions and forged in disciplinary 
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skirmishes, as Shannon Jackson has detailed in her book Professing 
Performance (2004). At my home institution, York University, I teach partially 
in the Department of English and partially in the Program in Theater and 
Performance Studies, two academic units that are housed in entirely different 
faculties: Liberal Arts, in one case, and Fine Arts, in the other. In my graduate 
courses, which are cross-listed, I am always struck by the two solitudes that 
face one another on the first day of classes. If you will permit the character 
sketch, no doubt as exaggerated as it is uncharitable, my graduate students in 
theater often arrive convinced that plays are a relic of a politically retrograde 
time, just another tool of hegemony to keep a populace docile until they are 
well and fully liberated by this spontaneous flash-mob or that unscripted 
performance event. My graduate students in English typically arrive more 
open to dramatic literature, which they come prepared dutifully to submit to 
whatever literary-theoretical paradigm they will “apply” as a “lens” (a formu-
lation that has always defeated my imagination); words such as “stage left” or 
“scrim” are foreign to them.

To be fair to both groups, we find common ground quickly enough, and 
the work these students produce looks much like the work I want to see in 
Modern Drama, and sometimes do. Last year in the journal, we published an 
article on African American radio drama by a theater scholar whose work I 
shaped by insisting he focus his historical analysis on a close reading of a par-
ticular script. And we are publishing at least two articles by literature scholars 
whose articles found sharper focus when I gave them specific productions to 
consider. I don’t mean to sound polemical or prescriptive beyond my roles 
as an editor of one journal and teacher at one institution. But I am perplexed 
at how two populations have been trained in such markedly different ways 
that common ground and even common vocabulary need to be established 
in the first place—especially when I consider that the persistent methodolog-
ical entrenchments that separate the two camps predate the birth of Modern 
Drama sixty years ago.
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Drama Drama, or How the Stage Might 

Rise Again
Ellen MacKay University of Chicago

It would seem that we are assembled here for the melancholy task of sifting 
the dying embers of the sun from which we all took nourishment. But as a 
Shakespearean who has managed to survive the global festivities of the 400th 
Deathaversary year, I feel fairly sanguine about the prospects of a field or form 
that is moribund. Dead things are never dead in academia and performance—
they pop back up after a certain term, reiterating themselves in ways we don’t 
always anticipate and don’t always love. And so I think that it will be with drama, 
which has always had a volatile departmental structure, as W. B. Worthen has 
chronicled. It may be unsustainable in its present university form, given drop-
ping Humanities enrollments and the undelimited remit of its sometime cou-
pling with Performance Studies, but drama will doubtless endure as an object 
of study in many quarters of the university. Less certain is whether it will retain 
the features that command our interest and/or love.

The question that I find especially pressing, if it is indeed possible to make 
some dent on the shape of drama’s posthumous apparition, is what might be 
done to address the asymmetries of the field. This is an old refrain, but newly 
interesting to me from my vantage as the director of a Digital Arts and Humanities 
Institute at a Big 10 University. Here are some points that I think should be borne 
in mind as we contemplate what Theater might be in a university climate of 
rampant attenuation—under the mandate that we do ever more with ever less.

1. There is an awkward stalemate at present between the ontological 
disposition of performance—specifically, that theatrical performance 
happens only in the ever-fleeing present of the live event—and the 
dissemination of prestige theater and opera ‘livecast’ productions that 
trickle down to the geographically and fiscally challenged, pre-ratified 
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as exemplary of what’s finest and best. It seems to me that there is 
an uncomfortable incommensurability of old media and new in this 
mashup that deserves further discussion. It also seems to me that the 
policies of capture and preservation now at work in such enterprises as 
Digital Theater—“the world’s biggest on demand platform specializing 
in delivering arts content”—need to be recognized as further evidence 
of the failure of Theater to address the frequent complaint that it serves 
merely as bourgeois cultural capital.

2. One reason I want to bring some attention to this wonky relation of dig-
ital cinema to analog stage has to do with the privileged position that 
digital research and creative activity play in the recent efflorescence 
of university-based humanities labs. If digital platforms drive new 
models of collaboration and dissemination and at their best motivate 
affordance- or deformance-based interventions in academic habits 
of thought, making our practices and objects new to ourselves, then 
might not theater take the lead in hands-on humanities initiatives, by 
bringing to the fore the special knowledge produced by doing or reen-
acting things (and here I am leaning on the distinctive double-sided 
nature of performance, as both an activity and its copy)? It seems to 
me that Theater ought to be the disciplinary home for an approach to 
knowledge as techne that is newly valued in a university increasingly 
imagined to be a professional training environment.

3. To keep myself to my time allowance, let me end by trying to summarize 
and remonstrate at the same time: since the onset of “Responsibility 
Centered Management,” Theater departments like ours at Indiana 
University have been saddled with the task of essentially rebroadcast-
ing a consensus version of the elite theater that is located beyond the 
reach of Midwestern audiences—a mission now made increasingly 
obsolete by digital transmissions from the National, Theater for a New 
Audience, etc., that tap the same market. I want to suggest that if Theater 
departments can sever their subsidization from the demand they deliver 
a potted version of whatever was deemed good elsewhere, then per-
haps  they can shift from echo chambers to places of entrainment, 
in which the activity of performance, rather than its dissemination, 
becomes the motive and the point of inquiry. Such a shift would have the 
advantage of making us look under the hood at theater and performance 
as epistemologies in the same way that the best digital humanities labs 
enrich our understanding of how new technologies produce different 
knowledges. It would also expand our view of drama from a canon to a 
mode of thinking and doing that is no less advantageous to the amateur 
than it is to the professional.
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Talking Drama, Teaching Writing
Craig N. Owens Drake University

I was hired, in 2003, as a tenure-track assistant professor of English at Drake 
University. While Drake boasts a vibrant theater and drama program sepa-
rate from the English department, I was hired as the “drama” professor, that 
is, the one who would conduct research and lead classes in literary-critical 
approaches to teaching and reading drama. I suspect that my own background 
in theater production—as an actor, director, and designer—had some bearing 
on my candidacy for the job, and a member of the theater department faculty 
served on my hiring committee. During the interview, I was given to understand 
that any steps I might take to begin building connections between English and 
the theater and drama department would be welcome, but that I would largely 
be on my own in doing so.

As anyone hired into a tenure-track assistant professorship knows, cre-
ating administrative and operational synergies is a low-priority undertaking 
compared with building a tenurable record of scholarship, teaching, and ser-
vice in one’s home department. And, having been trained in drama, I came 
to Drake with the ability to teach both contemporary and historically distant 
texts. So, when I wasn’t teaching directly in my specialty, I often served as 
a kind of utility infielder, covering classes for colleagues on sabbatical or 
designing courses that would fulfill both genre requirements and histori-
cal requirements for the majors. A revision of our curriculum, focusing on 
offering courses that integrate critical reading with creative, expressive, and 
analytical writing, also meant redesigning a literature course, titled “Reading 
Drama,” into a hybrid course, “Reading and Writing Drama” (emphasis 
mine). These, the usual burdens of tailoring one’s teacherly repertoire to 
suit the needs of a new institutional context, together with administrative 
duties of one kind or another and the course reassignments that supported 
them, continued to draw on any energy and intellectual reserves I might 
have thought I could devote to integrating theater arts and literary study 
single-handedly.

In short, the record I established and upon which I was tenured reflected a 
decidedly “English-department” version of drama. The considerations of per-
formance and theater production that make their way into my courses magni-
fied my literary-critical background and institutional context, which, I hasten 
to add, has always served me well in production contexts, but which may or 
may not find a cognate in the way courses on reading drama and playwrit-
ing in the theater and drama department are taught. Also, because mine is an 
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English class, these production-oriented considerations emerge less by design 
and more as the occasion warrants. Sometimes, as I am about to explain, those 
occasions arise routinely; and yet, at the same time, unexpected conversations 
about the relationship of the study of English to the practice of theater can sud-
denly disrupt otherwise comfortable and serviceable disciplinary assumptions, 
and can do so in a way that is, in fact, salutary.

“Reading and Writing Drama” is a lower-division class that asks students to 
critically examine and discuss twentieth-century and contemporary one-act 
plays as a means toward writing one of their own. In reading and discussing 
the plays, our goal is to identify, isolate, and analyze the maneuvers by which 
the texts—and here I emphasize texts—create a variety of effects. The stu-
dents write weekly response papers in which they are to quote a single line 
or brief exchange from the assigned play and explain what effect it produces, 
and, reading the passage closely, how it does so. We consider word choice, 
punctuation, syntax, and grammar; we look at verb tenses and moods; and 
we imagine alternative ways that the same idea might have been phrased to 
produce quite different effects. Our method, then, is rooted in painstaking 
close reading.

The course enrolls both English and theater majors, and so, shortly into 
every semester, one of the theater students will inform me and the rest of the 
class that the meaning and effect of a particular line—usually something from 
Pinter—depends on how the actor delivers it. “After all,” they’ll say, as if it were 
so obvious as to barely need saying, “a script is just a starting point.” So used to 
these remarks am I that my response is practically memorized by now. It goes 
something like this:

Yes, that’s true, in a way. But in this class, we’re not thinking like 
actors. We’re thinking like playwrights. And to think like playwrights, 
first we have to face the fact that once the script is in the hands of 
a director, designer, and troupe of actors, they will do everything 
in their power to screw up what we’ve tried to say. They’ll find the 
most unlikely modes of delivery; they’ll set it to music; they’ll cos-
tume your outer-space, futuristic masterpiece as if it were set among 
a pre-Columbian North-American tribe of mimes. As a playwright, 
your job is to minimize the director’s and actors’ propensity to mis-
interpret your lines. It’s a losing battle, since ambiguity is built into 
language, and since we won’t ever get the last word; but, it’s a battle 
we have to fight if we want to write plays—and language is the only 
weapon we have. Against the actor’s insistence that characters are 
made up of motivations, through-lines, sense images, personal histo-
ries, psychological depth, and human flesh, we have to  continuously 
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remind ourselves that characters are made of words. And so we have 
to use words to convey our intentions in the most iron-clad way 
we can.

Usually, that does it. Most of the time, the obviously over-the-top rhetoric of 
this rant—stopping just short of “Cry God for Harold Pinter and Sam Beckett”— 
elicits laughter, particularly from the creative writing majors and the theater 
people majoring in design, stage management, and costuming, who have 
already had it up to here with the acting majors and their incessant vocal rest.

But in spring 2017, the theater majors seethed; I knew at once that I had lost 
them (this was in week 5) or at least any stage credibility I might have had, how-
ever well I may have performed my role. They objected, argued, pouted, rolled 
their eyes, harrumphed, and gloated by turns. Everything, they had somehow 
come to understand, came down to the actors and their innate ability to intuit 
and convey the inner meaning—the “subtext”—of their lines. Without the actors 
on their side, playwrights are, after all, irrelevant.

The next class period, I came determined to earn their respect back, and 
to offer another way into the question of text and performance, one that went 
beyond acknowledging the differences in the way an English course in play-
writing might differ from a theater course in script analysis, and tried to convey 
the genuine regard I feel toward actors and directors and designers; after all, 
it was, as I’ve said, through acting and directing that I myself came to drama, 
and over the past two days, I had come to see the terms in which I routinely 
dismissed these ways of reading drama as a kind of neoformalist snobbery. I am 
not, by any means, renouncing my views that a play-text can be as complete and 
whole and valid an artistic achievement as a fully mounted production can be: 
Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, for instance, amply rewards reading and rereading. In 
fact, more than a handful of productions have diminished, not enlarged, the text 
they began from, some almost irreparably so. But I should also admit that some 
plays absolutely require a very compelling production to save them from their 
own banality or simple-mindedness or nauseating melodrama (Tracy Letts’s 
August, Osage County springs to mind as one of these). Still, what I had gotten 
wrong, in my attempt to turn my students’ focus away from the stage and back 
toward the page, was largely the manner in which I presented my case, more 
exorcism than evangelism.

So, in that next class, I brought, as a starting point for discussion, a chart 
comparing the way we use the terms “meaning,” “character,” and “intention” in 
the realms of real life, theatrical production, and textual analysis. For instance, 
whereas in real life we think of the word “meaning” to include the intentions of 
actual human beings, in textual analysis it depends much more on the interplay 
between the symbolic choices an author makes and the interpretive dispositions 
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of the readers; in theater, the term “meaning” is further  complicated by actors’ 
and directors’ interpretations and the effect of the entire theater apparatus. By 
examining both the similarities and differences among how we use common 
terms inside and outside the theater context, we were able, then, to begin 
talking about the nature of academic disciplines and disciplinary conventions; 
we spoke of how a reader, writer, and performer come to texts with different 
goals, not just different epistemologies. And we engaged in dialogue about 
how we can all learn something by thinking across the disciplinary and pro-
fessional boundaries surrounding us. For instance, writers must be mindful of 
the material limits of the stage, the constraints on the representation of time 
and space, the essentially collaborative nature of meaning-making in theater, 
and the degree to which inner states of mind must be made legible through 
language and gesture to be meaningful on stage. Likewise, actors need to come 
to a realization that meaning in language always depends upon the conventions 
of a symbolic system: No amount of meditation on motivation alone can bring 
an actor to a reliable understanding of what a speech or a line or even a word 
might be capable of meaning. Course evaluations told me there were a couple 
holdouts who decided that the class just hadn’t been for them. But most ended 
up finding value in the experience and appreciated what they perceived to be 
my appreciation for the interpretive validity of production.

Still, it was only during the question-and-answer session that took place 
not in my class, but a year later at the “Drama Drama” panel at the January 
2017 Modern Language Association’s annual convention in Philadelphia, that 
I began to see that my account of this experience, and my implicit lament that 
there isn’t strong enough institutional support for cross-disciplinary teaching 
and learning in drama, relied on a latent sense of English’s superiority to theater 
studies. “Yes, theater happens,” the subtext of my remarks said, “but it doesn’t 
require the rigor and acumen demanded by literary study.” At the MLA panel, 
a series of questions—about what we in English—in particular, as teachers 
of writing—could learn from theater and performance—invited me to think 
through the inverse of this relationship.

The overall sense that English does interpretation better than other disci-
plines, with which I walked into that panel, derived from a particular  privilege—
the privilege of not having to have anything to show for my interpretation except 
for my interpretation. When I present a reading of, say, Othello or Bernard 
Shaw’s prefaces or Harold Pinter’s drama, I am by and large reporting on an 
encounter between a fixed text and the relatively more fluid capabilities of 
my interpretive faculties. The stakes of getting an interpretation “wrong” are 
pretty low, even if my work gets past an editor or a reviewer; the institutional 
resources invested in my drama criticism are minimal and the outcome, for 
better or worse, has almost no palpable effect on any other human life but mine.
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Theatrical production, particularly when it either answers to the expectation 
of financial investors or serves an educational purpose, is a much higher-stakes 
venture than literary-critical interpretation alone. In the educational context 
alone, massive resources of time, energy, and treasure make a single produc-
tion possible, and those expenditures always bear an opportunity cost: when 
a college or university invests many thousands of dollars into a full-scale pro-
duction of a play, it has decided, in most cases, not to spend those dollars on 
something else: lab equipment, administrative assistance, a new H-VAC system, 
more bandwidth, what have you. And so, the freedom to play imaginatively in 
response to a script is constrained by the quite justifiable expectation that a 
high-quality production be mounted on time and within budget.

By contrast, as an English professor I am unencumbered by resource con-
straints in deciding what texts to assign, what learning outcomes to pursue, 
and what assignments to give. Even as a playwright and a teacher of play-
writing, I can ignore the constraints of any particular theater in conceptual-
izing and crafting my work and in assessing students’ work. It finally does not 
matter, in my class, whether a play could actually be produced, because the 
goals we are pursuing in that course have to do with language and interpreta-
tion, not with production. And so, when I complain, as I have often done, that 
theater students’ seem compelled to limit rather than open interpretive pos-
sibility and that production, as the goal of reading, places severe constraints 
on meaning making, I am, in a sense, complaining about the difference 
between material realities, each of which obtains in a different disciplinary 
space. If, however, I treated my students’ time, patience, attention, and effort 
as a resource as limited and valuable as the resources that sustain theatrical 
production, might my pedagogy and my expectations change? I don’t know, 
because it’s a question I have only begun to think about, but I imagine that 
the answer is “yes.”

In addition to being mindful about the wise use of scarce resources to achieve 
particular, definite goals, the performing arts may teach us in the more contem-
plative disciplines something about the idea of performance itself. We—that 
is, those of us whose professional activities do not place us before patrons of 
the theater—often use the word “performance” to describe what students do 
in our classes. They perform well or not so well on exams, writing assignments, 
and quizzes, for instance; but, if we thought of these “performances” in the 
same way an actor or director might, how might our understanding of student 
accomplishment change? If “homework” was conceived of as a kind of prac-
tice, if the classroom or the blank page was imagined as rehearsal space, and 
if formal assignments were thought of as performances in the theatrical sense, 
might we not discover a vocabulary for engaging students more meaningfully 
in the work of learning?
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Finally, as we in the traditional humanities continually invent excuses for 
not doing student-learning assessment or not doing it very well or doing it only 
half-heartedly, the performing and fine arts have integrated assessment into 
the very materiality of their practices. When a production opens in the theater, 
the work of the director, designers, technicians, stage management team, and 
actors is on public display, inviting critical and evaluative responses. Student 
learning, in other words, is fully on display, available for assessment. Studio 
performances and juries in music departments and studio critique and juried 
exhibitions in the visual arts are so central to both formative and summative 
assessment, and the responsibility for carrying them out so frequently shared 
among the faculty, that the silly platitudes of us humanists, who say things like 
“You can’t assess interpretation” or “I just know when a student in my class 
‘gets it,’” wither. If the fine and performing arts can muster the courage to put 
student and faculty work alike on display and to engage in serious, rigorous, and 
systematic assessment of teaching and learning, then certainly we, who teach 
writing and literary study, can, too. Assessment, after all, through performance 
and juries, has never been seen to undermine the project of learning in the 
fine and performing arts, and, indeed, serves as a means toward continuous 
improvement in student and faculty work alike.

And so, in addition to expressing the wish that we might more fully inte-
grate performance-based and text-based approaches to reading, criticism, and 
interpretation across disciplinary divides, I want also to express a commitment 
to learning from my colleagues in the arts, particularly about pedagogy and 
assessment. The possibility of this kind of engagement is precisely what my 
more-or-less scripted response to student resistance in my reading and writing 
drama class worked against. I will, I confess, be sorry to give up that monologue: 
it has been a fun role to play, and it has allowed a lot of self-indulgent and 
self-righteous scenery-chewing. I won’t give up on trying to introduce students 
to the disciplinary assumptions we make as writers and readers in an English 
department; but I will remember that the meaning and effect of what I wish to 
share with them depends a lot on how I deliver the lines.
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The Deficient Ballcock
Pinter’s Comic Turn

Judith Roof Rice University

ABSTRACT

In Harold Pinter’s The Dumb Waiter the toilet that fails to flush figures,  parallels, 
and announces Ben and Gus’s avoidance of what they already know: that the 
next shot will be one of their own. A representative of off-stage space and 
unseen motivations, the toilet punctuates, signals, and interrupts their gradual 
movement towards revelation.
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Toilet, comic turn, timing

The word in the title in which I am most interested is—wait for it—“turn.” Now 
admittedly, I put that word in there in the first place but, I swear, innocently. 
People talk about a “comic turn” and I just copied that phrase. It sounded so 
title-like. The word “turn” comes from the old French tour meaning revolution 
or rotation, usually on something like a lathe, also called a tornus, if you know 
what a lathe is.

Quickly metaphorical, “turn” also began to mean transformation or change. 
Turn turned. “Comic turn” in contemporary parlance, hence, means a sudden 
turn to the comic from something else, the character of that something else 
from which it has turned is—well, we are not sure, but are more or less sure that 
whatever that was only becomes comic after the turn, in retrospect. The comic 
turn has a sketchy history, at least in critical parlance. There is, for example, an 
entire scholarly book titled Gothic and the Comic Turn (Avril Turner and Sue 
Zlosnik). According to the MLA bibliography, in addition to the Goths, Joseph 
Conrad has a comic turn, as do comic books and graphic novels and some 
renaissance drama, but mostly critics do not take the comic turn as their object 
of study. Perhaps it is not the comic turn’s turn.

But Harold Pinter’s comedy almost always arrives as a comic turn or turns 
on some comedy. In The Dumb Waiter the comedy does not depend upon 
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objects found, displaced, and/or sent away; it depends upon the functioning 
of a  ballcock, a deficient ballcock.

The term “ballcock” in itself may enact a comic turn, sounding, as it does, like 
a touristic description of a game bird dressed for a dance, or something Alfred 
Jarry already described in his essay on the “Shuttlecock,” or even some surrealist 
description of a firearm with its cock and ball ammunition, or as Gus enthuses, it 
could refer to Tottenham Hotspur’s team logo (as my student Alan Kim pointed 
out), or finally, perhaps, simply a jargon portrait of male genitals. It turns out that 
a ballcock is a device for controlling the inflow of water in a toilet tank. When low-
ered by a drop in the water level caused by the release of the toilet flapper attached 
to the pull chain, a lever with a floating ball on the end gradually rises with the 
water level in the tank until the lever gets to the point where it shuts off the inflow 
valve. The ballcock is, thus, a device that passively turns things on and off, includ-
ing maybe the comic. Flaccid—ON, raised—OFF, it controls the flow of things.

Obviously this ballcock is perverse in so far as its operative attitudes are 
the opposite of what we might think. But what would it mean for a ballcock to 
be “deficient” and how does defining it as such produce a comic turn? In The 
Dumb Waiter, the issue of the ballcock arises during the many times Gus leaves 
the room to visit the loo. Not only do these absences evoke some nether side of 
things, some competing focus, they also suggest some species of incontinence, 
nervousness, or the need to occupy the time while waiting. But timing becomes 
the issue as the loo’s functioning is always out of sync, off-time, either noticeably 
absent, or suddenly and markedly present. And this cock and ball story may not 
only involve plumbing.

But to turn for a moment to Gus’s off-stage eliminations and the persistent 
failures of the evacuation apparatus. Compared to the ever-present Ben, who 
never leaves the room, Gus spends significant portions of time out of the room—
and off-stage. Gus first wanders off, left, before either character has said a word. 
Ben, who is lying on a bed reading a newspaper, “slams the paper down on the 
bed and glares after him” (129). While Ben continues to read, “A lavatory chain is 
pulled twice off, left, but the lavatory does not flush” (129). There is silence before 
Gus rejoins Ben. Although what I am quoting is from the play’s stage directions, 
there is a curious feature to this description. It offers the action of pulling the 
lavatory chain in the passive voice. It “is pulled.” Although we may assume Gus 
pulled the chain, we really don’t know. And how do we know it is a lavatory 
chain in the first place? Do such chains have some characteristic sound? Is this 
an assumption? Supposition?

Suspending cause with the sound of the chain, the play turns, comically 
perhaps, to Gus’s return and Ben’s description of a news item about an eighty-
seven-year-old man, who, in trying to cross a crowded street, crawls under 
a lorry, which runs him over. Gus responds, “Incredible,” and after another 
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silence shakes his head, turns, and exits. Ben again reclines to read his paper. 
“The lavatory chain is pulled once off left, but the lavatory does not flush” (130). 
This time again passive voice, pulled by someone, we don’t know who, assume 
it is Gus, but again the loo does not flush. Cause and no effect. There is now 
a bit saved up. Potential energy, the loo tank’s stored water called thrice. 
We don’t know if there were any additional contributions to the bowl. Gus 
re-enters.

BEN: What are you doing out there?
GUS: Well, I was just—
BEN: What about the tea?
GUS: I’m just going to make it. (130)

Notice the incongruity of the verb tenses and the way Ben’s questions and 
Gus’s answers do not quite mesh. Although Gus is back in the room, Ben asks 
him what he is doing out there in present tense. Gus offers a partial answer. 
We don’t know whether he simply pauses or Ben interrupts him. It could be 
either and each possibility offers a different interpretation, a different view of 
their relation. If Gus pauses, it could be because he does not want to mention 
his excretory activities or perhaps he really is doing something else, ruminat-
ing, worrying, moving about because he is bored or anxious. If Ben interrupts, 
it could be because he either knows the answer or really doesn’t want to know.

Ben changes the subject—turns—asking Gus about the tea. Gus turns things 
again, answering in the future tense—not “I was just going to make it” which 
would offer one response to his forays off-stage, but “I’m just going to make it,” 
which implies an escape, relieved, happy, dutiful from Ben’s first query. The 
short exchange is like a turning polygonal solid, whose facets each bear some 
oblique relation to one another. And it turns again as Gus describes the design 
on the provided crockery, which suggests that some time on his foray he had 
explored what passed for a kitchen.

After Ben describes another newspaper item, this time a feature about a girl 
of eight killing a cat, observed by her eleven-year-old brother (which they both 
read, in a more cynical turn, as the brother killing the cat and blaming it on his 
sister), Gus begins to ask about their upcoming task, about when “he” is “getting 
in touch.” Moving to the foot of Ben’s bed, Gus begins the following exchange:

GUS: “Well, I was going to ask you something.”
BEN: What?
GUS: Have you noticed the time that tank takes to fill?
BEN: What tank?
GUS: In the lavatory.
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BEN: No. Does it?
GUS: Terrible.
BEN: Well, what about it?
GUS: What do you think’s the matter with it?
BEN: Nothing.
GUS: Nothing?
BEN: It’s got a deficient ballcock, that’s all.
GUS: A deficient what?
BEN: Ballcock.
GUS: No? Really?
BEN: That’s what I should say.
GUS: Go on! That didn’t occur to me. (132–33)

Essentially in this exchange Ben characterizes a “deficient ballcock” as “noth-
ing.” Gus doesn’t even know that such deficiency might be a problem.

But what exactly is a “deficient ballcock”? If the loo’s ballcock regulates the 
inflow of water to the reserve tank, what would constitute deficiency in terms of 
flush? A ballcock that is not working properly would either not open the valve 
sufficiently to admit enough water to the reserve tank, or it would fail to turn 
the valve off, producing a toilet that “runs.” If there is not enough water, there 
would be little on hand to flush, but the loo would still flush whatever is there 
into the bowl because pulling the chain opens the flapper that blocks water 
from going into the toilet bowl in the first place. The pull chain has nothing to 
do with the ballcock, but everything to do with the flapper. A deficient ballcock 
actually would not account for the lack of a flush unless it never opened the fill 
valve at all, but even then, pulling the chain would open the flapper that rests 
between the storage tank and the toilet bowl.

But let’s not get technical. Perhaps “deficient ballcock” does not refer to the 
plumbing at all, but to something else. Ben and Gus continue to converse, Gus tell-
ing Ben that he didn’t have “a restful sleep,” that “he could have done with another 
blanket,” as he notices a photo of a cricket team. Then wandering around the room, 
Gus wishes he had “a bit of a view” and complains that he never gets to see the 
scenery. When Ben reminds him he only works once a week, Gus complains that 
he has to be “on tap.” Ben suggests that his plaints are linked to Gus’s “lack of inter-
ests,” as he lists his own. As Gus asks Ben, “You got any cigarettes? I’ve run out.” 
“The lavatory flushes off left,” and Gus comments, “There she goes” (135). A turn.

In retrospect all has been suspended awaiting this flush. However uncon-
sciously, we all listen for this closure, this signifier of completion, which in 
this case doesn’t seem to signal anything at all, except perhaps the loo’s thin 
stream. The conversation between Gus and Ben continues, Gus complaining 
about the lack of amenities, Ben wishing he would make tea, when Gus asks a 
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new question, perhaps the one he was going to ask earlier when he sidetracked 
himself into water closets:

GUS: Eh, I’ve been meaning to ask you.
BEN: What the hell is it now?
GUS: Why did you stop the car this morning, in the middle of that road?
BEN (lowering the paper): I thought you were asleep.
GUS: I was, but I woke up when you stopped. You did stop, didn’t you? 

(pause)
In the middle of that road. It was still dark, don’t you remember? I 

looked out. It was all misty. I thought perhaps you wanted to kip, but 
you were sitting up dead straight, like you were waiting for something.

BEN: I wasn’t waiting for anything.
GUS: I must have fallen asleep again. What was that all about then? Why 

did you stop?
BEN (picking up the paper): We were too early. (135–36)

Like the loo, their procedure was interrupted in medias res. The car stopped in 
the middle of the road. The timing was off. They were “too early.” Curious how 
like the failure to flush this incident is, how off the timing, how incomplete the 
action, stalled in medias res.

Stalled themselves, or at least in time while awaiting orders, Ben and Gus 
continue their conversation. An envelope appears under the door. It contains 
matches. It simply appears without agent, without delivery person, without cause. 
A flush without cause, an envelope without messenger. After a discussion about 
whether one lights the gas or the kettle, which like the ballcock has only at best a 
metonymical relation to the flapper, lighting the kettle displays a similar meton-
ymy, a detachment of cause/effect where the agent has become displaced in 
action. This displacement is itself a displacement, a turn that might be comic, that 
might be superficial if it were not for the feeling that Ben’s and Gus’s tussles over 
cause and effect are the displaced tussles over something else. They breathe hard.

And the off-stage space is not done poking them. A dumbwaiter in the wall 
between the beds suddenly descends with a written order for food. An effect 
appears, again absent a cause, as if in medias res. The timing is yet again wrong. 
Attention turns; the comedy veers back to machinic slapstick. If a pulled loo 
chain does not flush a loo, a dumbwaiter delivers orders in a place without 
either kitchen or food. Gus and Ben are puzzled. After messing with the dumb-
waiter for a while, Ben suggests they get “ready,” putting on his tie and holster.

Ready now for their assignment (though Gus needs an Alka-Seltzer), Ben 
gives Gus his instructions, line by line to be repeated back. They return to their 
opening spots, Ben reading the paper on his bed, and Gus wandering off left for 
a glass of water. The speaking tube whistles; the message arrives.
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The lavatory flushes.
Gus stumbles in from the right, stripped of his hit man outfit. The two stare. 

There are no more turns, comic or otherwise. It could be that the comic turn is 
not so much a turn to comedy as away from it, that underlying comedy is this 
essential tragedy, like Ionesco’s The Killer, each player facing a nemesis who has 
been waiting there all along, gathering, hovering in a tank, waiting to fall. And 
the off-stage world, the source of unseen causes, like ourselves, hovering there 
as well, knowing and not knowing all along, arrested in mid-flush.

JUDITH ROOF is the author of The Comic Event and six other monographs as well 
as many essays on the works of Harold Pinter, Samuel Beckett, Percival Everett, 
Marguerite Duras, and others. She is professor and William Shakespeare Chair 
in English at Rice University.
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Drowning in Your Own Blood
Embodiment in Pinter’s The Homecoming

Ann C. Hall University of Louisville

ABSTRACT

Presented at the MMLA in November 2017, this essay examines the 
 representation of the body in Harold Pinter’s The Homecoming, arguing that 
Pinter’s representation of the body differs from other modern dramatists 
such as Samuel Beckett and Sarah Kane. While admittedly participating in 
the dismembering of the body as Beckett and Kane do, Pinter’s work not only 
re-members the body but also demonstrates its power and importance to 
theatrical art forms.

KEYWORDS

Pinter, The Homecoming, the body, theatricality, Beckett

Sparagmos, murder, beheading, hearts on pikes, and compulsive hand- 
washing. Bodies in theater and drama are always causing a stir. For modern 
drama, Beckett is perhaps one of the most notorious agitators of the body, 
with people buried up to their waists—then necks—in sand, and ruby lips 
somehow suspended in darkness, speaking. And then there was Sarah Kane 
who “blasted” onto to the stage trailing clouds of body parts. By comparison, 
Pinter’s bodies look reassuringly solid, and nowhere is that more apparent 
than The Homecoming (1965). In it, Pinter does not dismember only. Instead, 
he  re- members the body in a way that provides a great sense of, if not the 
body’s inherent power, its theatricality. A variation on The Bacchae, The 
Homecoming presents a group of men dismembering or attempting to dis-
member Ruth. They all want a piece of her, but Ruth is no Pentheus—she 
retains her parts and uses them to gain power over both the men and her 
audiences.

The relationship between the body and theater has always been close. The 
theater, unlike many other media, presents the body in its fullest form. Unlike 
film and television, which dismember the body through close-ups, angles, and 
shots, in the theater we see the entire body of all participants—unless, of course, 
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we are in a Jacobean drama, a Beckett play, or a Kane work, or if we happen 
to be in an anatomy theater. Contemporary critical studies have complicated 
the body through its emphasis on performance, by casting all representations 
of the body as performative and blurring the separation between real bodies 
and performed bodies. But Pinter, particularly in The Homecoming, seems to 
be rescuing the body from this postmodern and theoretical rendering, without 
idealizing the body in any way.

That is not to say that The Homecoming is not filled with Beckettian bodies. 
Smelly half-dressed men inhabit the opening scene, and as if to underscore the 
male characters’ tendency to dissect, Max opens the play with “What have you 
done with my scissors?” (185).1 Within moments, Max also asserts his physical 
dominance over Lenny: “You think I wasn’t a tearaway? I could have taken 
care of you, twice over” (186). He recalls his pal MacGregor and his physical 
dominance: “We’d walk into a place, the whole room’s stand up, they’d make 
way to let us pass” (186). Max’s attitude toward his own body and Mac’s is very 
positive, powerful, and whole. His memories of his wife, however, after an initial 
sentimental moment, deteriorate into bodily sludge: “Mind you, she wasn’t 
such a bad woman. Even though it made me sick to look at her rotten stinking 
face, she wasn’t such a bad bitch. I gave her the best bleeding years of my life, 
anyway” (188). “Best bleeding years.” Images of violence, life, and menstruation 
are evoked. And within moments the play establishes its ambivalence toward 
the body. Max continues to assert his bodily presence as he discusses the way 
he used work with horses and bet on them: “I always had the smell of a horse. 
I could smell him. And not only the colts but the fillies” (188). In addition to 
his sense of touch and smell, Max has an “eye” for horses. “I’d look her in the 
eye . . . I could tell if she was a stayer or not” (188). In a word, Max attempts to 
establish his prowess through his body—its fullness, strength, and power, while 
simultaneously dismembering others, as well as his own gifted senses: touch, 
smell, and sight.

Lenny counters by changing the subject and attacks Max based on his poor 
abilities as a cook, his inability to feed the body. Sam enters and proudly dis-
cusses his skill at taking bodies from one place to another as a chauffeur who 
knows how to keep his distance: “I don’t press myself on people” both figu-
ratively and literally (191). In contrast, Joey returns from the gym where he is 
training to be a boxer, to use his body in sport and combat. Max offers him 
classic advice—“you’ve got to learn how to defend yourself, and you’ve got to 
learn how to attack” (195). And as the play progresses, it is clear that Joey does 
not have the power over his body that one might expect from a boxer. Not only 
does his elderly father punch him to the floor, but he also admits that he can be 
happy with Ruth without “going the whole hog” (242).
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With Teddy and Ruth’s arrival, it is clear that Teddy has been suffocating Ruth 
in many ways. He will not even let her go out for a walk, for a bit of air, “why do 
you want a breath of air?” he asks (201). Lenny mimics Teddy’s strategy when 
he first meets Ruth. He attempts to establish dominance through his stories 
of abusing women. In one of the most famous scenes, he tells Ruth he’s met a 
diseased woman and chooses not to sleep with her, keeping his own body in 
tact. Ruth asks, “How did you know she was diseased,” and he responds saying, 
“I decided she was” (208). And this is pretty much the way bodies work in this 
house until Ruth arrives. The men vie for power and the body and its parts are 
part of the game.

But with Ruth, who was a “model for the body” (232), and her decision to 
breathe air when she wants, drink water when she wants, and dance when she 
wants, the family dynamic is disturbed. She has clearly shaken Lenny up, so 
when his father enters the room at the end of the scene, he asks about his con-
ception. Max is enraged saying, “You’ll drown in your own blood” (213). Given 
the manners of men, it cannot be that Max is too squeamish to talk about sex, 
too in love with Jesse to besmirch her memory. Rather, the image suggests a 
moment when Max was not in control, not completely in power, losing fluid 
like an old battery.

As the family grows to accept Ruth as a mother, not a whore, the tensions 
in the family subside. They smoke. They have a meal. Teddy and Lenny dis-
cuss philosophy. Ruth interrupts, reminding the men that her leg moves, but 
it also moves her underwear, and that her lips move as well, which may be 
more important than the words that come through the lips. We are focused on 
the body, her body. And while she emphasizes the parts, the leg, the under-
wear, the lips, the entire speech integrates these parts. She is fully present 
on stage.

As the men plan to “put her on the game” (246), basically selling her pieces 
on the open market as a prostitute, Ruth begins to make demands. She dismisses 
her husband, Teddy, and asks for rooms and a wardrobe. As these negotiations 
ensue, Sam enters, having returned from work. He announces that MacGregor 
had Jesse in the back of the car, which might explain Max’s feelings toward his 
dead wife in the earlier scenes, but the play does not let us linger on that realistic 
or melodramatic interpretation for long because as Sam makes this confession, 
he passes out, falls over. His body cannot handle the truth about MacGregor’s 
body and Jesse’s body.

The men completely ignore both the confession and the collapse. They 
are driving a hard bargain with Ruth. They try to divide her up as Lear divides 
his kingdom, they seek equity regarding access. But in the end, Ruth retains 
her control of her own body, a body that enjoys not going the whole hog with 
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Joey, enjoys dancing with Lenny, and enjoys walking alone in the night. She 
 establishes her dominance and her fully functional body when she takes over 
Max’s chair. The body is important here. Without it she would not establish 
herself. Pinter may be reminding a world removed from the body that despite 
its leaks, weaknesses, and desires, it is all we have. Further, by seeing the body 
in action, as opposed to the pieces presented on film and television, theater, 
too, reminds us of the body’s importance and power.

ANN C. HALL  is the chair of the Department of Comparative Humanities at 
the University of Louisville. She has published widely on drama, theater, and 
performance. She currently edits a theater series for Palgrave-Macmillan and 
serves as president of the International Harold Pinter Society.

NOTE

1. All citations are from Harold Pinter, The Homecoming, in The Essential Harold Pinter: Selections 

from the Work of Harold Pinter (New York: Grove Press, 2001), 181–256.
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Radio, Pinter, and Near Nostalgia
Lance Norman Lansing Community College

ABSTRACT

Other Places (1982) is Harold Pinter’s post-nostalgic trilogy on the potential of 
the radio play. The trilogy relegates the radio play to a temporal memorial to 
fecundity as much as a modality. Other Places reflects on the temporal place 
that can no longer be visited as much more than a museum piece: the radio 
play. With Family Voices, Other Places begins by questioning what happens to 
the power and impact of a radio play when it must move on to other places as the 
radio play ceases to be a viable place for theatrical consumption. Other Places 
moves on to A Kind of Alaska which offers the most traditionally Pinteresque 
part of the performance by embracing the Aristotelian unities. In concluding 
with Victoria Station, Pinter offers a play about radio and leaves his audience 
with one of the most optimistic visions of community and intimacy in his canon.

KEYWORDS

Radio, nostalgia, realism, family

Despite Nextradio’s annoyingly aggressive pitch awaiting me seemingly every 
time I start my car, I cannot help but view the attempts to bottle and market 
radio to a twenty-first-century audience to be quaint, and retro. The Nextradio 
website promises radio that is

always free, always connected. The NextRadio app is the best way to 
experience the music, sports and talk you love on FM radio. NextRa-
dio lets you tune to every local FM station by using your smartphone’s 
built-in FM chip. And with the new option to stream on unsupported 
devices, it is THE BEST way to connect to live radio [emphasis in 
original].

I am struck by Nextradio’s simultaneous embracing of cutting-edge technology 
and the accompanying advertising campaign’s decision to cynically commodify 
nostalgia with a particularly cloying riff on Abbott and Costello’s “Who’s on 
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First” routine. Confusion over “who” is replaced by perpetual  misunderstanding 
surrounding the company’s use of “next.” The ad promises satisfaction of anti-
quated entertainment needs by merging new technology with the old despite 
the ad content betraying the larger message by announcing that the modern 
world had deformed the content if not the consumer’s very desire. After all, 
the ad is a poor substitute for the actual vaudeville routine. Efforts to revive the 
old technology connote absence and loss. Such refutation of nostalgia in favor 
of nothing more than despair tinged with ennui (intentional or not) leads me 
to suspect members from at least one advertising firm are students of modern 
drama if not the Pinteresque.

As a twenty-first-century consumer of Pinter, I cannot help but view Other 
Places (1982) as an antecedent to an ad that values and insists upon the essen-
tial nature of a medium that is no longer necessary for its content.1 Pinter’s 
post-nostalgic trilogy on the potential of the radio play struggles to see the 
medium as content after the technology has moved on, relegating the radio 
play to a temporal memorial to fecundity as much as a modality. The trilogy 
begins with the familiar Family Voices. Family Voices is a revival—a staging of 
a radio play from the previous year. The second play in Other Places is A Kind 
of Alaska—something between a remake and an adaptation “inspired by 
Awakenings by Oliver Sacks M.D.” (151). The trilogy finally breaks new ground 
with its concluding entry, Victoria Station. Ironically, Victoria Station is both 
the only part of the playbill without literary antecedent, and the entry that is 
most dedicated to celebrating the impossibility of nostalgia. Taken together, 
Other Places reflects on the temporal place that can no longer be visited as 
much more than a museum piece: the radio play. With Family Voices, Other 
Places begins by questioning what happens to the power and impact of a radio 
play when it must move on to other places as the radio play ceases to be a viable 
place for theatrical consumption. Other Places continues with A Kind of Alaska, 
which offers the most traditionally Pinteresque (and theatrical) part of the per-
formance by embracing the Aristotelian unities. In concluding with Victoria 
Station, Pinter offers a play about radio and leaves his audience with one of 
the most optimistic and unapologetically hopeful (if ultimately unreachable) 
visions of community and intimacy in his canon.

Family Voices promises an aurality over materiality as the characters are lin-
eated as Voice 1, 2, and 3. The radio play embraces the performative potency of 
impotence. Divorced of bodies these voices (I refrain from categorizing them 
as characters) perpetually construct their material existence (and the material 
existences of each other) through the utterance. Early in the play Voice 1 (nar-
ratively, the son) writes to his mother and seems to confidently construct an 

LANCE NORMAN
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idyllic future community that through its very vocalization seems to create a 
differentiation from the present:

I expect to make friends in the not so distant future.
I expect to make girlfriends too.
I expect to meet a very nice girl. Having met her, I shall bring her 
home to meet my mother. (132)

Voice 2 (narratively, the mother) continues the transformation from plural to 
singular and moves the relationship along very quickly as she imagines a tem-
poral deferred space that will provide a communal integration:

I often think that I would love to live happily after with you and your 
young wife. And she would be such a lovely wife to you and I would 
have the occasional dinner with you both. A dinner I would be quite 
happy to cook myself, should you both be tired after your long day as 
I’m sure you would be. (134)

Voice 1’s expectation of an idealized future communal space is spatial as well as 
temporal. On the one hand introducing a nice girl to mother seems to be a differ-
ent temporal space and a more idealized familial space than that exhibited in the 
recent past through Jane juggling the bun dropped by Voice 1 with her toes, and 
using said bun to calm her toes, and Riley sitting at the edge of Voice 1’s bath and 
admiring his frame after dismissing some imposters claiming to be Voice 1’s family.

On the other hand, the boarding house where Voice 1 is staying is referred to 
as a home that is “extremely pleasant,” and he is trying to come to terms with the 
fact that at least some of the people in the boarding house are “a relation. Of a 
sort” (144). The problem arises that unlike the future expectations of a home that 
includes Mother and girlfriend these familial relations are a little more cloudy:

What relation?
Is Lady Withers Jane’s mother or sister?
If either is the case why isn’t Jane called Lady Jane Withers? Or 
 perhaps she is.
Or perhaps neither is the case? Or perhaps Mrs. Withers is actually 
the Honourable Mrs Withers? But if that is the case what does that 
make Mr Withers? And which Withers is he anyway? I mean what 
relation is he to the rest of the Witherses? And who is Riley? (145)

The future Voice 1 expects is not other from the current space—it is not tem-
porally and spatially different—or, at least, this is not what makes the space 
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ideal. The world of a community of friends and family is soothing for the way it 
promises semiotic certainty. Unlike the slipping referent that is Jane, her bun, 
and her fellow (or perhaps less than fellow) Witherses, the future provides the 
imaginative expectation of a stable mother (semiotically if not psychologi-
cally). The radio play almost offers an inverse of a classic Pinteresque comedy 
of menace. Or more accurately, the radio play could be understood as a meta 
reflection on Pinter’s dramatic structure. Similar to Lenny’s violent and awk-
ward efforts to seduce through telling Ruth sensational stories of violence from 
his past, or similar spatial, temporal, and semiotic disruptions in the stories of 
The Birthday Party’s Goldberg, Ashes to Ashes’ Rebecca or the exterior spatial 
disruptions of The Dumb Waiter, here we have an excessive and uncontainable 
past that is revealed through the letters that are being spoken.

The act of disseminating writing always represents the temporal difference 
between the writer’s past and the reader’s present. In the logic of the radio play, 
as these voices translate from the letters the characters speak to the utterance 
of the disembodied voices, they translate temporal disruption into a distance 
that is both spatial and material. Despite fantasies of writing as a process of 
integration and connection, here we have letters that fail to reach their intended 
audience. The content of a radio play that announces itself as the written word 
of the letter suggests disembodied voices entirely in the temporal past. There 
is no performative seduction in the present. Unlike the clear and often hor-
rific understanding in traditional Pinter dramatic structure, there is no Teddy, 
Devlin, or Ben to unmoor from a realist setting. Or perhaps more accurately, 
with seductive communication that misses its recipient the radio play attempts 
to seduce the audience that seemingly randomly encounters the written word 
transformed into utterance. The radio-play listener receives what the diegetic 
receiver has missed and the play creates a makeshift cathartic present of signs 
never fully formed and connections never fully received.

As solace for only offering a dramatic present that occurs and disappears at 
the moment of utterance (the present of performance), Pinter offers gestures 
for a future that contains the hope for a narrative communication. This hope (by 
Pinteresque terms) reads as an almost cliché-ridden realist heteronormative 
family structure. In Voice 1’s future expectations cited above, first come friends, 
then come girlfriends who will inevitably narrow to the nice girl introduced to 
mother. Here—almost uncannily based on the appearance that these letters 
never reached their destination—the mother takes over and the introduction 
of the nice girl seems to lead to a marriage where mother, son, and daughter-in-
law create a communal familial unit. Familial-based realism becomes a future 
refuge of these voices and a hope for integration rather than the more conven-
tional Pinteresque mimetic structure that reveals its own limitations through 
the fantastic and empowering digressions of memory. Yet what Voice 1 “expects” 
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the future to hold, Voice 2 takes as a fantasy filled with “should,” “would,” and 
the language of futurity. She would love such a realist structure to form, and 
would be quite happy but all certainty is stripped from the future construction.

The performative nature of the aural is expressed most powerfully when 
Voice 3 (narratively, the father) enters the play. He refigures the mother’s lan-
guage from performative to constative when he by turn announces his death, 
suggests such a claim is false, and reaffirms his death. In combating the authen-
ticity of the utterance past, present, and future, the performative nature of the 
utterance is denied the voices. It is through the cynicism of Voice 3 where the 
performative nature of language is announced as constative that the power of 
the aural and the radio play begins to dissipate. I have been careful to delineate 
between Voice 1 as the Son and the narrative function of the Son, Voice 2 as the 
Mother and the narrative function of the Mother, and Voice 3 as the Father and 
the narrative function of the Father because of the way the narrative of the play 
embraces the Voices not as communication, but as missed communication. 
Voice 1’s first monologue concludes with a reference to itself as a letter, and as the 
radio play continues there are several references to being disappointed from lack 
of connection to each other that inevitably disrupts communicative fulfillment.

The word (letter translated into aural in the logic of Family Voices) has a 
power of its own when it can seemingly escape bodily entrapment. Three com-
ingling voices may lead to narrative and communication fulfillment in a radio 
audience but in the diegesis of the play communication between characters 
is something strenuously resisted, and the aural creates its own reality. In the 
conventional staging of Family Voices as part of Other Places, much like Voice 
3 reveling in the constative, the place becomes far from other. In grounding 
voice with the material presence of the actors, voice becomes something closer 
to character. Rather than a Bartleby-esque Lost Letter attempting to construct 
its own meager existence, three material bodies on stage serve as a constant 
reminder of the communicative. While far from a political play, Family Voices 
restaged with a diminishing aural isolation and disruption suggests a Pinter aes-
thetic already consumed in the more didactic constative concerns that he would 
express two decades later in his Nobel lecture “Art, Truth, Politics.” Perhaps 
it is of some minor consolation that the effort of containing aural excess and 
dismissal of the aesthetic power of the radio play as a unique mode of dissemi-
nation was a limited foray. Despite the antiquated appearance of the technology 
of radio, three years later Family Voices would return to the realm of the aural as 
A Kind of Alaska and Victoria Station would be paired with the more insistently 
material and constative play One for the Road. Ironically, placing Family Voices 
in Other Places reaffirms another place as the same old place of a theater and 
this is a place where Voice 3 is proved right and voices are robbed of some of 
the aspects of radio-based creation.
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To briefly conclude, in the same way Family Voices is a radio play  diminished 
of radical aurality once it becomes part of the theatrical event that is Other 
Places, Victoria Station is a theatrical play that takes radio plays as its subject. 
I am not simply suggesting that the Controller and the Driver talk to each 
other through technological mediation, but in some way this communication 
is an exploration of the resonance of the radio play that Family Voices cannot 
quite accept and must subdue through staging. I am struck by the Controller’s 
fascination with the words that come back to him through his radio. Like Voice 
3 the Controller tries to transform the performative utterances of the Driver 
into the realm of the constative. However, despite the Controller assertion 
that the Crystal Palace burned down years ago, this does not diminish the 
desire for a future integration or help to anchor the setting into a particular 
time and place. The Driver’s ambiguous spatial and temporal presence—an 
ambiguity essentially tied to the nature of the radio play—is integrally tied 
to the Controller’s desire and rage. One of the remarkable things about this 
play about radio plays is the way it is almost stripped of content. Like Ben’s 
second go-round reading the papers to Gus in The Dumb Waiter, the sheer 
speed with which the Driver offers beats of desire and violence come peril-
ously (or perhaps gloriously) close to self-parody. The Driver’s announcement 
that he is in love with a girl in the backseat, the Controller’s extreme threats, 
and the Driver’s promises to keep the girl for the rest of his life, and his vows 
that they will die together in this car almost seems the skeleton structure of 
desire and domination usually present in Pinter. Such a comedic stripping 
of the Pinter affect seems to be what led to lukewarm critical appraisal of the 
play’s initial staging.

In light of my above comments, and if presence and absence are 
 considerations of value or worth, then Benedict Nightingale’s ostensible 
review of Other Places for the New York Times (November 21, 1982) reads as a 
particularly harsh critique of Victoria Station. Nightingale spends nearly the 
entire review offering a coronation of A Kind of Alaska among London the-
ater reviewers. In contrast, he offers a single plot-based sentence on Victoria 
Station proclaiming it “an unsettling little anecdote showing a demanding 
radio-cab controller and an evasive driver locked in inconclusive combat over 
the airwaves.” Yet perhaps like the Driver who has very little chance of finding 
the Controller except over the airwaves, the critical disappearance of Victoria 
Station at nearly the moment of its own enactment is precisely where the fleet-
ing power of the already antiquated Pinter radio play is located. I cannot help 
but wonder whether the celebration of A Kind of Alaska as the star of Other 
Places in part relies on how in light of Pinter’s previous spatial landscapes it 
is the least “other” part of the bill. Ultimately viewing radio as the other of 
Other Places shows a theatrical presence that resists before finally submitting 
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to how easily the voice can unmoor setting and with almost comedic speed and 
 certainty institutes a desire that relies on a space that can never be found. The 
radio play and the play about the radio play can wryly suggest that somewhere 
in the absence the voice will be waiting.

LANCE NORMAN is an assistant professor of English at Lansing Community 
College. He has written on various figures from modern and contemporary 
drama including Harold Pinter, Martin McDonagh, Eugene O’Neill, and 
G. B. Shaw.

NOTE
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Let Them Eat Steak
Performance Is Dead; Long Live President Drumpf

Matthew Bowman Independent Scholar

ABSTRACT

This essay asks whether or not performance can reach Donald Drumpf, and if 
so, what kind.

KEYWORDS

Donald Drumpf, performance, food, activism, television

The kulebiaka must make your mouth water, it must lie before you, naked, shameless, 

and temptation. You wink at it, you cut off a sizeable slice, and you let your fingers just 

play over it. . . . You eat it, the butter drips from it like tears, and the filling is fat, juicy, 

rich with eggs, giblets, onions.

—ANTON CHEKHOV

Tell me what you eat, and I’ll tell you what you are.

—JEAN BRILLAT-SAVARIN

Believe me. I understand steaks—it’s my favorite food.

—DONALD DRUMPF

How does one “understand,” rather than “know,” steak? When Donald Drumpf 
claims that steak is his favorite food, it is because he “understands” it, and, we 
are to “believe,” to take him at his word, when he tells us so. Our faith somehow 
is a prerequisite for this food to be, in fact, his favorite, whereas our belief is not 
required when he “knows” alternative facts or even the very words that describe 
them: “I know words. I have the best words.”1 All evidence to the contrary. Logic 
is not the means to reach POTUS. However, the steak might be able to do so.

What we eat and how we eat it matters. So perhaps the performance of food 
may be the means to reach the unreachable in this age of hyper-performance 
spaces. Maybe. Chekhov’s obsession with a quintessentially Russian dish, which 
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translates as “rectangular pie,” reveals the pregnant tension between eating 
what is basically fish and bread, and the complex performance and subsequent 
aesthetic enjoyment that come from the eating. Could we somehow exploit 
that space? Somewhere between the hyperactive tweeting and the hyperbolic 
self-adulating, by performing food, could we reach the most terrifying actor 
and audience of all, the current POTUS? Maybe. We know that he likes to dine 
during television: Cheeseburger and fries late at night, for example. He once 
had his own brand of steak, too. The man likes beef. That is something we might 
be able to use.

Imagine that you are a television director and producer, and you have been 
hired to shoot the promotional materials for Drumpf Steaks, Inc. In the pro-
duction, you have the chance to send a memo that gets through to the Koehler 
throne room, which is now the epicenter of power for the United States; many 
of POTUS’s tweets allegedly hail from there. What kind of script can reach a 
man in the depths of a bowel movement, watching TV, and eating all at the 
same time? How do you, hypothetical director, save us all from whatever tweet 
has pushed out on any given day? What good can performance do in this era of 
chaotic, eschatological theatrics?

For those of us who have bought into the lie that education and art, espe-
cially the performing arts, can change things, it is time to recognize just how 
limited they really are. Further, when we do acknowledge their complete cor-
poratization and subsequent failures, what choice do we have but to reconsider 
what the hell we are doing, or, quit altogether?2 What good does a journal about 
drama, specifically Pinter (or not) do? There is no communication in this age of 
solipsism where even anarchy has been usurped by the White House in what 
Hunter S. Thompson would call “this most foul year of our Lord,” two thousand 
and eighteen. What does one do when the more books like Michael Wolff’s Fire 
and Fury come out, the more entrenched his base, his self-aggrandizement, and 
their delusions become? Does one beat them over the head with a two-by-four?

They do not hear the overtly didactic on the screen, on the street and stage 
because it masquerades as real change or “fake news,” supplanting activity with 
activism, that is, with delusions of activity. We know that our POTUS-in-Thief 
does not go to the theater or consume “cuck” performance art. He likes news 
as reality TV (or vice versa), so no matter how many kinds of theaters: Of cru-
elty or of absurdity or of reality—no matter how much method acting finds its 
way into a performance space—none of these modes will wake him up. None 
will beget compassion. None of them will render Brechtian critical thinking. 
No amount of distanciation or alienation in his case produces revelation or 
contemplation, especially since he believes that his presidency has been an 
“enormously consensual [one],” implying that we wanted it like this, baby.3 So, 
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while he eats, watching and holding imaginary conversations with the floating 
heads in the rectangle on the wall, we must sneak in our own brand of action, 
for it is with brands that he identifies.

Maybe I understand, up to a point. Act-ually and admittedly, I am going to 
see others on the screen, on stage, on the street, or in a community high school 
production for the express purpose of avoiding activism. Activism smacks to me 
of the naively optimistic and annoyingly persistent. I hate those people, those 
works of art. Seeing any kind of representation or presentation of activism, or 
anything even remotely gesturing toward it, offends me. How much good does 
a film like Paul Haggis’s Crash or a Golden Globe tuxedo blackout complete 
with pins that read, “Time’s Up,” do? I used to think very little. Now I know 
that it significantly deludes us into thinking that everything is: “just fine.” See, 
we are doing something in solidarity, so please be sure to buy your pins at the 
counter after the show.

Passive activity, however, can productively offend; it can bring about activity 
outside of the production, to be passive, but active. For we have entered a new 
kind of Austinian “happy-state,” but instead of a wedding, where the saying 
and the doing are the same, ours is space of mania, where the performative 
word kills. Not to worry, though, for in his words, he is “a very stable genius.”4 
So how to reach an entity that knows that we know he knows that we all know 
everything that vomits up onto his Twitter feed, one of our many performance 
spaces, is total bullshit with fake teeth that maim, coming from a very, very 
bad actor? His textual acting is going to get us all killed. That is real, maybe 
the realest acting that there has been in my lifetime. Whether it is in a nuclear 
holocaust or an environmental abyss or a protracted economic collapse, he is 
going to burn us all with his thumb on the “Post” button, for his “nuclear button 
is much bigger and more powerful than yours, and my button works!”5

Let’s eat something, sir. Calm your nerves. Chekhov’s challenge is to make 
the bread and fish in the dish more than the sum of its parts; it is bread and fish 
that drips with butter while being fondled by hand. Doesn’t that sound good, 
Mr. President? The product and the performance are the same, which is what 
you have wanted all along: To be the cheeseburger or steak on the TV Thus, the 
recipe for the experience of the fish by Chekhov can serve as a model that could 
defuse the feedback loop we find ourselves in because as of right now the more 
we discuss the man, no matter the context, the worse it gets.

Would performing the food begin to give us some insight for us, and by 
extension, might we offer a dish of our choosing that will inspire cooperation 
in him? Define or imagine that however you’d like, but maybe appropriating 
the power of the cow could crack the white blond hairspray helmet. Not a meat 
suit. Not something obvious and aggressive. Something subtle that he will not 
even notice: Food. He does fear being poisoned, allegedly, so we would have 
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to be careful with our production choices. There are models to which we might 
look, for the theater itself often began with the sacrifice and sometimes con-
sumption of an animal. Sam Shepard has put food on stage.6 In her play, Cake 
(2004), Sarah Woods has actors baking chocolate cakes. How limited would 
such a live performance be because questions about the authenticity of the act 
would probably begin to arise in his mind, for, if it is not mediated, that is, on 
television, then it is not real.

So, for television, let us make POTUS a quintessentially American dish, the 
cheeseburger, or American-style steak: Burnt to a Crisp (how he likes it). Let’s 
have him eating and selling it to the rest of us. Not unlike Chekhov’s penchant 
for one of his country’s native dishes (it hails from France), a kind of patriotism 
is afoot in the eating of a cheeseburger with (not French) fries, and, even more 
American than the eating of the dish is the selling of it to saps like you and 
me. One can also read the above description of kulebiaka as an implicit set of 
instructions in reverse. It smacks of any cooking show director’s script notes 
worth their salt: Incentivize the audience just enough to continue consuming 
without making, only selling it for you to buy.

Drumpf will watch without making the meal himself. For the lazy and apa-
thetic, it is often more difficult to enjoy the pornographic presentation if you 
help make it. Perhaps we might trick him into thinking that he is stepping into 
that space when he eats his own steak and where he imagines that he makes 
the food that he consumes, becoming the thing in turn. Á la Brillat-Savarin, he 
is the very-well-done cheeseburger. He is the burnt steak. How to make him 
his own favorite meal and sell it, perhaps even on his favorite network whose 
owner, Rupert Murdoch, a supposed ally of beefy man, calls a “fucking idiot” 
in private?

First, his face is center frame, medium close-up. Three-point lighting with 
CGI airbrushing to minimize any flaws; one has to be careful with the top- 
lighting, as the bleached-blond helmet may appear too thin for public con-
sumption. Show him eating his favorite food with a picture of him eating his 
favorite food in the background, establishing a kind of tertiary relationship 
among the spectator POTUS to the observed POTUS, doubled: Two of him on 
the screen while he watches. . . . Food at play. Food playing with him; him 
playing with his food. Let’s defamiliarize that which we may take for granted, 
regustarizing, as it were, the power of food:

*Shot 1:
(Extreme close-up, slight low angle).
Corpuscular Mouth Open. Smack. Tongue over dentures and gums. 
Click. Suck. Drool in corner of mouth. Lips sweating.
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DIRECTOR: Purse your lips. Yes. That’s it. Open your mouth again. 
Beautiful, sir. I can see the insertion point of the burned steak touch 
the tip of your tongue. Good. Good. Mooooiiist.

*Shot 2:
(Graphic Match-Dissolve of his open mouth with open groin shot in 
T. Kushner’s Angels in America, film version, with Al Pacino as Roy, 
leaning over the camera-Medium shot. Continue hearing Drumpf slowly 
eat in the background while muting Pacino’s dialogue with Joe Pitt, the 
attractive intern. Let the film play from this point to the end of the scene. 
Begin voiceover of the following script by someone sounding not unlike 
Morgan Freeman, still hearing the smacking in the background):
NARRATOR: As a younger man, Drumpf’s appetites were set long ago by 

the most uniquely American son-of-a-bitch in history: Roy Cohn, 
whose corpse has been reanimated this past election cycle. A profiler 
will note a few character traits, which defined the man:

The subject worships himself as God, which is a manifestation of 
a deep-seated/seeded self-loathing regarding his  homosexuality. 
He  claimed to enjoy fucking men but hated “fags.” The subject 
seduces audiences with past successes while rewriting his own ori-
gin story. The subject is obsessed with the performance of food for it 
affords him a prop to purloin his victims.

Cut. Cut. Cut. Will this kind of didacticism work for Drumpf? He is a sensitive 
man; we may have to edit the dissolve later.

*Shot 3:
(Graphic Match-Dissolve to Drumpf’s open mouth slowly closing. Pull 
back to a medium close-up. Freeze-frame with mouth closed and fork 
with steak inside mouth. His eyes closed in ecstasy. Rack focus quickly 
to the backdrop and a ten-foot-tall poster of the exact same shot of him 
eating his steak. Rack focus back to the foreground. Unfreeze to normal 
speed, with the sound of the fork scraping on his dentures).
DIRECTOR: Ok, that’s great, sir! I think that we got it. Just amazing. 

Fantastic. I want to eat one of those right now. Feed me, Mr. President. 
Let’s take five . . .

Cohn was a thin man; his chain-smoking prevented real weight gain. In the ve/ain 
of Brillat-Savarin, the food is not for him, but always someone else. For example, 
Kushner’s play has Cohn offer Joe the intern (who could just as well be a young 
Drumpf) lunch several times when they first meet. The food is a lure; he is baiting 
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poor Mr. Pitt. Cohn’s sexuality and how he plays with his food are  interlinked, 
an Oedipal, sadomasochistically perverted Mobius strip of performance that 
reels Joe in to his death. Oddly enough, in the end, Kushner gives Cohn a kind 
of redemption. That part is fantasy. He never wanted redemption. That, to him, 
would smack of weakness, like “fags” and “women” . . . who (as Drumpf) want 
you to “grab ’em by the pussy . . . They let you do it. You can do anything.”7

POTUS seems to admire these three facets that are Roy Cohn, going so far as 
to hire him as his “Number Two” in the mid-1970s, which irked his father, Fred, 
who groomed his boy to love the television spotlight. The hiring interfered with 
Big Daddy Fred’s ability to direct the script to his, not Roy Cohn’s, liking. For 
thirteen years Cohn pulled at the comb-over playboy’s tentacle and eventually 
made good on his promise that he would “own New York someday,” and now, 
beyond. How does one reach someone who considers Roy the penultimate per-
former and, dare I say it, a hero? After all, he would pull a framed photograph 
of Cohn from his desk to intimidate difficult contractors, believing the image 
held magical powers. Who knows? Maybe it does.

Let us give him his own image by touching him softly with a shot of him tongu-
ing a steak softly, with yet another image of him doing the exact same thing in the 
background. Much has been made of Henry VIII’s eating habits, which included 
mostly red meat and sugared fruits. He-That-Shall-Not-Be-Named likes meat too.

*Shot 4:
(Extreme Close-up, Front and Top Lighting. Subject is Center. Shallow 
Focus)
NARRATOR: Forehead protruding forward. Jaw unhinged and hiding 

neck. Red meat.
Top of the line cow. Kobe. Stabbed in Mouth. Massaged meat, cod-
dled, fondled. Sacrificed humanely for those who are “better,” to 
be seen eating it by those who are “lesser.” Flown in from oversees. 
Two-hundred dollars an ounce red meat.
(Background, out of focus, Long shot framing. A life-size poster of him 
eating):
DRUMPF: Burnt to a crisp with ketchup on top, and make it quick you 

lewzers! I don’t want to see it bleeding out of its . . . everywhere, its 
wherever. And ketchup. Make sure it is doused in lots of ketchup.

To be a fair production, ought we to buy and try some of his meat? Would con-
suming one of his favorite dishes put us not in his shoes but in his pants?8 (Both 
he and Henry have the same waistline.) Even then, does comprehension on 
our or his part beget activity? Real action? As actors for action, do we go further 
and put a call out to the White House chefs to do what they have been doing in 
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the Vatican for centuries? Of course not. We are but mere scholars and artists. 
Who are we to Atomic Blonde our way into his bathroom and slip something 
into the meat, right . . . anyone have Melania’s cell number?

We merely go on reading essays about plays that he will never see, waiting 
to buy one of those overpriced steaks that he will never sell, as his steak line 
died less than a year after it began. We must take comfort in the limitation of 
performance and academic spaces, for I know that at the very least so long as 
he has his performance spaces, he is distracted. Thus, he will avoid actively 
pushing an altogether more atomizing button, instead. Maybe.

*Shot 5:
(Low angle, wide-angle lens, chiaroscuro lighting from between his 
legs on the toilet. Drumpf has a gold serving tray full of burnt steak 
in his lap.)
DRUMPF: Ivanka, more ketchup!

MATTHEW BOWMAN earned his PhD in literature from Michigan State University 
on cannibalism in theater.

NOTES

1. Campaign rally in Hilton Head, South Carolina, December 30, 2015.

 2. Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos has/had vestment in the student debt collection agency, 

Performant Financial Co. (italics mine).

 3. A tweet misquoting Rupert Murdoch’s New York Post, Sunday, January 7, 2018, which reads, 

“enormously consequential presidency” (italics mine).

 4. Tweet from January 7, 2018.

5. Tweet from January 2, 2018. Did anyone else think of Mel Brooks’s Spaceballs when Rick Moranis’s 

Dark Helmet exclaims, “I can see that your Schwartz is as big as mine; now let’s see how well you 

handle it”?

6. Shepard, The Rock Garden (2012b, 121)—boy and girl drinking milk; 4H Club (2012a, 183)—a man 

downstage, facing audience stirs a pot of chili while serving coffee.

7. Secret Access Hollywood tape from 2005, where Drumpf tells Billy Bush the perks of being rich 

and famous.

8. Simon Usborne (2017) attempts to do this very thing, as does Adam Gabbatt (2018).
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“That Shed Out in the Garden”
The Poetics of Reference in Harold Pinter’s The Caretaker

Nigel Alderman Mount Holyoke College

ABSTRACT

Harold Pinter’s first plays emerge in the wake of the postwar British  encounter 
with European modernist theater that occurred simultaneously with the emer-
gence of disruptive new content in realistic portrayals of working-class and 
 lower-middle-class life. Pinter’s early work proceeds from the twin imperatives 
of an antirealist and a realist drama, both of which were perceived as opposi-
tional and avant-garde: the one primarily because of its form, the other because 
of its content. This article situates Pinter’s style historically in relation to its 
formal conditions of possibility by using Roman Jakobson’s model of the speech 
event to argue that the historical concurrence of these aesthetic antitheses not 
only produces the paradox that the poetic and referential functions become 
one and the same in the language of The Caretaker, but also makes its most 
audible stylistic imprint in the idiomatic figure and practice of the Pinteresque 
pause itself.

KEYWORDS

Pinter, The Caretaker, Jakobson, poetics, kitchen-sink drama

Harold Pinter’s first play, The Room, opened at Bristol University on May 15, 1957, 
and the Oxford English Dictionary reveals that by 1962 the term “Pinteresque” 
had already entered the English language to describe a particular way of 
talking According to the dictionary’s examples, the Pinteresque has something 
to do with “slipshod, contemporary idioms”; it describes “ everyday  absurdity, 
in speech or action”; it sounds like “overheard conversations on  buses.” 
Clearly, then, it has something to do with realism and empiricism, with the 
perhaps banal mimesis of quotidian shards of language. At the same time, 
the Pinteresque apparently produces “meaningless meanings” and displays 
“cruel mastery.”1 Most Pinter criticism has concerned itself with the paradox 
that Pinter’s language combines this prosaic rendering of everyday speech with 
larger poetic and symbolic structures. This paradox, indeed, reveals the fissure 



NIGEL ALDERMAN

41 

HPR_2.1_03_Alderman.indd Page 41 21/04/18  7:24 PM

between realism and symbolism that motivates most of his work; Pinter  himself 
famously noted, “I’d say what goes on in my plays is realistic, but what I’m 
doing is not realism” (1996, ix–xii). This oft-quoted comment could be reversed 
to declare equally accurately that what goes on in his plays is symbolic, but what 
he is doing is not symbolism.

In fact, what makes Pinter a post-Beckettian dramatist lies in this seeming 
turn from a hermeneutically driven dramaturgy to one founded upon poetics.2 
As Louise Miller maintains:

Pinter has objected to the “perch[ing] of his characters on a sym-
bolic shelf” and protested that the abstracting nature of the hunt for 
symbols in his plays freezes a dynamic process of conceptualization 
and perception, and interferes with the complex web of signification. 
(Miller 1996, 148)

In other words, in a Pinter play rather than characters, objects, actions, or words 
covering a symbolic meaning that the interpreter reveals, they produce instead 
meaning-effects in certain contexts and conjunctions that gesture toward some 
deeper symbolic or allegorical meaning. And when these contexts and conjunc-
tions shift and alter, so does the stability of any such hermeneutical interpreta-
tion. For example, the statue of the Buddha in The Caretaker has often been read 
as revealing deeper, hermeneutical meanings, and yet such readings tend to be 
unconvincing because there appear never to be enough evidence for them. Indeed, 
there are many Pinter anecdotes concerning his puncturing the hermeneutical 
pretentions of critics; perhaps the funniest is recounted by Terence Rattigan: 
“‘When I saw The Caretaker I told Pinter that I knew what it meant. ‘It’s about the 
God of the Old Testament, the God of the New, and Humanity, isn’t it?’ Pinter said 
blankly, ‘No, Terry, it’s about a caretaker and two brothers’” (Gale 1977, 92).

This teetering between two conceptual and formal apparatuses charac-
terizes Pinter’s dramatic language and the early plays that made his name. 
Consequently, the tension between hermeneutics and poetics provides the 
focus for the most important work on Pinter’s language, from Martin Esslin’s 
analysis of different types of repetition (1982), to Austin Quigley’s concern with 
how Pinter’s dialogue functions in the development of “self-concepts” in usually 
antagonistic interrelationships (1975), to Deirdre Burton’s use of the “phatic” 
function (1980), to Leslie Kane’s discussion of silence, the unspoken, and the 
unspeakable, to Marc Silverstein’s delineation of the larger discourses of cultural 
power that underpin the various conflicts—linguistic and otherwise—in the 
plays (1993). More recently, David Lodge (2001) has developed Burton’s work by 
using Roman Jakobson’s model of communication (1987) to argue that Pinter’s 
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characteristic use of the “phatic” function produces the distinctive poetic texture 
of the plays.

Jakobson’s version of the speech event contains six distinct factors:

The Addresser sends a Message to the Addressee. To be oper-
ative the message requires a Context referred to . . . graspable 
by the addressee, and either verbal or capable of being verbal-
ized; a Code fully, or at least partially, common to the addresser 
and addressee  .  .  .  ; and, finally, a Contact, a physical channel 
and  psychological connection between the addresser and the 
addressee, enabling both of them to enter and stay in communi-
cation. (1987, 66)

Jakobson goes on to argue that “each of these six factors determines a different 
function of language”: a focus on the addressee ensures the emotive function 
dominates; a focus on the addresser, the conative; on the contact, the phatic; 
on the code, the metalingual; on the message, the poetic; and a focus on the 
context, the referential (66). Although all verbal communications have multiple 
functions, there tends to be a hierarchy of importance and an examination of 
the different functions provides a heuristic that enables the simply impression-
istic to be circumvented. Lodge himself, however, limits his scrutiny solely to 
the phatic and poetic functions. In contrast, in this article I extend Lodge’s use 
of Jakobson’s model and explore the full effectiveness of the model in its ability 
not only to delineate Pinter’s style, but also to situate it historically in relation 
to its formal conditions of possibility.

Pinter’s first plays emerge in the wake of the inaugural events of the modern 
turn in British drama: the 1955 productions of Eugene Ionesco’s The Lesson and 
Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, followed in 1956 by John Osborne’s Look 
Back in Anger, Shelagh Delaney’s A Taste of Honey, the Berliner Ensemble’s 
production of Mother Courage, and the English Stage Company’s transla-
tion and performance of The Good Woman of Setzuan (Shellard 1999, 37–97). 
Crucially, the peculiar lateness of this encounter with European modernist 
theater occurred simultaneously with the emergence of disruptive new con-
tent in realistic portrayals of working-class and lower-middle-class life. Pinter’s 
early work, which culminates in the 1960 production of The Caretaker, proceeds 
from the twin imperatives of an antirealist and a realist drama, both of which 
were perceived as oppositional and avant-garde at the time: the one primarily 
because of its form, the other because of its content. In this article I will argue 
that the historical concurrence of these aesthetic antitheses not only produces 
the paradox that Jakobson’s poetic and referential functions become one and 
the same in The Caretaker, but also makes its most audible stylistic imprint 
in the idiomatic figure and practice of the Pinteresque pause or silence itself.
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 The Caretaker famously ends with a speech marked by pauses that ends with 
a silence that performs the complete inoperation of any form of intersubjective 
communication:

DAVIES: But . . . but . . . look . . . listen . . . listen here . . . I mean . . .
 ASTON turns back to the window.
What am I going to do?
 Pause.
What shall I do?
 Pause.
Where am I going to go?
 Pause.
If you want me to go . . . I’ll go. You just say the word.
 Pause.
I’ll tell you what though . . . them shoes . . . them shoes . . . you give 

me . . . they’re working out all right . . . they’re all right. Maybe I could 
. . . get down . . .

 ASTON remains still, his back to him, at the window.
Listen . . . if I . . . got down . . . if I was to . . . get my papers . . . 

would you . . . would you let . . . would you . . . if I got down . . . and 
got my . . .

 Long silence.
 Curtain.  (77–78)3

Here Davies appeals to Aston but there is no channel available to him: context, 
code, and contact have been removed with Davies (the addresser) unable to 
construct a coherent message, and with Aston removed from the position of 
addressee. All six of Jakobson’s factors are atomized and abstracted: the speech 
event does not so much misfire as it cannot even be loaded.4

Pinter prepares for this failure through a mirrored moment of a fully 
 functioning instance of communication that both sets up the final movement 
of the play and occurs in the parallel silence of the stage directions:

DAVIES: What about me?
Silence. MICK does not look at him.
A door bangs.
Silence. They do not move.
ASTON  comes in. He closes the door, moves into the room and faces 

MICK. They look at each other. Both are smiling, faintly. (74–75)

This self-enclosed, self-reflexive, mutually enforcing action of “both are smil-
ing, faintly” provides a context, message, contact, and code understood by 
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addresser and addressee—indeed they are both addresser and addressee.5 In 
the silence of these twin physical gestures the emotional circuit between Mick 
and Aston is closed, while Davies’s attempts to connect with one or the other 
are short-circuited. This moment gains its uncanny power because of all the 
previous unsuccessful or not-quite-successful attempts by the characters to 
produce emotional, psychological, and physical congruity.

From the opening conversation between Davies and Aston, Pinter fore-
grounds the disjunction between the emotive functions in Davies’s and Aston’s 
speech patterns. For Jakobson, “the emotive function aims a direct expression 
of the speaker’s attitude toward what he is speaking about” and “produce[s] an 
impression of a certain emotion, whether true or feigned” and usually “pre-
sent[s]” itself by “interjections” and by verbal tone (1987, 66). Davies’s preju-
dices, anxieties and feelings immediately reveal themselves:

DAVIES: Ten minutes off for tea-break in the middle of the night in that 
place and I couldn’t find a seat, not one. All them Greeks had it, Poles, 
Greeks, Blacks, the lot of them, all them aliens had it. And they had me 
working there . . . they had me working there . . . (8)

Pinter highlights the disoriented nature of Davies’s world: he has a tea-break 
but it is in the middle of the night; he can’t find a seat, which then becomes a 
solitary “it” that has been taken by innumerable others—all of whom are sitting 
in this only chair; these others then become the “they” who now, apparently, 
force him to work during his tea-break.

Aston’s feelings, in contrast, are never obvious. From this difference the 
uneasiness of their conversation emerges and the discomfort of their relation-
ship is revealed:

DAVIES: When he comes at me tonight I told him. Didn’t I? You heard me 
tell him, didn’t you?

ASTON: I saw him have a go at you.
DAVIES: Go at me? You wouldn’t grumble. The filthy skate an old man like 

me, I’ve had dinner with the best.
 Pause.
ASTON: Yes, I saw him have a go at you. (8–9)

Symptomatically, Aston remains in the realm of empirical observation 
(“I saw him have a go at you,” “Yes, I saw him have a go at you”) and refuses, 
fails, or is unable to respond to Davies’s emotional cues: his part of the conver-
sation remains static, repeating what he saw rather than reacting to Davies’s 
commentary on the event.
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Davies continues to provide ever more personal information:

DAVIES: All them toe-rags, mate, got the manners of pigs. I might have been 
on the road a few years but you can take it from me I’m clean. I keep 
myself up. That’s why I left my wife. Fortnight after I married her, no, 
not so much as that, no more than a week, I took the lid off a saucepan, 
you know what was in it? A pile of her underclothing, unwashed. (9)

Aston’s continuing failure to respond to Davies’s emotive cues sets up a pattern 
that repeats itself throughout the play: for example, when Aston provides Davies 
with replacement shoes:

DAVIES: Don’t fit though.
ASTON: Oh?
DAVIES: No. I got a very broad foot.
ASTON: Mmmm.
DAVIES: These are too pointed, you see.
ASTON: Ah.
DAVIES: They’d cripple me in a week. I mean these ones I got on, they’re 

no good but at least they’re comfortable. Not much cop, but I mean 
they don’t hurt. (He takes them off and gives them back.) Thanks 
anyway, mister. (15)

Aston’s minimal responses make it hard to gauge the feelings behind them—
“oh” is a question, the “mmm” a form of agreement, and the “ah” the sound of 
understanding of an explanation. Querulously declining Aston’s charity, Davies 
tries to reverse the relationship of obligation by suggesting not only that his 
older shoes are better (“they’re comfortable”) but also, as Michael Billington 
suggests, that Aston has somehow hurt him with these new shoes (“but I mean 
they don’t hurt”) (1996, 119). Aston’s reply—“I’ll see what I can look out for you” 
(15)—simply responds to the facts of the case (the shoes don’t fit).

Davies then tries to maintain the emotional situation in which his inability 
to move becomes Aston’s responsibility:

DAVIES: Good luck. I can’t go on like this. Can’t get from one place to 
another. And I’ll have to be moving about, you see, try to get fixed up.

ASTON: Where are you going to go?
DAVIES: Oh, I got one or two things in mind. I’m waiting for the weather 

to break.
 Pause .

ASTON (attending to the toaster): Would . . . would you like to sleep here?
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DAVIES: Here?
ASTON: You can sleep here if you like.
DAVIES: Here? Oh, I don’t know about that.

 Pause.
How long for?
ASTON: Till you . . . get yourself fixed up.
DAVIES (sitting): Ay, well that . . .
ASTON: Get yourself sorted out . . .
DAVIES: Oh, I’ll be fixed up . . . pretty soon now . . .

 Pause.
Where would I sleep?
ASTON: Here. (15–16)

Offering him a place to sleep, Aston once again reacts only to the facts—Davies’s 
immobility—and not to Davies’s emotional cues. K. K. Gautam says of this type 
of interaction that “while Davies persistently tries to make Aston appreciate his 
apprehensions, Aston’s willful indifference to them is quite evident. . . . But inter-
estingly enough, Aston’s indifference is only to Davies’s psychological needs; 
he is quick to respond to his physical needs” (1987, 51). Aston’s  indifference, 
however, is not willful, but rather reveals his inability to respond emotionally. 
No matter how much Davies’s language presents the emotive function, Aston’s 
remains remarkably free of it.

Aston’s indifference seems involuntary, a constituent feature of his identity, 
and is presumably an aftereffect of the electroshock therapy that his monologue 
recounts. Betrayed by his mother, rejected by friends and workmates, treated 
like an experiment, Aston’s ability to make connections has been sundered: 
“The trouble was . . . my thoughts . . . had become very slow . . . I couldn’t think 
at all . . . I couldn’t . . . get . . . my thoughts . . . together . . . uuuhh . . . I could . . . 
never quite get it . . . together” (57). Aston finishes by saying that he has recov-
ered because he no longer tries to connect to people:

ASTON: Anyway, I feel much better now. But I don’t talk to people now. 
I steer clear of places like the café. I never go into them now. I don’t 
talk to anyone . . . like that. I’ve often thought of going back and trying 
to find the man who did that to me. But I want to do something first. I 
want to build that shed out in the garden. (57)

Paradoxically, the emotive function emerges here precisely because its usual 
absence is explained. The speech ends with two powerful emotional wishes: 
the first directed toward someone, “the man,” the second toward an inanimate 
object, “that shed.” Vengeance is always an ominous and disturbing wish, rein-
forced here because it is a “going back” and its focus is vague, a “trying to find.” 
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The other wish gathers the utopian within it as the “that” makes the shed appear 
gestured toward, pointed out, as if already built, as if already standing there in 
the garden.

Unlike that of his brother, Mick’s language constantly manifests the emotive 
function. Davies reacts to this and explicitly allies himself with Mick by con-
trasting the two brothers:

DAVIES: You don’t know where you are with him. I mean, with a bloke 
like you, you know where you are.

 MICK  looks at him.
I  mean you got your own ways, I’m not saying you aint got your own 

ways, anyone can see that. You may have some funny ways, but that’s 
the same with all of us, but with him it’s different, see? I mean at least 
with you, the thing with you is you’re . . .

MICK: Straightforward
DAVIES: That’s it, you’re straightforward.
MICK: Yes.
DAVIES: But with him, you don’t know what he’s up to half the time!
MICK: Uh.
DAVIES: He’s got no feelings! (61–62)

Davies, of course, with dark irony has misinterpreted the situation by reacting to 
the evidence of the emotive function: Aston in fact is straightforward, whereas 
Mick’s conversation shifts so rapidly from one contrasting emotion to another 
that the various emotions presented seem, as Quigley argues, strategic, feigned, 
deliberately disconcerting in their rapid succession, designed to bewilder and 
subjugate Davies.6 Indeed, the constant shifting excess of emotion suggests no 
genuine feelings rather than too many.

Davies misguidedly connects straightforwardness with speech that not only 
reveals, or seems to reveal, the speaker’s emotions, but also makes demands 
upon the listener. This orientation toward the addressee Jakobson terms the 
conative function, and he argues that it “finds its purest grammatical expression 
in the vocative and imperative” (1987, 67). Since this function (like the emotive) 
requires an explicit sense of a human subject, not surprisingly it occurs rarely 
in Aston’s speech. Revealingly, his first explicit use of it comes when he offers 
Davies the job as caretaker:

ASTON: You could be . . . caretaker here, if you liked.
DAVIES: What?
ASTON: You could . . . look after the place, if you liked . . . you know, the 

stairs and the landing, the front steps, keep an eye on it. Polish the bells.
DAVIES: Bells?
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ASTON: I’ll be fixing a few, down by the front door. Brass.
DAVIES: Caretaking, eh?
ASTON: Yes.
DAVIES: Well, I . . . I never done caretaking before, you know. . . . I mean 

to say . . . I never. . . . What I mean to say is . . . I never been a caretaker 
before. (42)

Even here, however, Aston remains tentative with his “if you liked” and the 
whole attempt fails when Davies refuses to accept the role:

ASTON: You see, what we could do, we could . . . I could fit a bell at the 
bottom, outside the front door, with “Caretaker” on it. And you could 
answer any queries.

DAVIES: Oh, I don’t know about that.
ASTON: Why not? (43)

As this moment of attempted emotional congruity over the possibility of work-
ing together fails, Aston reverts to his usual pattern of reacting matter-of-factly 
to Davies (“why not?”).

Aston’s second explicit use of the imperative and vocative comes toward the 
end of the play when Aston finally asks Davies to leave:

ASTON: Look. If I give you . . . a few bob you can get down to Sidcup.
DAVIES: You build your shed first! A few bob! When I can earn a steady 

wage here! You build your stinking shed first! That’s what!
 ASTON  stares at him.
ASTON: That’s not a stinking shed.
 Silence.

 ASTON  moves to him.
It’s  clean. It’s all good wood. I’ll get it up no trouble.
DAVIES: Don’t come too near.
ASTON: You’ve no reason to call that shed stinking.
DAVIES  points the knife.
You  stink.
DAVIES: What!
ASTON: You’ve been stinking the place out.
DAVIES: Christ you say that to me!
ASTON: For days. That’s one reason I can’t sleep.
DAVIES: You call me that! You call me stinking!
ASTON: You better go.
DAVIES: I’LL STINK YOU!
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 He  thrusts his arm out, the arm trembling, the knife pointing at 
ASTON’S stomach. ASTON does not move. Silence. DAVIES’ arm 
moves no further. They stand.

I’ll  stink you . . .
 Pause.
ASTON: Get your stuff. (68–69)

Stylistically structured around the repetition of “stink” and “stinking,” as 
Bernard Dukore points out, this agon begins with Aston typically offering mate-
rial aid to Davies; Davies, in turn, responds by linking Aston’s desire to build the 
shed with his own repeated urge to travel to Sidcup when the weather breaks 
(52).7 Whereas previously these goals were joined by the characters’ repeated 
desires to achieve them, they are now positioned in an antagonistic relation-
ship.8 Davies uses “stinking” as a swear-word, an insult without any particular 
reference to its primary denotation of smell. Aston picks up on this definition 
and asserts the cleanliness of the wood, before keeping the definition but shift-
ing its reference to Davies. Next, “Stink” becomes a threat. Davies’s words and 
actions, however, lead only to Aston’s vocative and imperative command: “Get 
your stuff.” At this moment of crisis in their relationship, Aston’s language finally 
evinces both the emotive and conative functions, each of which shows an ori-
entation to the human subjects involved in verbal communication. The result, 
however, ironically severs any such intersubjective relationship.

This encounter echoes most of Davies’s interactions with Mick where Davies 
often attempts to assert command, to use the imperative, only to have Mick 
beat him back:

MICK: What’s your name?
DAVIES (shifting, about to rise): Now look here!
MICK: What?
DAVIES: Jenkins!
MICK: Jen . . . kins.
 DAVIES  makes a sudden move to rise. A violent bellow from MICK 

sends him back.
 (A shout.) Sleep here last night?
DAVIES: Yes. . . . (32–33)

Davies throughout the scene seeks to rise both physically and verbally, 
but Mick’s commands and questions, in Quigley’s words, “forc[e] Davies to 
acknowledge his subservience by repeating answers that he has already given” 
(Quigley 1975, 128). This is the second time Mick has interrogated him about his 
name, and the fourth time he has asked him if he slept in the room. Although 
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“naming,” as Stephen Watt observes, is “central to the portrayal of the economy 
of domination in Harold Pinter’s writing,” Mick isn’t concerned about finding 
out Davies’  correct name (Watt 2009, 39). Instead, Mick focuses on the structure 
of interrogation and the control it enforces rather than focusing on any partic-
ular answers his questions may elicit.

The constant failure of the emotive and conative functions to fire into coher-
ent interaction ensures that much of the speech in the play focuses on the actual 
contact and code the speakers are using, hope to use, or think the other is using. 
As such what Jakobson terms the “phatic” and “metalingual” functions are con-
stantly in play:

There are messages primarily serving to establish, to prolong, or to 
discontinue communication, to check whether the channel works. . . . 
This set for contact, or in Malinowski’s terms phatic function, may be 
displayed by a profuse exchange of ritualized formulas, by entire dia-
logues with the mere purport of prolonging communication. . . . It is 
also the first verbal function acquired by infants; they are prone to 
communicate before being able to send or receive informative com-
munication. (1987, 68–69)

As Burton (1980, 12–15) and Lodge (2001, 61–64) point out, the use of the phatic 
characterizes Pinter’s dialogue:

DAVIES: Who was that feller?
ASTON: He’s my brother.
DAVIES: Is he? He’s a bit of a joker, en’ he?
ASTON: Uh.
DAVIES: Yes . . . he’s a real joker.
ASTON: He’s got a sense of humour.
DAVIES: Yes, I noticed.
 Pause.
He’s  a real joker, that lad, you can see that.
 Pause.
ASTON: Yes he tends . . . he tends to see the funny side of things.
DAVIES: Well, he’s got a sense of humour, en’ he?
ASTON: Yes. (39–40)

The conversation here begins with a short question and answer before devel-
oping through a shifting of the various synonyms, “joker,” “real joker,” “sense 
of humour,” “real joker,” “funny side of things,” and “sense of humour.” Initially 
“he’s a bit of a joker, en’ he?” characterizes Mick as thoroughly unlikeable 
and expects assent. Aston, however, once again neither agrees nor disagrees 
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and, consequently, Davies has no emotional cue to which he can respond. 
Consequently, he simply repeats his initial question in the form of a statement. 
The removal of the questioning “en’ he” neutralizes the comment. Reading it 
as neutral description, rather than acidic commentary, Aston concedes that 
Mick has a “sense of humour.” Davies immediately agrees with Aston and then 
repeats himself, further confirming their mutual accord. Aston, in turn, agrees 
and Davies reacts by repeating Aston’s earlier “he’s got a sense of humour” as 
if it is he who is informing Aston of his brother’s character. Indeed, the “well” 
and the repeat of the “en’ he” imply that he is correcting Aston and, as such, in 
command. The alteration of who says “yes” marks the shift in the conversation’s 
power dynamics.

Closely connected to the “phatic,” with its checking of the effectiveness and 
viability of the contact, are those moments when the addresser or addressee 
finds himself compelled, as Jakobson puts it, “to check up whether they [are 
using] the same code. When this happens, speech is focused on the code; it 
performs a metalingual (i.e., glossing) function” (1987, 69). Trapped not only 
between the unease of never knowing what Aston is thinking or feeling because 
of the lack of the emotive function in Aston’s speech, but also between the con-
stant, disorienting shifting of the emotive and conative functions in Mick’s 
speech, Davies always teeters on the edge, desperately trying to find the right 
code:

DAVIES: Where you going, you going out?
ASTON: Yes.
DAVIES (seizing the sandals): Wait a minute then, just a minute.
ASTON: What you doing?
DAVIES (putting on the sandals): I better come with you.
ASTON: Why?
DAVIES: I mean, I better come out with you, anyway.
ASTON: Why?
DAVIES: Well . . . don’t you want me to go out?
ASTON: What for?
DAVIES: I mean . . . when you’re out. Don’t you want me to get out . . . 

when you’re out?
ASTON: You don’t have to go out.
DAVIES: You mean . . . I can stay here?
ASTON: Do what you like. You don’t have to come out just because 

I go out.
DAVIES: You don’t mind me staying here?
ASTON: I’ve got a couple of keys. (He goes to a box by his bed and finds 

them.) This door and the front door. (He hands them to DAVIES.)
DAVIES: Thanks very much, the best of luck. (23–24)
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Symptomatically Davies and Aston not only fail to understand one another, 
but Davies also reveals his inability to be in a relationship of equality. He 
asks, “where are you going,” but the only destination he can think of is simply 
“out.” When he hears that Aston is leaving, he puts on his sandals, saying, “I 
better come with you.” Davies views Aston’s “why” as a form of rejection and 
defines what he means by adding an “out” to the “with”: “I mean, I better 
come out with you, anyway.” Aston tries to ascertain a purpose to Davies’s sug-
gested action (“why?”), whereas Davies seeks an emotional reason for Aston’s 
response, (“don’t you want me to go out?”). This pattern repeats itself as Aston 
asks, “what for?” and Davies responds, “Don’t you want me to get out . . . when 
you’re out?” The shift from “come with you,” to “come out with you,” to “go 
out,” to the final “get out” highlights the fact that Davies can only imagine an 
unequal relationship: one person is always being thrown out (“get out”) by 
another. Davies’s “verbal strategies,” as Quigley argues, “are predicated upon 
the assumption that every companion is a potential threat and a potential 
master” (1975, 127). Consequently, when Aston gives him keys, he responds 
with “the best of luck,” as if Aston is leaving in the manner that Davies usually 
goes out of places—never to return.9 The use of the “phatic” and “metalingual” 
functions in The Caretaker generally does not lead to the concord Jakobson 
suggests, but rather confirms the unequal nature of the relationships and, 
hence, leads to more and more attempts, primarily by Davies, to ascertain 
both the contact and the code.

As a consequence, every conversation’s context throughout the play 
remains radically unstable: liable at any moment to veer and change direc-
tion. Revealingly, the referential function becomes clearest in the characters’ 
longer speeches or monologues when the addressee becomes less significant: 
Aston’s recounting his electroshock therapy; Davies grumbling about the monk 
in Luton who told him to “piss off,” or expressing his desire for a clock, or com-
plaining about the lack of heating; Mick talking about his uncle’s brother, or 
about a bloke in Shoreditch, or about renting the room to Davies, or about turn-
ing the room into a penthouse:

MICK: I could turn this place into a penthouse. For instance . . . this room. 
This room you could have as the kitchen. Right size, nice window, 
sun comes in. I’d have . . . I’d have teal-blue, copper and parchment 
linoleum squares. I’d have these colours re-echoed in the walls. I’d 
offset the kitchen units with charcoal-grey-worktops. Plenty of room 
for cupboards for the crockery. We’d have a small wall cupboard, a 
large wall cupboard, a corner wall cupboard with revolving shelves. 
You wouldn’t be short of cupboards. You could put the dining room 
across the landing, see? Yes. Venetian blinds on the window, cork 
floor, cork tiles. You could have an offwhite pile linen rug, a table 
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in . .  .  in afromosia teak veneer, sideboard with matt black drawers, 
curved chairs with cushioned seats, armchairs in oatmeal tweed, a 
beech frame settee with a woven sea. (60)

As critics have pointed out, Mick weaves his dream from the clichés and con-
ventions of interior decorators’ advertising blurbs.10 This language then carries 
the social within it, bringing into the claustrophobia of the room the remnants 
of the outside world itself: a world simultaneously of desire and possibility (of 
Sidcup, the shed, the jigsaw, real estate agents, and interior decorators) and of 
threat and violence (of aliens, others, electroshock therapy, and junk).

Revealingly, it is at these most referential of moments in the play, that the 
language also becomes most densely poetic. Jakobson famously defines the 
poetic function as focusing on the message itself by projecting the “principle 
of equivalence from the axis of selection into the axis of combination” (1987, 
71). That is to say, words become primarily connected through the materiality 
of their sounds (phonetic and metrical). In this passage, for example, it occurs 
through dense assonance and consonance (“Plenty of room for cupboards for 
the crockery,” “curved chairs with cushioned seats”); through parallelism (I 
could turn . . . you could have . . . I’d have . . . I’d have . . . I’d have . . . I’d offset 
. . . We’d have . . . You wouldn’t be . . . You could put . . . You could have . . .); 
through an underlying pentameter metrical frame culminating in the final 
phrase with its internal rhyme (“settee/sea”): “a beech / frame set/ tee with / 
a wo / ven sea.” The fact that Pinter’s most referential language is at one and 
the same time his most poetic (and vice versa) enables a reframing of the cen-
tral paradox of Pinter’s work and criticism: the conflicts between poetics and 
hermeneutics, between realism and symbolism, are revealed as stark antino-
mies that nevertheless produce one another. Furthermore, both the referential 
and poetic function not only generate one another into being, but do so in 
the dramatic context not of the failure of communication as has usually been 
claimed, but instead, I would argue, in the context of broken communication.11

Such a structure returns us to the symptomatic opening stage directions 
of The Caretaker, as they produce a room that contains two iron beds (one of 
which is hidden) as well as:

a small cupboard, paint buckets, boxes containing nuts, screws, etc. 
More boxes, vases, by the side of the bed [. . .] a kitchen sink, a step- 
ladder, a coal bucket a lawn mower, a shopping trolley, boxes, side-
board drawers [. . .] a gas stove [. . .] a statue of Buddha [. . .] a couple 
of suitcases, a rolled carpet, a blow lamp, a wooden chair on its side, 
boxes, a number of ornaments, a clothes horse, a few short planks of 
wood, a small electric fire, and a very old electric toaster [. . .] a pile of old 
newspapers [. . .] an Electrolux [. . .] a bracket hangs from the ceiling. (6)
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At one level, this has the precision and detail of traditional realism—another 
kitchen-sink drama perhaps with all its epistemological and representational 
claims of verisimilitude and knowability—but the strange collocation of items 
already calls such realism into question. This point is emphasized, as Billington 
notes, by the scene’s opening: as Mick gazes at the items in sequence, he is 
positioned as a spectator which sets up a mise en abyme of the audience gazing 
at an audience looking at the set (1996, 117).

Everyday objects such as kitchen sinks, lawnmowers, sideboards, and so 
on normally gain their meaning from being positioned and used in a habitual 
manner. The sheer randomness of things in this room and the difficulty of pro-
viding a group classification for them, however, ensure that these objects build 
up their meanings not in and of themselves but only from their relationship with 
one another. As Miller argues, “[Although] ordinary in the ‘domestic’ sense, the 
objects are placed in a bizarre context in a room that might be a bedroom but 
resembles a junk shop. These objects are stripped of their normalcy and are 
strangely juxtaposed (‘vases’ with ‘shopping trolley’ with ‘lawnmower’)” (1996, 
148). Miller then follows most critics by interpreting them as symbolic analogues 
for the characters and their relationships.

Even more important, however, is the fact that none of these objects actually 
work. The kitchen sink is unattached to the water mains; the gas stove is not 
connected to the gas mains; the coal bucket has no coal in it and so, even though 
there is a fireplace, the only available heat source appears to be the small elec-
tric fire that, as Aston informs Davies, “should work” (26). Whether it actually 
works, however, remains open to doubt, given the fact that Aston spends most 
of the two weeks of the play failing to mend the plug on the toaster. Even if it did 
work, Davies says, “I won’t bother about it” (26)—his characteristic response 
to anything and everything that commits him to doing something. The status 
of the room itself is indeterminate and remains so throughout the play: is it 
in total and perpetual decay and disrepair? Or is it about to be repaired, ren-
ovated, improved? Most of the objects hover in the same ambivalent space. Is 
the kitchen sink about to be attached or not? The shopping trolley could either 
mean decoration—so much equipment has been bought that transportation 
was needed—or dereliction. The newspapers, similarly, could be intended 
to protect the floor from paint drips or could simply be rubbish. Is the lawn-
mower about to be moved into the garden or is the fact that it is in the room a 
sign the garden will never be mowed? There are sideboard drawers but not the 
sideboard.

Aston later informs Davies that the planks of wood are to build a garden 
shed. When finished this shed would house the lawnmower, stepladder, buck-
ets, boxes, and so on. It would also make sense of them, since it would pro-
vide them a normal storage-space to inhabit. As it stands, therefore, this room 
cannot quite function as a room: it is a space which once was a room or is 
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about to become one. This larger space of the room itself, thus, recapitulates the 
things it encloses since its meaning is also relational, predicated upon places 
and times beyond its present existence. The room will function normally as a 
room only when the garden shed is built, for only then will it become empty 
of the objects that do not normally belong there. In one final paradox, it can 
only become a room when its present function and status as a place of storage 
is reproduced.12

The world of The Caretaker, therefore, has a double focus: on the one hand, 
things, people, and their conversations are broken or don’t work in the usual 
ways; on the other hand, their successful functioning and habitual meaning 
remain always implicit, always seemingly available just off-stage, always at the 
edge of earshot.13 The space between these two poles is occupied by the con-
tinual attempt to fix all these things. As Varun Begley observes, The Caretaker 
continually foregrounds work and he goes on to argue that the play “is focused 
on alienated labour and its products” (2005, 51). In fact, to be more precise, the 
play focuses on the work required to repair broken things which, in turn, sug-
gests a peculiar form of labor—one that is in some sense negative, useless, and 
socially unproductive. This is because when something breaks down the logic 
of a capitalist system founded on commodity exchange demands that a replace-
ment should be bought or a repairman hired. In other words, The Caretaker 
does not exactly portray alienated labor, but instead the play’s constant gestures 
toward artisanal and craft work hint at the utopian possibility of unalienated 
labor. Furthermore, such labor tends to the domestic sphere: fixing the broken 
commodities of a consumer home. Significantly, Aston’s, Mick’s, and Davies’s 
idea of employment revolves around fixing up the house or looking after the 
house once it has been fixed up.

The play, therefore, comes to revolve around the two binary oppositions 
of home and homelessness, and of working and broken, which are contained 
in the multiple denotations and conotations of the very word “caretaker.” In 
terms of characters, Aston and Mick mirror one another: the former combines 
home and broken since he has been damaged by his electroshock therapy, is 
incapable of expressing feelings, and is always trying (and failing) to fix things 
in the house in an attempt to make it a home; the latter combines working and 
homelessness since he is constantly talking about his work and his mobility, is 
always entering and departing the room, and is perpetually planning to change 
the house so he can rent or sell it. Davies, of course, combines homelessness 
and broken and desperately tries to move from that combination and replace 
Aston in the home, but in end remains broken and homeless, left without work, 
papers, or home.

Revealingly, none of the three character achieves the other available combi-
nation, that of uniting home and work—the space, in a sense, of caretaking itself. 
This absent combination in the play centers around the domestic space and, 
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as such, lays bare the symptomatic absence of the mother. Such a  suggestion 
returns us for one last time to the set directions themselves with their allusive 
echo of kitchen-sink drama and its emphasis on the Oedipal triangle of the 
Lawrentian working-class family—the physical, silent working-class father, the 
intellectually frustrated, socially ambitious mother, and the upwardly mobile 
son.14 In other words, what the play expels thematically and stylistically are the 
broken figures of an older class formation—its family, its class consciousness, 
and its distinctive dramatic form (realism), by so doing it leaves an absence 
that no piling-on of symbolic tokens of the new dramatic form (modernism) 
can replace.

In The Caretaker, then, kitchen-sink realism and Beckettian modernism 
are, to use Fredric Jameson’s formulation, internalized as thematics. With the 
former, everyday items become defamiliarized, subsiding their epistemolog-
ical foundations; with the latter, the last tattered boots in the world material-
ize as a series of worn-out commodities.15 These thematics in turn cancel and 
negate one another to produce the formal resolution of the Pinteresque pause 
itself: the silence that figures both uneducated physical inarticulacy and too- 
educated intellectual paralysis. Silence then becomes the paradoxical producer 
and destroyer of hermeneutics and poetics; silence becomes the mark of an 
actor’s craft and its negation; silence becomes the mark of a writer’s skill and 
its negation. It is that strangely idiomatic silence produced by the temporal 
simultaneity of a belabored realism and a belated modernism that take their 
place alongside a still existing, reactionary theatrical institutional structure of 
censors, owners, audiences, and critics:16 a triangulation that provides the struc-
tural preconditions for the British dramatic explosion in the 1960s that Pinter 
and the Pinteresque prefigure.

NIGEL ALDERMAN is associate professor of English at Mount Holyoke College. 
Most recently he has cowritten, with Michael Thurston, Reading British and 
Irish Poetry (Wiley-Blackwell, 2014).

NOTES

1. Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. (CD-ROM, version 3.0), s.v. “Pinteresque.”

2. For this distinction between hermeneutics and poetics see de Man 1987, 3–20 and Culler 1997, 

66–77. Drew Milne (2001) similarly frames Pinter’s work within the twin poles of hermeneutics 

and poetics, but he uses de Man’s reformulation of those terms as grammar and rhetoric: “Events 

and relationships are framed within socially intelligible and dramatically ‘powerful’ situations in 

ways that resist the dramatic conventions of realism or naturalism. The tension between rhetoric 

and grammar enables a figurative diversity of conversation which has come to seem recognizably 

‘Pinteresque,’ a comically pregnant moment of conversation which dwells in a menacingly tragic 

absence of social recognition” (195).

3. All quotations from The Caretaker are taken from Pinter 1988.
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4. This sentence, of course, alludes to Austin 1962; see esp. 16–18.

5. In The Pinter Problem Quigley sees the fact that this “major affirmation of the play should come in a 

nonverbal form is something of a comment on the linguistic performance of the three characters” 

(1975, 168). He goes on to argue that the smile reveals the brother’s “mutual dependence” (169) 

and sees it as “reestablishing their past link” (167). Revealingly, in Quigley’s own argument this is 

the place where his posited narrative concerning the brothers and their psychological motivations 

reaches its climax.

6. Quigley writes that Mick’s speeches “are bewildering because of the sheer excess of connecting 

detail” and “successively reinforces his dominance to the point at which Davies is completely 

subjugated” (ibid., 129, 130).

7. My analysis of this dialogue is indebted to the following paragraph of Bernard Dukore: “Verbally 

Pinter connects scenes. ‘You’re stinking the place out,’ Mick tells Davies. Later, when Davies calls 

Aston’s shed stinking, he refers not to odour but to offensiveness. Vehemently Aston twice denies 

that it stinks and uses his brother’s phrase, ‘You’ve been stinking the place out.’ Offended, Davies 

repeats the word as a threat. He relates the exchange to Mick, who first reassures him that he 

does not stink and that if he did Mick would be the first to tell him—as, indeed, he was. Shortly 

thereafter he tells Davies, ‘you stink from arse-hole to breakfast time’” (Dukore 1982, 52).

8. Quigley argues that “Aston’s reaction to this attack . . . underlines the dependence of his self-image 

on this scheme” (1975, 161).

9. Billington writes of the passage: “[Davies] places [Aston] in a position of placatory servitude—

there’s something wonderfully patronizing about his cry of ‘Good luck’” (1996, 119).

10. See Quigley 1975, 156; Burkman 1971, 81–82; and Martin Esslin, who writes: “Mick’s description of 

his plans for redecorating the old house . . . transmutes the jargon of contemporary brand names 

into a dreamlike world of wish-fulfillment” (1980, 250).

11. The idea that Pinter’s plays, particularly of his first decade concern themselves with the failure 

of communication quickly became a critical commonplace. Pinter distanced himself from such 

a reading in his 1962 speech, “Writing for the Theatre”: “There are two silences. One when no 

word is spoken. The other when perhaps a torrent of language is being employed. This speech is 

speaking of a language locked beneath it. That is its continual reference. The speech we hear is 

an indication of that which we don’t hear. . . . We have heard many times that tired, grimy phrase: 

‘failure of communication’ . . . and this phrase has been fixed to my work quite consistently. I 

believe the contrary. I think that we communicate only too well, in our silence, in what is unsaid, 

and that what takes place is a continual evasion, desperate rearguard attempts to keep ourselves 

to ourselves (1998, 19–20).

12. Esslin also argues that in The Caretaker the real and the symbolic are fused in the objects 

themselves: “What we do in life,” he writes, “concretizes itself in the objects with which we 

surround ourselves and these become symbolic of our character” (1982, 116).

13. The Caretaker lends itself to a fully fledged Heideggerian reading that is only hinted at or implied 

here. The longer chapter of which this is a part performs such a reading taking as its starting point 

Heidegger’s 1923 Freiburg lectures (Heidegger 1999).

14. Revealingly, John Arden’s review argues that The Caretaker is a “study of the unexpected strength 

of family ties against an intruder” and reveals “the workings of the English mind today” (Arden 

1960, 30).

15. I quote the formulation “internalized as thematics . . . that are then cancelled and negated to 

produce . . .” from Fredric Jameson’s lecture “Balkan Cinema and the Geopolitical Imaginary” 

(2003). This dialectical process and its autoreferential nature Jameson sees as symptomatic of 

Late Modernism itself (2002, esp. 197–210).

16. The Lord Chamberlain’s Office power of censorship continued until 1968. For a history of 

censorship see De Jongh 2001.
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Considering Old Age and the Absurd 
in Harold Pinter’s A Slight Ache
Pedro Querido University of Lisbon

ABSTRACT

This article seeks to launch an inquiry into the interplay between the 
 philosophical concept of the absurd and different theories of aging in Harold 
Pinter’s radio play A Slight Ache. Due to the privileged position it occupies in the 
interstice of the two, A Slight Ache will be read as a surprisingly complex nexus 
of reflections on aging, and some of the play’s nuances and half- meanings will 
thereby be brought more vividly to light. A close reading drawing on theories 
of aging will show that old age is a theme of paramount importance in A Slight 
Ache. Furthermore, this article will claim that the combination of the absurd 
with aging calls for a discussion on intersubjectivity, whose precariousness 
threatens to doom attempts at meaning-making to failure. Finally, it will briefly 
discuss resistance as a viable or at least ineluctable reaction to that state of 
affairs.

KEYWORDS

Old age, absurd, Pinter, A Slight Ache, intersubjectivity

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

—ALFRED TENNYSON, “ULYSSES”

Buried in the “Addenda” of Samuel Beckett’s Watt is a pithy poem that begins 
with a simple question: “who may tell the tale/of the old man?” (1953, 247). 
Interestingly, most of his important works after Watt have two features in 
common: they have been read as absurdist by most scholars who are willing to 
use the term, and feature older characters as protagonists.

This could be a coincidence, one might say. It is not irrelevant to point out, 
however, that the overwhelming majority of the practitioners of the absurd 
deemed significant by Martin Esslin and Neil Cornwell—Arthur Adamov, 
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Samuel Beckett, Wolfgang Hildesheimer, Eugène Ionesco, Daniil Kharms, 
Robert Pinget, Harold Pinter, Flann O’Brien, among others—wrote one or more 
important works that have at least one older person as a protagonist or other-
wise central character. So perhaps we should take a moment to contemplate 
the possibility that old age—associated as it commonly is with frailty, finitude, 
and reflections on the meaning of life—is in some way irremediably bound with 
notions of absurdity.

Indeed, this article posits that it can prove insightful to read literary and 
dramatic texts in light of the interaction between the theme of old age and the 
concept of the absurd. After discussing the theoretical assumptions that under-
pin each of these two terms, I will focus on a single work, Harold Pinter’s A Slight 
Ache. A close reading informed by certain theories of aging, especially those 
based on the concept of “lived time,” will demonstrate that aging is a key theme 
in A Slight Ache. After that, I will argue that the two most salient nodes linking 
together old age and the absurd—the frailness of intersubjectivity and the idea 
of resistance—play a crucial role in the understanding of this radio play.

Old Age and the Absurd

THE ABSURD: DEFINING THE INDEFINABLE

The absurd is a notoriously elusive term: it could well be described as that which 
reason and logic cannot contain, reach, or explain, and any attempt at a neat 
categorization might seem destined to abject failure and therefore a gratuitous 
exercise of hermeneutic violence. The idiosyncratic and exceedingly varied 
nature of its artistic manifestations causes thematic readings to be particularly 
vulnerable to criticism: for instance, Esslin’s “Theatre of the Absurd,” a highly 
contentious but undeniably influential label in literary and dramatic criticism, 
has often been decried as “reductionist” (most recently in Bennett 2015, 7).

Perhaps for this very reason, recent efforts to elucidate absurdity in literature 
and drama have been more circumspect, either listing etymological definitions 
and diachronic analyses of the concept (see Cornwell 2006) or else adopting 
a more structural approach (Bennett 2015, 3). Still, the fact remains that the 
similarities between so-called absurdist works are striking, both formally and 
thematically (Jaccard 1991, 49), so it must be worthwhile to try to put together a 
broad but still useful working definition of the absurd.

What is the main theme or idea that binds together the different expres-
sions of absurdist thought, literature, and drama? In Le Mythe de Sisyphe, Albert 
Camus (2005) points out two related and crucial aspects: the absurd is not only 
a relative but also a negative notion (20); and the absurdist, bereft of proper 
alternatives (as neither grudging acceptance nor suicide will do), must revolt 
(52). To the notion of “revolt” (also used by Brustein [1991], though applied to a 
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different corpus) we could add those of “paradox” and “protest” (see Wellwarth 
1964), as well as “the irrational” (Cornwell 2006, 8) and life-affirming irrever-
ence (Bennett 2015, 17). These concepts can be combined to read absurdist 
works as an exercise in resistance, which can be epistemological (whereby the 
absurd is embraced as a wholesome alternative to reason, and absurdist devices 
are used in the struggle against rationality), political (whereby the absurd is 
acknowledged as an unsatisfactory state of affairs, and reason is used in the 
struggle against absurdity), or ambivalent (a paradoxical and usually subtle 
combination of both epistemological and political resistance).1

As we shall see, the general concept of resistance (and indeed the par-
ticular kinds of resistance found in absurdist literature and drama) is very 
much applicable to philosophical considerations and literary depictions 
of old age.

OLD AGE:  A FACT OF LIFE WRAPPED IN A MYSTERY INSIDE A COMMONPLACE

But what exactly should “old age” signify? Here too we must tread lightly: the 
term “old age” is as fraught with controversy in academic discussions as it is 
mundane in common parlance. The very idea that there is something that can 
be easily identifiable as “old age,” or “old person,” is seriously undermined by 
the sheer (and necessary) heterogeneity of the oldest cohort in any given soci-
ety (see, e.g., Anton 2017, 501; Setersten and Trauten 2009, 457). The scholarly 
consensus seems to be that “there is no universal old person” and that old age 
does not exist “in any fixed or generalizable form” (Wilson 2000, 4). This may 
lead some to deduce “that it makes little sense to speak of old age as a coherent 
concept at all” (Cowley 2017, 189).

Yet there is little use in denying the very tangible reality of aging. The fact is 
that it does occur, and its biological workings, mysterious though they may be 
(Moody 2006, 15), are manifold, all too real, and indeed “normal up to a point” 
(Hughes 2017, 56).2 Since aging is, biologically speaking, a potentially universal 
experience, dismissing old age as a mere sociohistorical construct, or focusing 
too narrowly on the acclaimed notion of “life course” when dealing with human 
aging, may run the risk of causing one to “lose sight of what it is that old people 
have in common precisely because they are old and despite their differences,” 
and what might be “enduring and timeless” about aging and old age (Setersten 
and Trauten 2009, 468; emphasis in original).

This may help legitimize the many attempts at theorizing old age in more 
universal terms, or at least in ways that transcend individual realities. Theory 
is finally catching up with reality, and the budding and ongoing debate on 
the nature, workings, and meaning of old age has included contributions 
from literary and dramatic criticism, a recent and long overdue development 
(Davis 2006, 21).
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OLD AGE AS A THEME

In his work on the senescent subject in twentieth-century French writing, Oliver 
Davis identifies two main categories of studies of aging in literature: “the ‘late 
style’ approach, which isolates various stylistic features and hypothesises about 
their relation to the age of the writer,” and “the character-based approach, which 
examines the representation of elderly or ageing characters” (2006, 31). Both of 
them have their limitations, and that is why “there would be some merit in a study 
which combined the best features of these two respective approaches: attention 
to form and to ageing insofar as it is figured in the texts themselves” (23).

The approach to old age in absurdist literature and drama put forward in 
this article will not speculate on potentially autobiographical details, although 
formal considerations will certainly inform my reading of Pinter’s play.3 The 
character-based approach would seem to deliver better results, since it deals 
with aging “as this occurs in the text,” though we must beware the temptation 
to treat characters “as though they were real people” (Davis 2006, 23). That is 
a hazard less likely to be incurred when analyzing absurdist literature, since 
by virtue of its very nature it tends to forgo psychological realism and instead 
has its characters either engage in whimsical behavior that is inconsistent with 
conventional social interactions and language use, or else stand in for some 
philosophical idea, which often enough amounts to the embodiment of some 
transparent or ulterior allegorical meaning.

This is also frequently the case in the absurdist works where older charac-
ters are present. In them old age is mostly an idea; the stress clearly rests on 
(rightly or wrongly) widely held symbolical associations with aging—frailty, 
powerlessness—rather than observations derived from scientific research or 
personal experience. Be that as it may, old age often remains a paramount issue 
in said works. As Theodor Wolpers writes, “A genuinely literary theme, that is, 
one significantly contributing to the general ‘meaning’ of a work, must be one 
of the shaping forces and guiding principles of the text, not something the critic 
adds from outside” (1993, 90; emphasis in original). And the thesis of this article 
is precisely that old age can and indeed should be read as “one of the shaping 
forces and guiding principles” of Pinter’s A Slight Ache.

A SLIGHT ACHE :  SYNOPSIS AND ABSURDIST CREDENTIALS

Given the academic unpopularity of the absurd and the still germinal schol-
arly standing of aging as a subject matter, one of the common threads of this 
article does seem to be marginality, as A Slight Ache is not accorded the same 
critical attention as Pinter’s more acclaimed plays. Written in 1958 as a radio 
play commissioned by the BBC, and later the subject of stage productions, it 
wears symbolism on its sleeve (Esslin 1970, 90), a conspicuousness that invites 
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comparison with the British playwright’s first play, The Room. Subtle in its 
 symbolism it may not be, but what exactly does the symbol stand for? As in 
many of Pinter’s plays, any such query is met with authorial silence.

The symbol in question is the matchseller, “a quiet, harmless old man” (Pinter 
1982, 16) who intrudes on the quiet lives of Edward and Flora, a  middle-class 
“elderly married couple” (Cornwell 2006, 137) whose relationship shows signs 
of strain even before the mysterious character is invited in. The opening scene 
shows a patient Flora teaching a curt Edward the names of the flowers in their 
garden. Soon after that Edward, first bullishly giving orders to Flora and then 
egged on by her, traps, blinds and kills a wasp in a marmalade jar, and his 
self-important triumphant feeling is comically juxtaposed with his opposite 
initial intention to keep the insect out of the jar.

But the matchseller, who has been standing quietly by the back gate of their 
house for a long time, obviously unsettles Edward, and his fruitless interroga-
tion of the “harmless old man” (who does not utter a single word throughout 
the play) does little apart from revealing Edward’s own arrogant, pedantic, and 
overbearing personality. Meanwhile, and despite Flora’s initial disgust, the 
matchseller kindles sexual fantasies in her, as Edward, growing weaker over 
time, sorrowfully reminisces on his past vigor. In the end, Flora is intent on 
keeping and grooming the matchseller, and places his match tray in the hands 
of a frail and spent Edward.

This play has many of the most common absurdist trappings, both formally 
and thematically. Analyzed from a structural perspective, A Slight Ache (a one-act 
tragicomedy, like many of the “canonical” absurdist plays) is rich in the under-
stated wordplay and the “experiments with silence, pauses, and vapid questions” 
that are rife in Pinter (Bennett 2015, 85), and fulfills all of the formal requisites for 
absurdist fiction and drama proposed by Michael Bennett (2015, 19).

Thematically, and to approach this matter from only one of the various pos-
sible angles, the abovementioned play with language found in A Slight Ache is 
very much in tune with the perennial fixation with the problem of human (mis)
communication often seen in absurdist writings in general and in Pinter’s work 
in particular: “What I try to do in my plays is to get to this recognizable reality of 
the absurdity of what we do and how we behave and how we speak” (Pinter apud 
Esslin 2014, 198). Thus the “self-evident limitations of language” can be laid bare 
through “either linguistic disintegration or even a meticulous reproduction of 
reality (as often found in Pinter)” (Cornwell 2006, 8). This is an example of what 
was described above as epistemological resistance: since “the much-vaunted 
inadequacy or deception of language” is intimately connected to reason and its 
shortcomings (Cornwell 2006, 27), the play’s abundant use of quasi–non sequi-
turs, ambiguity, and other time-honored absurdist devices exposes the glitches 
of language and logic and thereby chips away at the foundations of rationality.



64 

HAROLD PINTER REVIEW

HPR_2.1_04_Querido.indd Page 64 21/04/18  8:01 AM

Perhaps one of the most interesting features of A Slight Ache, however, is the 
seamless symbiosis between form and content so characteristic of absurdist 
theatre (Esslin 2014, 6). “The stage of radio is darkness and silence, the darkness 
of the listener’s skull” (Gray 1981, 49), and so a work like A Slight Ache does not 
need to make any concessions to “physical circumstances” (61). This is par-
ticularly evident in the ethereal (because wordless) nature of the matchseller, 
whose presence on a physical stage, as many critics have noted, significantly 
undercuts its dramatic force (see, e.g., Esslin 1970, 87–90; Guralnick 1996, 101–2). 
The reality of radio, then, “is never consistent,” and this is why “it is perfectly 
adapted to the portrayal of an absurd universe” (Gray 1981, 61). This has even 
led one critic to muse on “the possibly direct influence of certain types of radio 
drama on the absurdist stage play” (Fink 1981, 203).

The curious affinity between radio and the absurd is just as fascinating as that 
between radio and old age, a correlation that has surprised scholars (Mangan 
2013, 8). All of these three elements are fused together in A Slight Ache,4 but 
while it is originally a radio play, and has often been read as an absurdist work, 
its thematization of old age is anything but taken for granted: interpretations of 
this, as well as of many other absurdist works, usually neglect it while favoring 
other (but proximate) subjects, such as the theme of death.

Reading Old Age in A Slight Ache

THE THEME OF DEATH: MORE THAN MORTALITY

Whereas death has fascinated countless writers, thinkers, and readers, old age 
rarely captures their imagination to an even remotely similar extent; after all, 
the “slow, familiar process” of aging stands in stark contrast to the dramatic 
and inconceivable nature of death (Bavidge 2017, 208). Old age thus manages 
to combine the worst of both worlds and somehow be perceived as both fright-
ening and boring. What most deepens the chasm between the two themes, 
however, is comparing their ontological significance: whereas it is quite con-
sensual that “finitude, mortality, and death belong irreducibly to the mean-
ing of human life” (Rentsch 2017, 362), the aging process is usually refused the 
“intrinsic meaning” attributed to death (Davis 2006, 11).

This may help explain why so often considerations of death eclipse those 
of old age or the process of aging, even when the latter could actually be more 
fruitful than the former. Pinter’s A Slight Ache illustrates this in a particularly 
flagrant way. Esslin points to its themes of “sexual inadequacy and death” (1970, 
88), which are certainly valid and one might even say unavoidable. However, to 
declare that the mysterious figure “is simply Edward’s death” (90) is a grating 
oversimplification.

But the fact that the matchseller “is not meant as a realistic character is clear 
enough” (Esslin 1970, 90), and this has given rise to a number of readings, almost 
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none of which take due stock of the plentiful references to old age and aging 
in the play. Besides having been read as a “herald of Death,” Cornwell reports 
how the matchseller has been seen as a symbol of, among other things, the 
Great Depression, the “Other,” meaninglessness, “or simply Edward’s Nemesis” 
(2006, 137). The threat is not always interpreted as being extraneous, however: 
for Bernard Dukore, for example, “the menace is an external manifestation of 
internal, psychological disturbance” (1982, 44), as a result of which Edward 
“deteriorates to the point of helplessness” (43). This deterioration in particular 
has been interpreted as akin to the process of aging, as when Esslin mentions 
how at one point Edward, led into the garden by Flora, “seems weakened; the 
slight ache from which he suffered initially has grown into a general loss of 
vitality, the start of the descent into the decay of old age” (1970, 89). But, as 
we have seen, Esslin’s focus lies elsewhere, and in his reading aging is a mere 
stepping stone toward death (the passage on old age quoted above appears, 
tellingly, in parentheses).

Thus old age is rarely seen as an important aspect of A Slight Ache. It is either 
ignored, briefly alluded to as a mere transitory stage toward death, or dismis-
sively brought up as part of a joke, as when the plot of the radio play is boiled 
down to “a geriatric sex-game” (Cornwell 2006, 138).5 This is not just a pity—it 
also seems to disregard a great deal of textual evidence. For one thing, one must 
reckon with the staggering number of references to the matchseller’s advanced 
years. Flora consistently describes him as “an old man” (1982, 21), combining 
that sobriquet with an impressive diversity of compassionate if condescending 
attributives: “a very nice old man” (15), “a quiet, harmless old man” (16), “a poor 
old man” (18), “a poor, harmless old man” (18), “very old” (21), and so on.

Moreover, seeing the matchseller as symbolizing old age would help make 
sense of the fact that he appears standing near the back gate, on a small lane 
that leads to the monastery (as opposed to the front gate, which is on the main 
road that leads to the village), and that “he’s always there” (1982, 15–16). Granted 
that what this evokes (an ever-present specter; a covert and inexorable process 
quietly working out of sight) could just as easily apply to death, but the couple’s 
insistence on the benignity of the matchseller—the word “harmless” is often 
appended to him, on one occasion appearing as many as five times in just two 
lines (16)—is harder to square with the idea of annihilation.

A much more cogent argument can be made in relation to another fasci-
nating detail, which is rarely mentioned and then only in passing: as Edward 
grows feebler, the once “very old” matchseller begins to look “younger,” indeed 
“extraordinarily . . . youthful” (1982, 39); “the match-seller is presented as grow-
ing younger while Edward grows older” (Rodger 1982, 112; see also Carpenter 
1996, 209). The switching of places between Edward and the matchseller as part 
of the play’s dramatic twist, and the power shift that is implied therein, does 
not therefore happen “abruptly” or “suddenly,” as it has been claimed (Coppa 
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2001, 50), but rather more like aging, which “is not a race to the death. It is 
slow and gradual” (Fry 2009, 513). Hints of this are sprinkled toward the end 
of the text, mostly in the form of stage directions: Edward grunts twice, when 
stooping to pick up the matchseller’s tray and when getting back up (1982, 26); 
he asks Flora to take him into the garden “with great weariness” (28); his rev-
eries are nostalgic (35); and in the closing moments, as he becomes “weaker,” 
his speech becomes breathless and little short of aphasic, and he situates his 
broken narrative in a bygone time, “when a stripling . . . like yourself [i.e., the 
matchseller]” (39).

Needless to say, this reversal of fortunes, complete with the matchseller’s 
newfound youth thrown into sharp relief by an aged Edward himself, is entirely 
at odds with the theory that the enigmatic character “is simply Edward’s death.” 
This is probably why the ending of A Slight Ache has perplexed many critics, 
who have deemed it “contingent, absurd” (Dukore 1982, 44), or else a failed 
gimmick that “is straining too hard to contrive a neat pattern” (Hayman 1975, 
31). An approach focused on aging handles this denouement (or perhaps more 
accurately said nouement) in a much more satisfactory manner.

Given the massive gravitational pull of the idea of demise, “rejecting the 
characterisation of old age as the mere ante-room to death” (Scarre 2017, 7) 
may be perceived as a vital step to allow old age to make its own unique con-
tribution to our never-ending quest for the meaning of life. For Christopher 
Cowley, however, we should look unflinchingly at death as sine qua non of 
any discussion of the meaning of old age: “Old age is not just another stage of 
life, it is the last stage. It is not just a stage characterised by loss of capacities, 
loss of parents or loss of employment, but, ultimately, by the loss of the whole 
world” (2017, 203).

While this may be true, placing too much emphasis on this aspect of aging 
would also reinforce what Margaret Gullette has called the “master narrative 
of decline,” “which encourages men and women to experience and articulate 
growing older in terms of loss, isolation, and diminished physical mental and 
material resources” (Mangan 2013, 8). It is difficult yet imperative to find equi-
librium: it requires not only the intellectual honesty to acknowledge all the 
pernicious changes that aging might entail but also the presence of mind to see 
beyond them. Death may well be unavoidable (both as a matter of fact and as a 
leitmotif when discussing old age); nevertheless, again according to Cowley, it 
should not dominate our ruminations about aging—and not least because “old 
age, understood as limited and partly defined by death, is more interesting,” 
philosophically, than death (2017, 203).

This is a point of view that the present article hopes to corroborate. As the 
remainder of this discussion will show, we can plausibly read the theme of old 
age in A Slight Ache in a variety of different ways, but, naturally, some lines of 
inquiry are more suitable than others.
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DISENGAGEMENT THEORY

Many theories of aging devised by gerontologists associate chronometric 
measurements of time “with stories or metaphors that are not only implic-
itly accepted as meaningful but also as universal and grounded in immutable 
rhythms of nature” (Baars 2017, 72). One of them is disengagement theory. 
Created in the beginning of the second half of the twentieth century to explain 
“the engagements of adulthood and the ultimate mutual disengagement of 
society and old people” (Fry 2009, 512), its short-lived heyday coincided with the 
conception of A Slight Ache (and indeed with the coinage of the term “Theatre 
of the Absurd”). It grew out of the Kansas City Study of Adult Life, which showed 
that “with advancing age, there is, in fact, a trend toward greater interiority, 
meaning increased attention to the inner psychological world” (Moody 2006, 
9; emphasis in original); one may become “more detached,” and the “disen-
gagement” could be interpreted in a narrower sense as the development of “an 
inner attitude towards life” (9).

That sense of disengagement can be found in A Slight Ache. As the play 
begins, Edward is outside, having tea with his wife, but not wholly at ease. He 
is not properly engaging in conversation with Flora, but rather trying to read 
the newspaper. Also, he does not seem to know the plants and flowers of his 
garden by name; neither does he show much interest in changing that state 
of affairs.

He was not always this detached from his surroundings, if we are to believe 
his recollections: later in the play, when Edward wistfully reminisces about his 
prowess as a young man, there is much talk of “my excursions to the cliff,” climb-
ing the hill to “survey my landscape” (1982, 35–36). This outwardness began to 
be thwarted by the appearance of the matchseller (or whatever he may stand 
for) in his life. As he describes how he would contemplate the matchseller, he 
mentions that sometimes he would “take shelter”—there he would still be in 
touch with “the blades of grass, the earthflowers,” “all the great folliage,” but he 
would mainly “rest,” and there he “no longer heard the wind or saw the sun. 
Nothing entered, nothing left my nook” (38).

So it is quite natural that Edward, livid from having seen the matchseller, his 
“oldest acquaintance” (1982, 36), standing right outside his gate, retires to the 
darkness of the scullery, to Flora’s surprise (16–18). In the revelations that follow, 
this creeping inwardness manifests itself in other ways: he “used to be in busi-
ness, now he regards himself as something of an intellectual” (Esslin 1970, 87). A 
writer and thinker, he purports to lead a life of reflection. And even in his writing 
we find a progressive disengagement with the outer, physical world: Flora tells 
us he was writing about “the Belgian Congo,” a subject that is both concrete 
and perfectly defined historically and geographically, but Edward claims that 
he is now writing an “essay on space and time” instead (1982, 17), which makes 
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for a much more abstract and philosophical topic—not to mention eminently 
related to aging.

So disengagement theory, like other theories of aging based on measured 
time, may be used in illuminating ways to discuss aging in A Slight Ache. 
However, and bearing in mind the stated aims of this article, theoretical per-
spectives that relinquish considerations of chronometric time altogether are 
much more likely to lead to helpful insights.

THE RÉVEIL MORTEL

Given “the intrinsic openness of the human organism” (Baars 2017, 76), and 
consequently the uniqueness of each person’s development (biological as well 
as psychological and social), and given the idiosyncratic, inward-looking char-
acter of A Slight Ache, it may be more appropriate to focus on the concept of 
“lived time,” which has a strong affinity with phenomenology (Arp 2017, 141) and 
existentialist thought (Baars 2017, 83, 81).

This matters because the awareness of one’s own finitude afforded by the 
existentialist perspective is strikingly adequate for a discussion of old age in 
absurdist literature. And when Cowley invites us to think about aging by focus-
ing “less on chronology” (2017, 190), one of his proposals is existentialist to a 
fault: the contention that “old age could be launched by the crucial experience 
of the réveil mortel. This is the idea of my waking up with the simple but terri-
fying certainty that I will die” (191). The réveil mortel may occur earlier or later 
in life; the crux of the matter is not the passing of time but the crossing of the 
line “between knowledge and certainty” (191): “there is a difference between 
accepting the abstract proposition that all men are mortal and reaching the 
existential realisation that I myself am mortal” (Scarre 2017, 5).

In Pinter’s play, Edward’s réveil mortel could be the moment when he first 
sees the matchseller—or rather, the first time Edward claims to have seen him, 
which led to his progressive and inexorable disengagement with society and 
the outer reality in general. Otherwise, his réveil mortel could also be argued 
to have been elicited by the wasp incident. Initially, Edward is elated, for the 
first and last time in the play; after he kills the offending creature, the perceived 
virility of the deed seems to positively invigorate him: “I feel it in my bones. 
In my muscles. I think I’ll stretch my legs in a minute” (1982, 14). However, 
the argument could be made that the matchseller does not simply happen to 
wander into Edward’s line of sight in that exact moment—as a matter of fact, 
Flora claims that he had been lurking there for quite a while (15). Instead, the 
killing may have served as a wake-up call to the idea of his own mortality—that 
is to say, his réveil mortel. Here the parallel between Edward’s “slight ache” in 
his eye (12) and the blinding of the wasp before its demise (14) would acquire 
a very specific meaning and at the same time attest to the hypothesis that the 



PEDRO QUERIDO

69 

HPR_2.1_04_Querido.indd Page 69 21/04/18  8:01 AM

matchseller appears to Edward not only when but, most important, because he 
makes that association.

We have established, then, that Edward’s aging process is not only drama-
tized but also acknowledged by Edward himself, however unconsciously or 
reluctantly. Predictably, of course, his manifest reaction is one of almost vis-
ceral denial. But, as I will argue later, that very tension, brought about by the 
combination of “lived time” with quintessentially existentialist tropes such as 
preoccupations with the self, the Other, and the concept of authenticity, can 
yield thought-provoking readings concerning a particular aspect present in 
A Slight Ache and common to both the theme of old age and the philosophical 
concept of the absurd: the idea of resistance.

AGING, OTHERING, RESISTING

As we have seen earlier, the pitfalls of the “character-based approach” are two-
fold: failing to pay heed to form; and mistaking characters for actual persons 
(Davis 2006, 23). Bearing that in mind, the present article, besides having at its 
base a keen awareness of the specificity of the medium (an elaboration of which 
nonetheless lies outside its purview), advocates an approach that treats literary 
and dramatic characters (in Pinter’s play in particular, and in absurdist works in 
general) less as biographical subjects and more as thinly disguised placeholders 
for ambient social constructs, prototypical attitudes, and preconceived notions 
that are neither given authorial legitimacy nor dismissed, but simply brought 
up and problematized.

This idea of raising thorny questions and leaving the tensions they create 
“unresolved” is also the modus operandi of Simone de Beauvoir in La Vieillesse, 
where the French philosopher argues that “ageing is about becoming this Other 
even as we fail to recognize ourselves in it” (Davis 2006, 40); “Beauvoir’s account” 
of aging in La Vieillesse is essentially one in which the subject is alienated, split 
in schizoid fashion between its sense of inner self-sameness and the reality of 
becoming old: ageing is othering” (Davis 2006, 145; emphasis in original).

Aging as “othering” is a perfect angle from which to approach A Slight Ache. 
It has often been remarked that in that radio play, as in Pinter’s previous efforts, 
“the theme is the threat of the intruder from outside” (Hayman 1975, 28). Others 
have refined this reading to suggest that in those plays “menace lurks outside, 
but it also has psychological roots” (Dukore 1982, 24). We can avoid the compli-
cations wrought by the use of a loaded term like “psychological” and still safely 
infer the dual or, perhaps more accurately put, ambiguous nature of the threat: 
depending on how we look at it, it may come from within or from without. In the 
wasp episode, there is a premonition that “is the play in microcosm”: Edward 
“has trapped the wasp in the marmalade jar when his voiced intention was to 
shoo it away; he has locked in the thing he wanted to expel” (Coppa 2001, 50).
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That is what happens to Edward in the end: old age catches up with him, 
despite his vehement efforts to distance itself from it. He repeatedly denies that 
he is “frightened” of the matchseller and is on the defensive throughout. This 
attitude is nowhere more obvious than in the following passage, where Flora 
tries to assuage Edward’s fears:

FLORA (going over to him): I don’t know why you’re getting so excited 
about it. He’s a quiet, harmless old man, going about his business. 
He’s quite harmless.

EDWARD: I didn’t say he wasn’t harmless. Of course he’s harmless. How 
could he be other than harmless? (1982, 16)

He elaborates on this later on: “He can’t see straight. I think as a matter of fact 
he wears a glass eye. He’s almost stone deaf . . . almost . . . not quite. He’s very 
nearly dead on his feet. Why should he frighten me?” (1982, 29). If we read the 
matchseller as standing for death alone, Edward’s sharp reply must be seen as 
evidence of out-and-out denial, and that is certainly a vital part of it. But it can 
also be a frank admission of the very root of his anxiety: the old man is harm-
less, and Edward—proud, domineering, surveyor of his landscape, his “grasp 
firm,” his “command established” (35)—fears nothing more than to become 
just that.

Thus when he is exasperated with the matchseller’s listlessness as a monk 
passes by (1982, 19), he is not only dismayed by the old man’s lack of  tenacity—
he is afraid that that means he too will lose his own. The commonly experi-
enced “shock of looking in the mirror and seeing a strange face reflected there” 
(Arp 2017, 135) finds its parallel in the moments when Edward accuses the 
matchseller of being an “impostor,” which he does more than once (1982, 19, 
29). All the while, however, there is more than a hint of the kind of panic that is 
triggered by self-recognition.

This crisis is not only of an inner nature: it is further heightened by its social 
dimension, which is inextricably bound up with the sexual politics of the play, 
an important and recurring issue in Pinter that has been widely commented 
on. Davis notes that, in La Vieillesse, Simone de Beauvoir “demonstrates that 
men too are destined, with age, to corporeal alienation” (2006, 53), and the 
elaboration of this line of thought is worth quoting at length due to its perti-
nence to the analysis of A Slight Ache: “old age shakes men out of their quiet 
self- satisfaction, their presumed social and corporeal superiority, shattering the 
supposedly seamless unity of the male lifespan. The male adult rejects the old 
man he will become: ‘Il hait dans le vieillard sa future condition’” (53).

This helps explain the otherwise rather baffling denouement, when Flora 
happily takes the matchseller in and expels Edward. By the end of the play, 
Edward’s youth has become his Other, and along with youth goes his virility. 



PEDRO QUERIDO

71 

HPR_2.1_04_Querido.indd Page 71 21/04/18  8:01 AM

Just like Edward as a young man had taken the place of the village’s squire, 
who was himself a “nice old man” (1982, 22), Edward finds himself superseded, 
spent, no longer the supple surveyor of his landscape of yore, and left to his own 
devices; the process has taken its course, and the upshot is the one Edward had 
feared from the start.

Old Age, the Absurd, and Failed Intersubjectivity

MEANING AS INTERSUBJECTIVE

Discussing the social aspects of aging brings a number of important and related 
issues to the fore. Let us begin with a simple question: Does one’s aging depend 
on others? Our everyday idea of aging as a matter of time elapsing would sug-
gest that it does not. But scratch beneath the surface and the opposite is true. 
The fact that in English there is “no equivalent of sex and gender to distinguish 
between biological and social ageing . . . makes it very easy to think of biolog-
ical and social ageing as the same thing” (Wilson 2000, 7), yet there is some 
academic consensus around the notion that “being elderly is mainly a prod-
uct of social and material conditions” (Overall 2017, 21). Though “the essential 
individuality of the experience of old age” is undisputed, “our sense of individ-
uation, of being conscious of a separate identity from the other people around 
us, is expressed in relational terms” (Hepworth 2000, 4, 13–14). Even advocates 
of “authentic ageing,” whose focus on subjective, individual experience might 
otherwise suggest a certain inwardness, urge us to “move beyond the idea of the 
self within and see ourselves as situated or embedded in the world” (Hughes 
2017, 62, 65). To answer our question, then, one’s aging does depend on others, 
as meaning is “always social, because it would not exist in its fullness without 
communicative interactions and shared language” (Johnson 2007, 266).

This emphatic stance would seem to preclude provocative but apparently 
inane follow-up questions such as “But who are those ‘others’?” “Must they be 
other people?” Again, the affirmative reply rolls off the tongue; after all, how 
could the “others” be anything other than other people? When aging is actually 
dramatized, however, often enough the answer can only be affirmative if we 
consider our former selves to be other selves. One particularly striking exam-
ple of what I mean is Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape, where the protagonist’s aged 
status is clearly established not only by the author’s stage directions but also by 
his deliberate evocation of his former selves. Krapp, being the only character 
of the play, is presented to the audience without any term of comparison other 
than himself, and yet, just like no critic that I am aware of has failed to describe 
him as “old” or “very old,” no discerning spectator will fail to recognize the 
thematization of aging.

This rather solipsistic sort of intersubjectivity poses an interesting conun-
drum, one which I believe is representative of many absurdist writers’ dealings 
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with the complex issues surrounding old age. Before we delve into it, let us 
consider its philosophical origins.

THE REMARKABLE SURVIVABILITY OF THE CARTESIAN MIND/BODY SPLIT

The skepticism toward “classical rationalist discourse” in general (and the 
Cartesian method in particular) that was widespread among European avant-
garde artists in the twentieth century (Fotiade 2001, 1) may invite interpretations 
of their works grounded on phenomenological, existentialist, or even mysti-
cal perspectives. However, remnants of Cartesian dualism and its corollary 
notions—namely the rife “dualistic view of mind versus body,” the mind being 
the “higher” self because it is “rational” and the body the “lower” one due to 
its association with baser functions and desires (Johnson 2007, 2, 4)—crop up 
all too often and with unexpected vigor.

As we have seen above, A Slight Ache illustrates this common worldview 
through Edward, whose hiding in the scullery is a retreat from the world and 
his own senses, who stubbornly (and vainly) seeks to distance himself from his 
failing body, smothering its signals with copious words, seeking respite from 
it in mangled memories, essentially wishing it away—as though its changes, 
and the changing reality they herald, could ever possibly be dissociated from 
himself, the “true” Edward, the rational mind, the ageless self. This schizoid 
manner of thinking, which lies behind so many other instances of “ageing as 
othering,” is eminently Cartesian; according to Sally Gadow, the rationalist (as 
opposed to existentialist) perspective holds that “the essential is the pure, the 
enduring, while the contingent is the corruptible, the decaying,” and for this 
reason the “experience of frailty”—a “testimony to finitude, imperfection, and 
eventual death”—comes to be seen as nothing less than “the body thwart[ing] 
the projects of the self” (1983, 144). Thus “the self repudiates the body to escape 
being contaminated by its deterioration. The body becomes a mere shell, a dis-
guise” (145).

Thinking in such dualistic terms is problematic, and not just for the more 
immediately apparent reasons, such as the notion that bodily frailty is an “unal-
terable given in human existence” (Gadow 1983, 144) and the even starker fact 
that “the person you are cannot survive the death of your body” (Johnson 2007, 
208; emphasis in original). When we unwind the rationalist ball of yarn, we find 
that meaning is taken to be “something that belongs first and foremost to words” 
(7–8) and “exclusively conceptual and propositional in nature” (8)—as opposed 
to arising “through embodied organism-environment interactions” (273).

The troublesome implications of this should be plain to anyone acquainted 
with absurdist literature. If we are thus to “focus almost exclusively on  language 
(i.e., spoken and written words and sentences) as the bearer of meaning” 
(Johnson 2007, 20), what are we to make of the tendency “toward a radical 
devaluation of language” (Esslin 2014, 7) deemed so characteristic of the absurd, 
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and of the “authentic feeling of gratuitousness” of absurdist speech created 
“amid either linguistic disintegration or even a meticulous reproduction of 
reality (as often found in Pinter)” (Cornwell 2006, 8)?

What we are to make of that is that the deliberate thematization of the 
“much-vaunted inadequacy or deception of language” (Cornwell 2006, 27) 
alongside the presentation of rationalist modes of thought and behavior is part 
of a problematization of our commonsensical view of ourselves as split between 
the mind as our “true self” and the body as a mere vessel. Obviously, nowhere 
in this article do I suggest that Cartesian dualism was actually embraced by the 
practitioners of the absurd themselves. To name but one illustrious example, 
the “enduring debt” owed by Beckett to Descartes did not lead to the Irish writ-
er’s acceptance of “all, if indeed any, of the Cartesian premises and conclusions” 
(Ackerley and Gorantski 2004, 132); instead, a more accurate appraisal of the 
extent of Descartes’s influence would be to claim that Beckett’s “major novels 
are based clearly and distinctly on a Cartesian entelechy, however qualified by 
irony. They are Cartesian in their premises, but ironic in their method” (135).

The fact remains, however, that the mind/body dualism is “deeply embedded 
in our philosophical and religious traditions,” and we may be reinforcing it in 
practice if not necessarily in theory often in spite of ourselves: “We buy into the 
notion of thinking as a pure, conceptual, body-transcending activity, even if we 
realize that no thinking occurs without a brain” (Johnson 2007, 2). Moreover, it 
becomes a particularly appealing narrative in old age, as Simone de Beauvoir, 
famously very much of the existentialist persuasion, attests: “Even though 
Beauvoir is no Cartesian, she suggests that the desire to disown the body—the 
Cartesian temptation—becomes increasingly strong with age” (Davis 2006, 46).

THE DANGERS OF FAILED INTERSUBJECTIVITY IN OLD AGE

The same kind of cognitive dissonance may affect our thoughts on intersubjec-
tivity in general and meaning-making in old age in particular. If “human beings 
live in a symbolic world of shared meaning” (Moody 2006, 109), and if “meaning 
is a matter of relations and connections” (Johnson 2007, 265), then it follows 
that the search for meaning in old age (as in any other life phase) will neces-
sarily have an intersubjective element. Yet for all our right-thinking certainty in 
the existence of “a symbolic world of shared meaning” and in the fact that all 
meaning is the net result “of our humanity-interacting-with-our-world” (282), 
in old age we may find ourselves preoccupied first and foremost with memory, 
which, though vital for the “epistemology of the self” (Lipscomb 2016, 24), tends 
to lead to greater introspection and inwardness.

The friction between such self-centered perspective and the notion that 
meaning-making must be intersubjective is evident. Just like the axiomatic 
breakdown of communication in absurdist literature and drama invites—
at least at first glance—a pessimist outlook on the possibility of meaningful 
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interaction with others, the “mental and physical infirmity” that old age may 
portend is likely to exacerbate problems in the negotiation of “a satisfactory 
identity” and thus of adequate personal meanings, especially if we theorize 
identity as “a social accomplishment based on interaction” (Vincent, Phillipson, 
and Downs 2006, 108).

Hepworth sums up these considerations when he notes that “the individ-
ual sense of selfhood can be seriously threatened” if “the processes of inter-
personal communication break down,” and he mentions that such “outcome 
has been dealt with imaginatively in a number of stories of ageing” (2000, 16). 
One example could be Beckett’s Rockaby, which has been read as a caution-
ary tale of “how old age and frailty endanger personhood” (Groninger and 
Childress 2007, 269)—another could be A Slight Ache itself. Thus loneliness, or 
what Linda Wood calls “the individual experience of failed intersubjectivity” 
(apud Hepworth 2000, 65; emphasis in original), is yet another theme that binds 
absurdist concerns together with the problematization of old age.

FALSE INTERSUBJECTIVITY:  THE PECULIAR CASE OF ABSURDIST RADIO DRAMA

Loneliness, the breakdown of meaningful communication between people, the 
introspection associated with one’s “search for lost time”—all of these consid-
erations bring us back to the impasse alluded to earlier: what kind of meaning 
can arise from a frankly solipsist kind of intersubjectivity, if it can be called inter-
subjectivity at all? For in many absurdist works, particularly those depleted of 
dramatis personæ, intersubjectivity, when at all present, is either make- believe 
or under siege—and as a consequence meaning-making is at risk as well.

Here the original (and therefore optimal) choice of medium for A Slight Ache 
indubitably plays a noteworthy role. Commenting on radio’s famous propen-
sity for the perpetration of hoaxes on a mass scale, Tim Crook observes that it 
cannot be reduced solely to social and historical circumstances, because it is 
also attributable to the medium’s very essence; being “a more psychological 
medium,” it is very apt to “weaken the dividing line between illusion and real-
ity” (1999, 105, 139). This feature of radio is rarely lost on commentators, and it 
should inform our readings of radio plays written specifically for the medium, 
as was the case of Pinter’s piece analyzed here. Indeed, according to Guralnick, 
in A Slight Ache radio drama is “treated as a mind in action” (1996, 191).

Interestingly, this sets up yet another unresolved tension—which is, after all, 
part and parcel, if not even the raison d’être, of absurdist drama and fiction.6 
For all their potential for introspection and psychological depth, absurdist radio 
plays (just like absurdist literature in general) afford precious little in the way of 
realistic insights into the workings of a human psyche. Esslin holds that in what 
he termed the “Theatre of the Absurd” the characters are dehumanized, as the 
inscrutability of their motives renders them alien to the audience (2014, 347). If 
we were to accept that each of those plays “is an answer to the questions ‘How 
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does this individual feel when confronted with the human situation? What is 
the basic mood in which he faces the world? What does it feel like to be he?’” 
(342), we should be ready to admit that the opaqueness of “the motivation and 
background of the characters” that leads to the “problem of verification” found 
in many of Pinter’s plays (198, 199) will seriously undercut any attempt to make 
sense of such answers.7

INTERSUBJECTIVITY (OR LACK THEREOF) IN A SLIGHT ACHE

Because A Slight Ache conjoins the philosophical concept of the absurd, the 
theme of old age, and the medium of radio in a convenient little package, it 
makes sense that it should illustrate the paradoxes referred to above. The extent 
to which intersubjectivity in A Slight Ache is not only more or less inevitably 
present in some way or another—since we are dealing with a work of radio 
drama that has two characters engaging in (something that vaguely resembles) 
a dialogue—but also actively thematized was even more obvious in the work’s 
original title, Something in Common (Carpenter 1996, 209).

This begs the question: something in common with whom? Someone only 
acquainted with the basic plot of the radio play may very well instinctively 
assume that the terms of comparison are Edward and Flora, who are imme-
diately identified (or at least identifiable) as a couple. Also, pinpointing aging 
as a crucial theme in A Slight Ache could yield the same answer, since Edward 
and Flora seem to be in the same age range and would thus theoretically be 
similarly prone to begin musing on old age and its meaning. Moreover, some 
fruitful in-depth analyses have been scaffolded upon the premise that they 
have equal weight as characters. Guralnick, for instance, reads Edward and 
Flora as polar opposites (1996, 112–13) whose “disparate impressions” of the 
matchseller “cannot both be right, since they are mutually exclusive” (101). 
Seeing both Edward and Flora as imbued with “personalities” which “prove 
to be equally matched” (101) entails a reading of the play as primarily a power 
struggle between the two, one that Flora actually wins in the end.

No one familiar with Pinter’s oeuvre would be reckless enough to dismiss the 
thematic importance of power struggle outright, and neither is that my inten-
tion. However, I have to take issue with the idea that Edward and Flora are two 
equal protagonists—and, judging from what has been written on A Slight Ache 
in the past decades, I am far from being alone. There is more than one way of 
defending this claim, but I will do so within the narrower confines of this arti-
cle by arguing that only Edward’s old age is dramatized, not Flora’s. The réveil 
mortel strikes Edward, not Flora, and the emphasis on lived time (as opposed to 
chronological time) invites us to pay more attention to the radio play’s outcome 
(Edward switches places with the matchseller, who begins by being perceived 
as “very old” and by the end looks “extraordinarily youthful,” whereas Flora 
undergoes no such change, and indeed merrily leaves holding hands with her 
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“Barnabas”) than to Edward’s and Flora’s similarity of circumstances (including 
age cohort) at the outset.

The focus, then, is chiefly on Edward, who toward the end of the radio play 
makes it abundantly clear that if he has “something in common” with anyone 
it is with the matchseller: “My oldest acquaintance. My nearest and dearest. My 
kith and kin” (1982, 36). This becomes increasingly apparent as the radio play 
draws to a close, even in the most unexpected moments, such as the farcical bit 
when Edward, commanding the matchseller to blow his nose and pull himself 
together, immediately proceeds to sneeze and blow his own nose (38). These 
declamations of kinship and instances of mirroring foreshadow the final scene, 
where Edward in a way becomes the matchseller.

Let us take a step back now. Why should it matter who has something in 
common with whom? It matters a great deal, because it shows just how bleak 
the prospects are as far as meaning-making potential goes. Notice that, unless 
we interpret the radio play in a literal and naïve way, the matchseller is a figment 
of the characters’ imagination or the embodiment (or even symbol) of some-
thing that happens to Edward (according to my thesis, his aging process). Either 
way, that would signify that Edward has “something in common” not with other 
people, but instead with (im)possible or future selves.

This is what I mean when I claim that in A Slight Ache intersubjectivity is 
under siege: its dialogue is more a proxy for domination and imposition of one’s 
will than a tool for establishing meaningful connections, and the monologues 
remind one less of “world-repair” than of unabashed fabrication of conve-
nient realities. And the consequences of this solipsism are shattering: Edward’s 
deeply antagonistic behavior and worldview prevent him from deriving any 
basic form of ontological security from social interactions (which only seem to 
undermine it, especially as the radio play progresses), let alone anything as far 
up in Maslow’s pyramid as “meaning.”

Does all this suggest that intersubjectivity is impossible, that all attempts at 
meaning-making are therefore in vain, and that old age is simply to be regarded 
as the time of our lives when these forlorn truths are forced upon our conscious-
ness with such violence as to ease the sting of death itself? Not at all. A Slight 
Ache, like other Pinter plays and indeed most absurdist works, does not have a 
“Message”; it does not state anything. It does remorselessly show, however, that 
true intersubjectivity does not arise automatically from social interactions, and 
that the perils of mauvaise foi and of a lack of self-awareness in general cannot 
be understated.

Not all is paradox and inconclusiveness, then. A close reading of A Slight 
Ache is likely to show that certain outlooks on absurdity, old age, and life in 
general are thematized to the detriment of other possible ones. The notion of 
resistance—something that, together with a preoccupation with whether inter-
subjective meaning-making is in fact possible, truly brings together aging and 



PEDRO QUERIDO

77 

HPR_2.1_04_Querido.indd Page 77 21/04/18  8:01 AM

the absurd—is of particular importance. My closing remarks will thus highlight 
how Pinter’s work questions the possibility of ever accepting, resigning oneself 
to, or coming to terms with a reality that may be as unpalatable to some as it is 
inescapable to all.

Final Thoughts: On the Absence of Alternatives to Resistance

The ending of A Slight Ache is, at least with hindsight, infused with a feeling of 
inevitability. So should we conclude that Edward’s resistance to the harsh new 
reality ushered in by the matchseller’s appearance is futile? That is perhaps not 
the right question; after all, when is stubborn denial ever the appropriate course 
of action? Instead, we ought to consider whether the text gives us any reason to 
believe that there is a viable alternative at all.

There may be some more unconventional elements in A Slight Ache, yet the 
reaction to the prospect of aging depicted there (and in many other absurdist 
works that feature older protagonists) is anything but. Indeed, when old age is 
widely perceived as having more shortcomings than benefits, it should come as 
no surprise that for many “defying aging is the primary way to go about aging” 
(Setersten and Trauten 2009, 464; emphasis in original).

Yet Cowley warns that “it’s all very well to rage, rage against the dying of 
the light, but sooner or later you realise it’s not worth the effort” (2017, 194). 
Like so many before him, Cowley proposes the celebrated notion of “coming 
to terms” with aging as a (or the only) viable alternative to blind resistance. But 
how exactly is that to be achieved? For example, can one ever truly accept aging? 
Not when old age is understood, as it frequently is, as “schizoid splitting” (Davis 
2006, 48) between the aging body and the ageless mind: “If old age is a matter 
of grudging acceptance, . . . insofar as I continue to see my state as degraded in 
comparison with my earlier, more authentic self (‘I am a shadow of my former 
self’), then I have not come to terms” (Cowley 2017, 195; emphasis in original).

Mere resignation—ultimately a deferential bow to external pressures—will 
not do; in order to properly come to terms, there must be “voluntary renun-
ciation, . . . as an act of will” (Cowley 2017, 196). Renunciation, or what an 
aging Goethe called Entsagung, may not be free of “disillusionment, but may 
 ultimately bring about a calm view, without deception”; it “is not a pitiful 
renouncement, but is rather the highest form of existential sovereignty and 
human self- assertion” (Rentsch 2017, 358). In short, to renounce means to 
acknowledge that “I have to come to terms with it, to get used to it, to accept it, 
and there is nothing more to say” (Cowley 2017, 194).

This is a clear-eyed, pragmatic stance—but to what extent is it suitable to 
Pinter’s A Slight Ache? For instance, Beauvoir, whose thoughts on this matter I 
deem to be congruous with the overall tone of absurdist works, would likely find 
such talk of renunciation as tantamount to self-deception: “There is no such 
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thing, she suggests, as calm acceptance of growing old: calm is not  acceptance 
but denial” (Davis 2006, 48). In absurdist literary and dramatic works that can 
be said to broach on the theme of old age, denial is clearly plentiful (that is 
what moves most characters, or more accurately put, what most characters rep-
resent), but what about resignation and renunciation? For example, what can 
be said to describe better the way Edward trades places with the matchseller? 
Certainly not renunciation, but neither is there really resignation. His final 
words, whispered with a “great, final effort,” “Who are you?” (1982, 39), are rep-
resentative of his behavior throughout: he may have changed in the end, but 
he did so in spite of himself; he fought to the bitter end.

When Rentsch discusses, in the context of the philosophy of aging, “the mean-
ing of human life,” he argues that it is inescapably bound up with finitude in par-
ticular, and with limits in general: “Limits are constitutive for us, when it comes to 
meaning: limits of the world, limits of life, limits of reason, and limits of language” 
(2017, 362). He goes on to add that “these limits precisely open up the ground 
of meaning of our life-world” (362). Similarly, the meaning-making impulse of 
absurdist writers springs from both their awareness of the limitations of reason 
and of language and their unwillingness to meekly accept them, or even “come to 
terms” with them. For the practitioners of the absurd, especially those, like Pinter, 
whose resistance is what I termed ambivalent (those who use both the absurd 
to fight extreme rationality and reason to fight absurdity), the idea of “coming to 
terms” is a pipe dream, or indeed perhaps not desirable at all—but at any rate an 
impossibility. Their motto is struggle, not acquiescence; paradox, not syllogism; 
tension, not resolution; resistance, not resignation—let alone renunciation. And 
it is in those terms that they choose to “tell the tale of the old man.”
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NOTES

1. For an elaboration of this definition, see Querido 2017.

2. See Hughes 2017, 54–56 for a thorough catalogue of many of the—mostly detrimental—changes 

typical of old age.

3. If anything, it is interesting to point out that, by the time of writing of Ionesco’s Les Chaises, Pinter’s 

A Slight Ache, Hildesheimer’s Landschaft mit Figuren and Die Uhren, Kharms’s The Old Woman, 

Adamov’s Le Ping-Pong, O’Brien’s The Third Policeman, Pinget’s La manivelle and Lettre morte, 

and many of Beckett’s works with older protagonists from the 1950s and 1960s, their respective 

authors were all relatively young.
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4. As a matter of fact, a conceptual triangle comprising the absurd, the theme of old age, and the 

medium of radio would bring together the likes of Pinter’s A Slight Ache, Beckett’s All That Fall, 

and Pinget’s La Manivelle, Unfortunately, an enquiry into this connection in general, and into 

the relationship between aging and the radio drama form in particular, lies outside the limited 

scope of this article, but it surely deserves careful inspection.

5. This critical oversight or disregard is perhaps nowhere more eloquently evident than in Elissa 

Guralnick’s Sight Unseen. Guralnick’s admirably thorough close reading of A Slight Ache is slightly 

marred by how she downplays the textual evidence pointing to Edward’s deterioration and the 

matchseller’s inverse aging (see, e.g., Guralnick 1996, 122). The decision to sidestep the theme 

of old age in A Slight Ache is particularly startling when one considers that Guralnick’s reading 

of Pinter’s work is explicitly paired with Arthur Kopit’s Wings, another radio play in which the 

protagonist’s advancing years play a decisive role.

6. In fact, paradox and ambiguity represent one of the great cornerstones of the “conceptual 

triangle” referred to in n. 4. According to Cornwell, paradox “clearly emerges as an important 

element in connection with the absurd” (2006, 31 n. 35); it is key both to Camus’s treatise on the 

absurd (Camus 2005, 39) and to much of the existentialist thought he railed against (see, e.g., 

Fotiade 2001, 39, 212). In artistic endeavors too is the “clatter of different viewpoints” that leads 

to a “paradox with no conclusion” often seen as a quintessentially absurdist feature (Bennett 

2011, 18, 19). As for old age, it is often accompanied by a of “sense of openness or uncertainty” 

(Moody 2006, 116), so it is natural that often “the representation of ageing and old age is marked 

by ambiguity” (Davis 2006, 185). Finally, radio presents itself as a fine vehicle for texts rife with 

paradox and uncertainty: in Guralnick’s opinion, radio plays like A Slight Ache “expertly exploit . . . 

radio’s aptitude for creating indeterminacy,” adding that “their power to generate skepticism . . . 

is central to their meaning” (1996, 101).

7. In her study on the linguistic and stylistic features of absurdist fiction, Joanna Gavins examines 

how the reader is often unable to establish an empathetic connection with the protagonists (see, 

e.g., Gavins 2013, 42, 45). This happens partly due to the fact that we as readers tend to “understand 

and respond to the characters of literary texts in the same way we understand and respond to 

real people”; reality and fiction are commonly interpreted through “the same cognitive and 

psychological processes,” namely what is called the “theory of mind” (67). What is particularly 

interesting for the purposes of this article is the boggy terrain upon which the foundations of 

the “theory of mind” are built: the mind/body dualism. The use of the theory of mind in literary 

studies is contested precisely because it grew “out of a Cartesian dualism which the majority of 

cognitively framed cultural studies has sought to disprove over the last thirty years or so” (71). 

This is further evidence of the role played by that persistent dualism's significance in our failed 

attempts at intersubjectivity.
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High-Heeled Shoes and Bongo Drums
Ritual as a Dramatic Convention in Harold Pinter’s The Lover

Joseph R. D’Ambrosi Indiana University Bloomington

ABSTRACT

How might playwrights use ritual as a dramatic convention, separate from its 
primitive history, to explore a character’s place in society? This article analyzes 
Harold Pinter’s employment of ritual in The Lover (1963) and argues that his char-
acters rely on ritualized games to act upon their sexual desires in a “respectable” 
society—England before the sexual revolution. The Lover explores the lives of a 
married couple, Richard and Sarah, living in a suburb outside of London. Sarah 
is having an affair with her husband’s alter ego, “Max.” Throughout the play, 
Richard and Sarah establish that their roles as spouse and lover must remain 
separate entities. They play a series of role-playing sex games until the rules of 
the ritual are violated and their arrangement is adjusted. By situating ritual as 
a dramatic convention within The Lover, Pinter demonstrates the lengths that 
people might go to survive within a restrictive environment.

KEYWORDS

Pinter, lover, ritual, ritualistic convention

Introduction

How does a person reconcile her innate sexual desires with an environment that 
tells her to suppress her sexuality? Might she act upon these desires? Must she 
listen to the rules of her environment and neglect or hide these fundamental 
human needs? In his 1963 made-for-television play The Lover, Harold Pinter’s 
characters wrestle with these questions. In the play, Pinter provides a window 
through which the audience sees a married couple activate their sexual fanta-
sies through ritual. The world in which these characters live—Great Britain in 
the early 1960s—is at the cusp of the sexual revolution, a movement that ques-
tions the role and “respectability” of sexual conduct in society. In The Lover, 
however, the characters practice a private sexual relationship that exudes a 
pre-sexual revolutionary mentality, one where sex should be kept “civilized” 
and behind closed doors.
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Early in the play, the audience is introduced to Sarah, a housewife planning 
adulterous rendezvous with her secret lover: her husband, Richard, under the 
alias of “Max.” It quickly becomes apparent that Richard and Sarah treat these 
adulterous meetings as sacred spaces to exercise sexual fantasy in the privacy 
of their own home. The couple maintains this “affair” until their ritual is dis-
rupted by their inability to keep their “real” lives separate from the roles they 
invent throughout their fantasy. In my article, I argue that Pinter’s characters 
administer ritual through a series of sexual games—simultaneously structured 
and improvised—to act upon their sexual desires in an otherwise “socially 
acceptable” community. Until the ritual is disrupted and eventually adjusted 
at the end of the play, Pinter applies ritualistic practice as a dramatic conven-
tion—separated from its primeval or religious roots—that gives his characters 
the space to defy social expectations and act upon their desires.1

Establishing the Rules of the Ritual

Before Richard and Sarah perform ritualistic games to satisfy their sexual desire 
within an oppressive society, they first establish for the audience the rules of 
the ritual that they are required to follow. The Lover begins as Sarah, wearing a 
“crisp, demure dress” is completing some household chores (161). It is morning. 
Richard enters from the bedroom ready for work. Before he leaves, he kisses his 
wife on the cheek, smiles at her, and asks:

RICHARD (amiably): Is your lover coming today?
SARAH: Mmnn.
RICHARD: What time?
SARAH: Three.
RICHARD: Will you be going out . . . or staying in?
SARAH: Oh . . . I think we’ll stay in.
RICHARD: I thought you wanted to go to that exhibition.
SARAH: I did, yes . . . but I think I’d prefer to stay in with him today.
RICHARD: Mmnn-hmmm. Well, I must be off. (Richard goes to hall U.C. 

and puts on his bowler hat.) Will he be staying long, do you think?
SARAH: Mmmnnn . . .
RICHARD: About . . . six, then.
SARAH: Yes.
RICHARD: Have a pleasant afternoon.
SARAH: Mmnn.
RICHARD: Bye-bye. (5)

In this comic opening sequence, the audience does not yet know that the 
identity of Sarah’s lover is her husband role-playing as another man. Instead, 
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they witness the characters preparing for the start of their days. While this 
 conversation seems innocent, it serves as the characters’ first step in initiating 
ritual practice. Richard, the husband, asks Sarah, the wife, if her lover is coming, 
knowing that if she says yes, he will later visit her under the alias of “Max,” 
thereby beginning their ritual games.

In this early moment in the play, the audience is introduced to the first of 
several habitual actions between Richard and Sarah, emulating what Katherine 
Burkman describes as Pinter’s use of secular ritual. Within this kind of ritual, 
as Burkman explains, Pinter’s characters’ engage in habitual activities “which 
have become formalized as ritual and have tended to become empty of mean-
ing, an automatic way of coping with life” (1971, 10). Although the audience is 
unaware of the depth of their adulterous relationship, Sarah’s blasé response to 
her husband’s initial question—“Is your lover coming today?”—speaks to the 
weight of their understanding: Sarah’s rendezvous with her lover is apparently 
a regular, or at least familiar, part of their marriage. This interaction between 
husband and wife seems cordial, formal, and full of understanding. Eventually, 
Richard and Sarah wish each other a pleasant afternoon and Richard leaves 
for work. While the audience is unaware of the reason why Sarah is seeing a 
lover, ritualistic practice is initiated in this opening sequence as habitual action 
begins to take place. The meaning behind the exchange, however, is yet to be 
discovered.

In the next scene, the audience finds Richard and Sarah at home later that 
day. Based on the characters’ opening exchange, the audience might assume 
that Richard spent the day at work while Sarah stayed home and was visited by 
her lover. The interaction between the couple begins with common small talk; 
they converse about traffic on Richard’s commute and Sarah’s visit to a nearby 
village earlier that day. A considerable amount of time passes before either 
character mentions the lover’s visit. Richard breaks the ice:

RICHARD: Your lover came, did he?
SARAH: Mmnn. Oh yes.
RICHARD: Did you show him the hollyhocks? (Slight pause.)
SARAH: The hollyhocks?
RICHARD: Yes.
SARAH: No, I didn’t.
RICHARD: Oh. (6–7)

The dialogue in this moment further associates Sarah’s lover as a regular part 
of her life and perhaps more influentially, a topic in the discourse of her mar-
riage. Based on this exchange, Richard is not only interested in his wife’s daily 
events, but in the details about her lover, as well. Somehow Richard is aware of 
the lover’s interest in gardening. Richard’s roles of husband and lover are two 
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distinct identities, then, and are apparently meant to remain separate from one 
another, a rule that the characters eventually break. Richard speaks to his wife 
about her lover as if he is a distinct individual, separate from his own identity. 
Sarah, however, does not take care to intentionally separate her roles as wife 
and lover in this scene. She responds to Richard’s strange question about the 
hollyhocks, asking if she should have shown them to her lover:

RICHARD: No, no. It’s simply that I seem to remember your saying he was 
interested in gardening.

SARAH: Mmnn, yes, he is. (Pause.) Not all that interested, actually. (7)

Sarah’s response to her husband’s knowledge of her lover’s keenness for gar-
dening is, for some reason, quickly rescinded. Did she not intend to say that her 
lover is a fan of gardening? Additionally, a few moments later, Richard notices 
that Sarah is wearing unfamiliar shoes, high-heels the audience later learns 
Sarah models when her lover comes to visit:

RICHARD: Those shoes. They’re unfamiliar. Very high-heeled, aren’t they?
SARAH (muttering): Mistake. Sorry.
RICHARD (not hearing): Sorry? I beg your pardon?
SARAH: I’ll . . . take them off.
RICHARD: Not quite the most comfortable shoes for an evening at home, 

I would have thought. (9)

Again, Sarah quickly and clumsily covers up her oversight. Her lover is indeed 
not interested in gardening and she did not intend to wear those shoes that 
evening. These instances may suggest that at one point Sarah was intentional 
about separating her roles as wife and lover. Perhaps this is part of the arrange-
ment for their ritual rendezvous. However, Sarah’s actions in these moments 
denote a carelessness toward the rules of their ritual and quite possibly a desire 
to remove separation between the roles of spouse and lover.

While it may be argued based on prior exchanges that Richard and Sarah’s 
situation regarding her lover is a mutual understanding between husband and 
wife, Richard begins to question the arrangement throughout this scene, espe-
cially after noticing Sarah’s previous oversights. In one instance, he asks his 
wife rather abruptly, “Does it ever occur to you that while you’re spending the 
afternoon being unfaithful to me I’m sitting at a desk going through balance 
sheets and graphs?” (8). This question catches Sarah by surprise; clearly this is 
not a topic previously discussed as evident from her response:

SARAH: What a funny question.
RICHARD: No, I’m curious.
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SARAH: You’ve never asked me that before.
RICHARD: I’ve always wanted to know. (Slight pause.) (8)

Sarah attempts to answer this strange question, aware that her husband is not 
acting normally.

SARAH: How could I forget you?
RICHARD: Quite easily, I should think.
SARAH: But I’m in your house.
RICHARD: With another.
SARAH: But it’s you I love.
RICHARD: I beg your pardon?
SARAH: But it’s you I love. (Pause. He looks at her, proffers his glass.) (8)

This is an important moment in understanding the characters’ ritual practice. 
Here Sarah further establishes the binary between the roles of her husband and 
her lover. While the audience is still unsure of her lover’s identity and the reason 
why she is having an affair in the first place, it is probable from this exchange 
that Sarah associates her husband with love and her lover with sexual desire. 
Previously, these two figures meet her needs in separate ways. Her oversights 
in adhering to the rules of their ritual suggest a desire to combine her husband 
and lover into one being.

This moment is the first where the audience is introduced to Richard’s build-
ing uneasiness to the arrangement of their affair, albeit indirectly. First, Sarah 
changes the narrative that they have previously agreed upon in past conver-
sations about her lover. Second, Sarah violates the rules of their arrangement 
when she forgets props from their affair in their common space. And third, 
when Sarah informs Richard that her arrangement with her lover is permissible 
because she is in love with her husband, Richard is taken aback. Is this narrative 
part of their arrangement, or does Sarah once again violate the boundaries of 
their affair?

In the same scene, Sarah admits that she knows her husband spent time 
with his mistress that day—the first time the audience learns that Richard, too, 
is having an “affair.” Richard, for some reason is repelled by the word “mis-
tress,” and quickly corrects her saying, “But I haven’t got a mistress. I’m very 
well acquainted with a whore, but I haven’t got a mistress. There’s a world of 
difference” (9). With Sarah’s clear abhorrence for her husband’s frankness in 
this moment, Richard responds, saying, “I wasn’t looking for a woman I could 
respect, as you, whom I could admire and love, as I do you. Was I? All I wanted 
was . . . how shall I put it . . . someone who could express and engender lust 
with all lust’s cunning. Nothing more” (10). Clearly Richard adheres to their 
previous established rules. His outlet for sexual desire is fulfilled through his 
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“whore,” but he associates love and respect with his wife. He does not use the 
term “mistress” because there may be associations with emotional connection. 
It seems Richard’s retaliation against the ritual with his wife may force a change 
in their arrangement.

Until the ritual practice takes place, the audience can only hypothesize 
the reasons for the couple’s apparently consensual affairs. Perhaps Sarah and 
Richard are not sexually compatible. Perhaps they are bored with their marriage. 
Perhaps Sarah’s sexual desires are not fulfilled by her husband or vice versa. As 
the play progresses, these hypotheses begin to expand with answers never fully 
provided (in true Pinter fashion). Furthermore, the audience might also begin 
to contemplate why Richard would want to deconstruct the ritual arrangement 
with his wife. Nevertheless, now that Pinter provides the parameters of their 
arrangement—that spouse and lover must remain separate  entities—the ritual 
practice can, and does, begin.

The Ritual in Action

In the following scene after the ritual parameters are established, the characters 
partake in their ritual, performing sexual desire on stage through structured and 
improvised role-play games. Sarah prepares for her lover’s arrival: she puts on a 
dress and wears the high-heeled shoes that Richard notices earlier in the play. 
When Richard arrives (as Max), she welcomes him saying, “Hullo Max” (14). He 
enters the house. They move slowly and intentionally; this is familiar territory. 
Then, the ritual action begins:

He looks at her, then moves toward the hall cupboard, brings out a 
bongo drum. He places the drum on the chaise lounge, stands. Pause. 
She rises, moves past him towards the hall, turns, looks at him. He 
moves below chaise. They sit at either end. He begins to tap the drum. 
Her forefinger moves along drum towards his hand. She scratches the 
back of his hand sharply. Her hand retreats. Her fingers tap one after 
the other towards him and rest. Her forefinger scratches between his 
fingers. Her other fingers do the same. His legs tauten. His hand clasps 
her. Her hand tries to escape. Wild beats of their fingers tangling. Still-
ness. She gets up, goes to drinks table, lights a cigarette, moves to win-
dow. He puts drum down on chair D.R., picks up cigarette, moves to 
her. (14)

The action seems rehearsed. Richard (Max) and Sarah are well acquainted with 
this initial musical interlude on the bongo drum. Max knows the location of 
the drum, which becomes the major prop of their ritual games. They do not 
say a word during this percussive performance. Richard commits to this other 
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persona; Max wears a suede jacket without a tie, clothing the audience has not 
seen Richard wearing before. Sarah, too, commits to Richard’s alias, referring 
to her lover as Max throughout his visit.

The ritual games continue: Sarah portrays the role of a married woman and 
Max pretends to abduct her. After crying for help, Sarah is rescued by another 
of Max’s characters, a park-keeper, into which he transitions abruptly. Max 
completely commits to this new role—no trace of the abductor is left. The 
park-keeper begins to seduce Sarah in a “park-keeper’s hut.” He stops, how-
ever, revealing that he is a married man. Eventually the lights begin to fade as 
the couple disappears under a table and Sarah exclaims, “Max!” (17). While 
the audience should not assume that these are the only games that they play 
during Max’s visits, both Sarah and Max are familiar enough with the narra-
tives to begin a game at any moment. Indeed, the games transition quickly 
and gracefully moving from one to the next. Therefore, the ritual is rehearsed 
in content and improvised in structure. Burkman’s explanation of the secular 
ritual is in full effect in this scene as the characters’ actions are habitual and 
allow them to escape into a world of fantasy, away from their normal lives as 
husband and wife.

Drawing from this ritual practice between Richard and Sarah, it would seem 
that the affair is a means for these characters to express their sexual desires in a 
way that, for some reason, their roles as husband and wife may not satisfy. While 
it is not necessary to figure out the exact reasoning as to why their marriage may 
not quench their sexual desires, the details of their arrangement lead one to 
postulate meaning behind the ritual. Particularly, what would drive characters 
to activate their sexuality in such a way? At this point, it may be beneficial to 
explore the societal landscape in which these characters dwell.

Based on myriad studies and scholarly research conducted throughout 
Europe during the twentieth century, it is evident that a stigma to repress and 
keep sexuality private lingers in the sensibilities of many married couples 
until the onset of the sexual revolution in the 1960s, and perhaps even after. 
Sexologists Elina Haavio-Mannila, J. P. Roos, and Osmo Kontula conducted a 
study in Finland that explores the attitudes of people on issues regarding casual 
and “unconventional” forms of sexual expression, usually related to sex out-
side of marriage and extramarital relationships. The surveys were conducted on 
people from multiple generations throughout the twentieth century in an effort 
to see how opinions on sexual expression change from generation to genera-
tion. Exploring negative responses to sexual expression, especially by older gen-
erations, these sexologists suggest that negative stigmas on casual and uncon-
ventional sex might be a result of lingering sexual politics from the Victorian era 
where the foundation of sexual conduct in Europe was connected deeply to a 
permanent relationship between a husband and a wife (Haavio-Mannila, Roos, 
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and Kontula 1996, 411). The role of sexuality in a person’s life was considered 
the action of marital duty, especially by women. Therefore, “distasteful” sexual 
acts, such as promiscuity, extramarital affairs, pregnancy out of wedlock, and 
abortion divided families and brought about shame for those involved (411–12). 
This stigma of sexual shame for those who act upon “immoral” desires, although 
disregarded by many in younger generations, remains relatively prominent 
throughout the twentieth century (and even today in certain communities) 
and might perhaps serve as an explanation for why sex is regarded as taboo by 
many people in British society throughout the century, including in the world 
of The Lover.

Despite these lingering ideas from the Victorian era regarding the con-
nection of sex with marriage, twentieth-century research provides evidence 
for the rise of “companionate marriages,” or marital relationships where both 
husband and wife engage in sexual acts for pleasure as opposed to (or in addi-
tion to) marital duty (Szreter and Fisher 2010, 34). In the homes of those prac-
ticing companionate marriages, engaging in sexual practice is twofold: both 
partners have sex because they are supposed to and because they want to. 
Exploring the role of sexuality in marriage before the sexual revolution, histo-
rians Simon Szreter and Kate Fisher interviewed eighty-nine people through-
out England, mostly married couples, about the evolution of their sex lives 
throughout the progression of the twentieth century. While these historians 
argue that marital duty is still intrinsically connected to why married people 
have sex, they determine that most of these couples practice companionate 
marriages.

While sex for pleasure seems to be a common theme in the sex lives of these 
married couples, most of them have something else in common: their sexu-
ality is kept private from the outside world. Couples refused to talk about sex 
with family, friends, or even members of the clergy. By establishing a sepa-
ration between their sex lives and their societies, couples saw themselves as 
distinct from the society-at-large and able to practice sexuality as they pleased 
(Szreter and Fisher 2010, 348). But why does this desire to keep sexuality sepa-
rate from society exist in these generations, especially as the sexual revolution 
approaches? In an attempt to answer these questions, I suggest that perhaps 
for many couples repressive mentalities regarding sex still exist at this time. 
Perhaps these couples associate negative connotations with sex—promiscuity, 
shame, for example. Although the reasons why may not be clear, this theme of 
sexual privacy expressed in many of the responses from Szreter and Fisher’s 
interviewees is commonly integrated in many marriages for people born before 
the sexual revolution.

In The Lover, Pinter employs this idea of privacy through his characters. 
Richard and Sarah take several precautions to make sure they are not “caught” 
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in their adulterous act. Earlier in the play when the couple casually talk about 
the visit of Sarah’s lover, Richard notices that Sarah left the blinds down:

RICHARD: I see you had the Venetian blinds down.
SARAH: We did, yes.
RICHARD: The light was terribly strong.
SARAH: It was. Awfully strong.
RICHARD: The trouble with this room is that it catches the sun so directly, 

when it’s shining. You didn’t move to another room?
SARAH: No. We stayed here.
RICHARD: Must have been blinding.
SARAH: It was. That’s why we put the blinds down. (7)

While Sarah insists that she lowers the blinds to protect her and her lover from 
the blinding sunlight, one might postulate deeper meaning behind this action. 
Based on Sarah’s avoidance of Richard’s suggestion to move to another room to 
avoid the intrusive sunlight, I suggest that Sarah’s use of the blinds is not nec-
essarily to keep out the sunlight, but rather to keep out the society that resides 
on the other side of the window.

To take this notion a step further, when preparing for Max’s visit later in the 
play, Sarah intentionally leaves the blinds open a crack to allow a little bit of 
light and, presumably, to make the room partially visible to the outside world:

Sarah comes downstairs into the living room. She wears a very tight 
low cut black dress. She hastily looks at herself in the mirror. Suddenly 
notices she is wearing low heeled shoes. She goes quickly to the cup-
board, changes them for her high heeled shoes. Looks again in mirror, 
smooths her hips. Goes to window, pulls Venetian blinds down, opens 
them and closes them until there is a slight slit of light. (13)

As part of her preparations, Sarah makes up both herself and the space in which 
the ritual will take place. Going to the window to pull down the Venetian blinds 
is a component of this preparation, or at least one can assume as much from the 
above description of her actions in this moment, which seem memorized and 
mechanical. However, this time Sarah closes the blinds entirely, opens them, 
and closes them once more but intentionally leaves them open partially. This 
does not seem as mechanical as her previous actions. Does she normally decide 
at last minute to reclose the window with a slit of light coming through? Why 
would she decide to keep the blinds open a crack if she is aiming for privacy 
from the outside world?

There emerges a dichotomy within these characters: on the one hand, the 
couple aims to meet societal expectations of sexual behavior, while on the other 
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hand they hope to fulfill their innate human needs. Martin Esslin would  support 
the existence of a dichotomy between passion and decorum. He writes that 
“the ambivalence of our social selves, the coexistence in all of us of the pri-
meval, amoral, instinct-dominated sensual being on the one hand, and the 
tamed,  regulated social conformist on the other, is one of the dominant themes 
of Pinter’s writing” (1984, 124). This theme that Esslin posits is evident through 
the characters’ ritual action in The Lover. For some reason, Richard and Sarah’s 
marriage in its societally-deemed respectable confines is not fulfilling their 
sexual desires and therefore, they must explore their so-called amoral sexuality 
in the privacy of their own home. And yet, Sarah’s action in this moment (keep-
ing the blinds open a crack) might lead one to believe that although she hopes 
to maintain this dichotomy, part of her seeks to complicate the line between 
respectability and primal desire. With the added danger of the slightly cracked 
Venetian blind, perhaps Sarah enjoys the notion of the world—which deems 
her practice unacceptable—witnessing her actions. In the same vein, as Elin 
Diamond reminds us, many of Max and Sarah’s games take place outdoors. One 
of these locations is in the park-keeper’s hut of a public park, a “symbol of unciv-
ilized nature in the midst of civilized and repressive city life” (1985, 128). Within 
the park, Max and Sarah engage in sexual practices only permissible by society 
within the privacy of one’s own home and certainly not acceptable amid the 
outdoors where anyone can intrude at any moment. Diamond’s analysis here, 
then, leads one to assume that Richard and Sarah long for a sexual experience 
that extends beyond the privacy of their own home.

It is important to remember that while English society’s views of sexual-
ity may have changed throughout the twentieth century, especially since the 
sexual revolution, the married couples interviewed in the studies surveyed 
above continue to demonstrate this mindset of privacy linked to sexuality. 
Therefore, although I suggest that the characters in The Lover perform their 
ritual to defy societal expectations of sexual behavior, perhaps these expec-
tations prescribed by society do not actually exist. For some reason, however, 
Richard and Sarah continue to exercise their ritual in private, suggesting that, 
in their minds, the myth of societal expectations on sexual behavior are still in 
play. I do not think that knowing whether sexual repression is established by 
their society or if sexual repression is merely an internalized understanding 
among the couple is important for the sake of this project. However, it is import-
ant to know that repression exists in some form and the characters engage 
in ritual action to meet their needs despite this repression. The interactions 
between Max and Sarah suggest a fulfillment of sexual desires that avoid the 
potential societal shame associated with affairs and “nontraditional” sex before 
the sexual revolution. And yet, perhaps there is some excitement in stretching 
the boundaries of their so-called taboo sexual relationship to public spaces, if 
only as imaginative as pretending to have sex in the park, or as literal as keeping 
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the blinds open just a crack so that someone might peek inside. Perhaps it is 
this desire—a public and secure sexual relationship—that serves as the impetus 
for ritualistic action.

The Sacrificial Rite

The audience of The Lover is not given much time to postulate the reasoning 
behind Richard and Sarah’s inventive affair, however, as after Richard and 
Sarah play their sex games, the ritual is immediately disrupted. After Max 
and Sarah disappear under the table and the stage goes black, the next scene 
opens with the two engaging in a post-coital conversation. Mirroring an ear-
lier scene where Richard becomes inquisitive about Sarah’s relations with 
her lover, Max becomes increasingly curious about Richard’s stance on their 
affair. He wonders if the two of them would get along and why her husband 
has put up with their affair for so long. And then, rather sharply, he puts an 
end to their affair:

MAX: It’s got to stop. It can’t go on.
SARAH: Are you serious? (Silence.)
MAX: It can’t go on.
SARAH: You’re joking.
MAX: No, I’m not.
SARAH: Why? Because of my husband? Not because of my husband, I 

hope. That’s going a little far, I think.
MAX: No, nothing to do with your husband. It’s because of my wife. (Pause.)
SARAH: Your wife?
MAX: I can’t deceive her any longer. (17–18)

In this moment Richard, still in character as Max, begins to dismantle the fan-
tasy that he and Sarah have built together through ritual, blaming his reluctance 
to continue their relations on his “wife.” This is the first time the audience learns 
that Max, like Sarah, is married. He argues that it is not fair that he is becoming 
emotionally attached to Sarah when his wife thinks he is only familiar with a 
“whore,” tapping into the narrative Richard introduces earlier in the play. Again, 
Richard reinstates this binary between love and desire. This time, however, he 
is unable to separate love from his ritualistic interactions with Sarah. The rules 
of Richard and Sarah’s secret relationship are broken when Richard blurs his 
two identities and therefore the ritual must be adjusted.

Sarah, too, displays this inability to separate her roles as wife and lover. 
As seen earlier in the play, Sarah accidentally keeps her high-heeled shoes 
on when Richard returns home from work. When Richard notices this over-
sight, he brings it to her attention and she quickly tries to cover up her mistake. 



JOSEPH R. D'AMBROSI

93 

HPR_2.1_05_D_Ambrosi.indd Page 93 23/04/18  10:27 AM

Additionally, Sarah does not have time after her interactions with Max to cook 
dinner for Richard who notices this lack of attentiveness from his wife. In the 
scene after Sarah’s interactions with Max, Richard and Sarah are at home later 
the same evening. When Richard realizes that Sarah has not yet prepared 
dinner, he says, “You hardly expect me to embark on dinner after a day spent 
sifting matters of high finance in the City. (She laughs.) One could even suggest 
you were falling down on your wifely duties” (22). In these moments, Sarah’s 
relationship with Max is interfering with her marriage to Richard. Furthermore, 
her reaction to her husband saying he has been working all day signifies the 
spite she feels toward her husband who, just hours before, dismantled her fan-
tasy and the need for ritual practice. Elizabeth Sakellaridou reinforces these 
assertions, arguing that the balance of the arrangement has been compromised. 
She writes:

By rejecting the separate roles of wife and whore, which Richard had 
assigned to her, Sarah takes up that of the mistress, which combines 
traits of both. Thus, Sarah appears to believe in the wholeness of her 
personality, in the integration of the beauty, grace, elegance and wit 
that men assign to the wife and the lust they attribute to the whore. 
(1988, 101)

As Sakellaridou argues, Sarah assumes both roles as lover and wife at the same 
time as she is unable to perform these roles separately. Richard notices both his 
wife’s and his own loss of control over the fantasy and his response is therefore 
to continue what Max initiated in the scene before and destroy the illusion for 
good: “From today, I forbid you to entertain your lover on these premises. This 
applies to any time of the day. Is that understood” (1992, 23). Both Richard and 
Sarah are drawn back into reality at this time.

Another kind of ritual is at play in this moment. As Burkman describes, the 
secular ritual demonstrated in the scene where Max and Sarah perform their 
ritual games work in counterpoint with a more sacred ritual practice. Burkman 
writes, “These automatic and meaningless activities” established early in the 
play alternate “with echoes of sacred sacrificial rites which are loaded with 
meaning and force the characters into an awareness of life from which their 
daily activities have helped to protect them” (1971, 10). Because Sarah and 
Richard can no longer differentiate reality from fantasy, and because the rules 
of their arrangement have been violated by the merging of their separate roles 
as spouse and lover, there exists a need to sacrifice a component of their ritual 
in order to restore their relationship and their secular ritual arrangement. 
Burkman explains that each Pinter play contains a scapegoat character or 
figure, a pharmakos, or “the victim whose destruction serves in a special way 
to reestablish certain basic relationships in the family or community” (1971, 12). 
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In The Lover Richard sacrifices Max in order to restore both Richard and Sarah’s 
inability to decipher between fantasy and reality.

Sarah pleads with her husband to reconsider his decision to end their 
arrangement. Without it, Sarah realizes that she no longer has an outlet for her 
sexual desires, a part of her identity. She is wife and lover, fighting for her ability 
to retain the latter. She implores Richard:

Yes . . . you love me . . . you don’t mind him . . . you understand him . . .  
don’t you? . . . I mean you know better than I do . . . darling . . . all’s 
well  . . . all’s well . . . the evenings . . . and the afternoons . . . listen, 
I do have dinner for you, it's ready. I wasn’t serious. It's Boeuf a la 
Bourgignon. And tomorrow I’ll have Chicken Chasseur. Would you 
like that? (They look at each other.) (24)

Sarah recognizes that she has merged both pieces of her identity and hopes to 
reclaim her separate roles of wife and lover. Richard stares at her for some time 
before he intentionally moves to the hall cupboard to retrieve the bongo drum.

RICHARD: What’s this? I found it some time ago. What is it? (Pause.) What 
is it?

SARAH: You shouldn’t touch that.
RICHARD: But it’s in my house. It belongs either to me, or to you, or to 

another.
SARAH: It’s nothing. I bought it in a jumble sale. It’s nothing. What do you 

think it is? Put it back.
RICHARD: Nothing? This? A drum in my cupboard.
SARAH: Put it back!
RICHARD: It isn’t by chance anything to do with your illicit afternoons? 

(24–25)

Sarah is at her wit’s end. She exclaims, “You stupid! . . . Do you think he’s the 
only one who comes! Do you? Do you think he’s the only one I entertain? Don’t 
be silly” (25). Sarah desperately holds on to this illusion, struggling to maintain 
this part of her identity. Richard begins to play the bongo drum.

As he taps the drum, both Richard and Sarah slowly slip back into their rit-
ualistic habits, playing similar but modified games to those seen earlier in the 
play. Richard assumes the role of abductor in the park and Sarah responds 
accordingly saying, “I’m trapped. (Pause.) What will my husband say? (Pause.) 
He expects me. He’s waiting. I can’t get out. I’m trapped. You’ve no right to treat 
a married woman like this” (26). This time as they enter their fantasy, however, 
the ritual is improvised; while the games are similar, the confines are different. 
Richard no longer pretends to be Max. Now, Richard and Sarah seem to control 
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the identities of their relationship. As Esslin contends, “The Lover suggests that it 
is an integration, an interpenetration of the external mask and the subterranean 
instinct that a solution might emerge in the recognition that we must accept 
both our social self and our instinctive one, and by that acceptance learn to 
control them” (1984, 125). Richard and Sarah tap into both identities of spouse 
and lover and can alternate between the two; they learn to control these iden-
tities, as Esslin argues. Pinter shifts the kind of ritual being employed here once 
again; after sacrificing Max, the couple moves back into their initial secular 
ritual practice, following modified rules.

There is no evidence from the text at this moment that either character inten-
tionally lowers the Venetian blinds before they enter in to their improvised ritual 
practice. Perhaps this suggests that neither of these characters is at all con-
cerned with what is respectable according to their society. Perhaps Richard 
and Sarah are intentionally introducing their primal desires to society without 
concern of consequence. Whereas once their ritual was a mode of coping with 
society, now their sexual practice disregards societal expectations of sexual 
behavior and maybe even serves as an attempt to challenge these expectations. 
The blinds are left up, and Sarah and Richard, not Max, make love as husband 
and wife, maintaining the sense of taboo through ritual, not caring about the 
outside world looking through the window.

Conclusion

It is no surprise that the work of Harold Pinter is open to a myriad of interpre-
tation. The playwright’s work is elusive and does not often provide any infor-
mation or rationale for audiences. There exists a canon of discourse that offers 
hypotheses to the meaning behind the playwright’s work. This includes dis-
course on The Lover. For example, Diamond argues that The Lover is a comedic 
look into how a couple might spice up its sex life, comparing Pinter’s style to that 
of restoration comedy (1985, 121–35). Victor L. Cahn suggests that the play pro-
vides an exploration of marital gender roles through sexual domination (1993, 
43–53). Similarly, Bernard Frank Dukore provides an insight into the couple’s 
use of role play to assert sexual dominance over one another (1988, 66–69). 
While I am not dismissing the suggestions and arguments of these scholars, 
to my knowledge no other scholarly work explores how the couple copes with 
their innate sexual desires in a sexually respectable society.

Throughout this article, I argued that Pinter allows his characters to cope with 
this society using ritual as his primary dramatic convention. Until the end of 
the play, when ritual is reestablished and reinvented, Richard and Sarah apply 
ritualistic practices to their relationship to explore their identities as spouse 
and lover in a way that does not compromise their decorum within a society 
that exists before the impact of the sexual revolution. As the play progresses, we 
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see the need for ritual evolve for the characters. Once a convention that allows 
the couple to keep its sexual side from their “respectable” married life, the use 
of ritual becomes a means for the characters to practice their sexual desires in 
the comfort of their own home and without the need for aliases. Thus, Pinter’s 
use of ritual throughout The Lover is a dramatic convention for his characters 
to defy societal expectation, to disregard “respectability,” and to act upon their 
primal sexual desires without fear of consequence or shame.
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NOTE

1. Anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski argues that in its primitive form ritual is a practical response 

that allows participants to reach their fundamental needs and desires within a community 

dictated by myth (2001, 177). I suggest that this classification of ritual can be linked to the needs 

and desires of human beings in societies outside of the primeval. I apply this mentality to justify 

my argument that Pinter uses ritual as a dramatic convention disconnected from its primeval 

origins throughout The Lover; the myth at play is societal expectations for the respectable person, 

and ritual is the means of maintaining or subverting these expectations.
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Objectification, Denial, 
and  Transformation
A Feminist Approach to Harold Pinter’s One for the Road

Christine Lambrianidis Monash University

ABSTRACT

Harold Pinter’s first overtly political play, One for the Road, premiered in 1984, 
as a theatrical response to the brutal state-run torture of political prisoners in 
Turkey during the Cold War period. Unlike previous studies that argue Pinter 
glorifies misogyny in this play, this article illustrates how Pinter condemns 
the misogynistic nature of torture. He exposes the sexist physical and verbal 
violence inherent in political torture. This examination of female torture uses 
Elaine Scarry’s The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World to 
show how Pinter depicts these human rights abuses as a form of male suprem-
acy. Reading Pinter through Scarry demonstrates how this play portrays torture, 
including interrogation, as a process whereby pain is objectified, denied, and 
then transformed into power. This process acutely denounces not just torture, 
but how torture is a product of patriarchy therefore positioning One for the Road 
as a feminist play.

KEYWORDS

Torture, misogyny, Pinter, Scarry, One for the Road

Pinter’s attitude to women was always a source of debate. Some saw in his work a 

fetishistic exploitation of female sexuality; others regarded him as a cryptic feminist 

who celebrated women’s strength and resilience.

—MICHAEL BILLINGTON (2008)

Harold Pinter, especially in his later career, wrote plays to bring attention to 
human rights issues. In an interview with Mark Batty in September 2005, Pinter 
admits that One for the Road was the “one play” he wrote “out of anger” in 
order to expose the brutality of state-sanctioned torture (82). This brutality 
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is at its most violent during the torture of Gila. Most critics argue that she is 
treated more cruelly than her husband Victor and, in effect, the distinction of 
her treatment has been viewed as misogynistic.1 Most critics, however, have 
not considered how this misogyny is portrayed and some have accused Pinter 
himself of misogyny. Drew Milne states that Pinter’s lack of “a more politically 
articulate critique of patriarchal power . . . risks celebrating misogynistic wit” 
in his later plays. He even argues that “Pinter’s plays remain complicit with the 
misogynist structures of sexual difference” (2009, 239, 247). Reconsidering and 
clarifying the various critical responses to the female torture in this play nev-
ertheless reveal how Pinter critiques, not condones, the misogyny inherent in 
institutional torture. By explaining how female torture operates in One for the 
Road, I hope to continue Pinter’s political purpose of ensuring that audiences 
face the poisonous patriarchal process of torture, changing critical definitions 
of this powerful play by demonstrating how it is vying for social change, espe-
cially for women.

The theories and terms about torture in Elaine Scarry’s The Body in Pain: 
The Making and Unmaking of the World (1985) have been used by many critics 
to clarify what occurs on the Pinter stage.2 This clearly is an effective theoreti-
cal vehicle, but a more extensive analysis of Pinter’s work in terms of Scarry is 
required to properly elucidate how female torture is dramatized in this play as 
dangerously patriarchal. Considering Pinter aimed to portray an accurate pic-
ture of torture, combining Scarry’s analysis of real-life torture with drama allows 
modern discourses about torture to illuminate and change understandings of 
this play. In this article I will present a developed reading of Pinter through 
Scarry, aiming to describe what is occurring on stage. This is to confirm how 
the torture operates as a critique of the incessant misogyny prevalent in polit-
ical institutions. Through this framework, the interrogation of Gila is defined 
as patriarchal torture where the objectification, denial, and transformation of 
pain works through images, but most powerfully through Pinter’s dialogue, 
exposing how words performatively operate during torture.3 When Gila enters, 
the description of her body indicates torture and this is followed by an inter-
rogation where her interrogator, Nicolas, expertly utilizes language to objec-
tify and deny her pain, while also transforming it into a symbol of power. The 
result is the ruthless illustration of this power through what Judith Butler calls 
“injurious” language (1997, 2). Pinter similarly refers to this as “verbal violence” 
(1988). Gila is tortured through both the body and mind; her body is physically 
abused off stage and through language, her mind is manipulated onstage, both 
working toward complete annihilation. This fearfully reveals how a woman can 
be unjustly undone by a male-run system, a recurrent motif in Pinter’s oeuvre.

The physical presence of Gila, as she enters, is more powerful than any words 
used—it is “the most potent of moral signifiers” (Cave 2009, 141). Gila’s “clothes” 
are “torn” and she is “bruised” and this is the bodily result of torture (331). 
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Her torn clothes indicate sexual abuse: the “marks of repeated rapes” (Luckhurst 
2006). Clothes work as borders to protect one’s vulnerable body and by tearing 
down these borders, it represents an invasion that not only conquered her body, 
but also reveals her body’s physical helplessness.

Scarry believes that these types of images are necessary during torture as 
“the image of the wound” has a “language of agency” (1985, 16). The bruised 
marks on Gila’s body speak to the audience. They express her suffering and pain 
and characterize her as an objectified victim. Richard Allan Cave expresses how 
in Pinter’s plays “the body speaks truths, which the voice would often seek to 
deny” (2009, 142). As an audience, we see the truth on her body and we hear 
the seemingly mundane questions from her interrogator and this contradictory 
illustration between performative image and language incites anger and fear as 
well as wonderment. This is because it exposes the unjust tragic power of tor-
ture; it can verbally ignore real, bodily pain—the objectification of a woman. We 
are also complicit in her objectification. As Judith Roof explains, “the theatrical 
audience . . . also acquiesce in Nicolas’ performance of power” as “watching is 
never passive” (1988, 16, 17). In this way, we are encouraged to not only sympa-
thize with Gila but, more frighteningly, with her torturer.

Pinter himself even stated that in this play, the “joy of having absolute 
power” is terrifying (1985, 17). Even though the play is framed from this typical 
masculine perspective where the male is subject, and female is object, Pinter 
vies to expose how this way of viewing is horrifying. His audience becomes the 
torturer and through this lens can revile not only torture, but also the violent 
misogyny prevalent in torture. Nicolas, with his audience, refuses to acknowl-
edge this wounded female body and it is this patriarchal silence and inaction 
that allows the torture to continue.

Gila’s body also works in a contradictory manner. Her body has been hurt 
and it is incontestable evidence of abuse that can be used to empower her; how-
ever, her wounded body is also clearly susceptible to violence. Because of this 
weakness, it is her body that hurts and disempowers her. Her body seems to let 
her down and only allows her to be viewed as a pitiful victim.4 This demonstrates 
how torture exposes the fragility of the female form, forcing women into this 
typical victim position, usually due to their vulnerable bodies. The cruelty of this 
type of biological essentialism resonates. Pinter, through the silence, makes this 
sadly common image of a physically abused woman, unbearable to even look at.

At the same time, her body also confirms Nicolas’s position as torturer; that 
he, in his painless state, is responsible for this physical abuse. The fact that her 
body can be used to both disempower and empower foreshadows its capacity 
to be appropriated. Scarry asserts that “one person’s body” can “be translated 
into another person’s voice,” allowing “real human pain to be converted into a 
regime’s fiction of power” (1985, 18). Her body is a spectacle of power and con-
quest; a cautionary example to prevent dissent. It can also be used as evidence 
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to prove human rights violations have been committed. Gila’s body is therefore 
significant in comprehending her torture because of its contradictory meanings 
and this ambiguity encourages current ideologies that create these male dom-
inant perspectives to be questioned. As Gayle Austin writes, “‘feminist theatre’ 
is” about “social change,” and in this play Pinter is striving to change how tor-
ture is viewed through creating disturbing misogynist images that ambivalently 
expose the dangers of the toxic male viewpoint whose power is seen, but far 
from celebrated (1998, 199).

The oppositional stances of Gila and Nicolas further highlight the distance 
between them. Gila stands as if she is modeling her wounds to Nicolas who is 
“sitting” (331). Mary Luckhurst confirms that “the empowered and the victim-
ized are identifiable from the start” (2006). Nicolas is in a position of power: 
he is the one watching and controlling her. She, on the other hand, is forced to 
stand, cannot hide her pain, and waits to be controlled. He watches her (sub-
ject) and she awaits his instructions (object). This pure submission is discon-
certing. The drama is then performed in between Nicolas’s powerfulness and 
Gila’s powerlessness and takes the form of an interrogation, which is, as Scarry 
defines, “the verbal objectification of that colossal discrepancy” between the 
torturer and prisoner (1985, 46). Pinter’s style of interrogation, seen in plays 
like The Birthday Party where Stanley brutally becomes inarticulate because of 
Goldberg’s and McCann’s cruel questioning, is conventionally exposing how 
violent language can unjustly dominate a man. Here he has reversed this: we 
start, not end, with the disturbing image of submission, but he takes the sub-
mission and domination to a greater political level through the dialogue. Gila’s 
damaged body becomes a political entity as the tone of Nicolas’s bureaucratic 
questioning vies to justify its need to be violently controlled.

The stichomythia structured interrogation begins with a set of repeated 
monosyllabic, when and why questions that “intimidate and break” the victim 
as they are essentially “unanswerable” (Gordon 2012, 166). Nicolas’s questions 
seem to lack logic and purpose, but there is a structure and rhythm to them. He 
illogically asks Gila why she met her husband, but his sternly expressed, repeti-
tive “why?” and “why not?” questions, combined with her short answers, create 
a fast pace (331). The style and tone of questioning strives to conceal the illogical 
nature of the actual questions. He is using a standard interrogation method: 
structured illogical questioning to abolish the victim’s sense of reason. Nicolas, 
through language, changes and in effect abolishes Gila’s remembered past.

Scarry would define this as “language-destroying” (1985, 20). Her body has 
clearly been shattered and now it is time to annihilate her mind and linguis-
tic expression and to prove wrong her testimony, which ensures his and his 
regime’s innocence and power. The questions are “not to elicit needed infor-
mation but visibly to deconstruct the prisoner’s voice” (20). In The Birthday 
Party, McCann’s and Goldberg’s questioning of Stanley is not about finding out 
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something—it is about leaving him speechless. Similarly, Nicolas’s  questions 
literarily have no meaning—they are only meant to control Gila. This rhythmi-
cally verbal objectification therefore works through this simplistic and senseless 
question-and-answer structure. By exposing how language can be manipu-
lated, Pinter is also revealing how bodies are made by words: Gila is “made” or 
defined by this interrogation and the dangers of this chauvinistic tone, in both 
a nationalistic and sexist sense, is difficult to ignore.

Nicolas’s questions work to justify the cruelty inflicted on Gila’s body. By 
answering his questions, Gila is entering his illogical realm and discrediting 
herself by losing “her verbal and mental grip” (Luckhurst 2006). As Scarry 
states, this is how one becomes “the cause” of their own pain (1985, 35). Nicolas 
destroys her capacity to use language by repeating her own words, but in ques-
tion form. For example, she says her husband “was in the room” when they first 
met. He then repeats “room” twice as a question (332). He is manipulating her 
memories to suit the regime’s agenda and this also causes her sanity to be lost, 
once she verbally begins questioning and changing her past. This is “the ques-
tion” that wounds and “the answer” that screams (Scarry 1985, 46). Language 
is falsified to control and break one’s capacity to use it and screaming is an 
inevitable effect.

On the other hand, unlike her husband, Gila does attempt to fight back in 
this instance through her yelling. This is a desperate attempt to hold onto reality 
that some critics have seen as powerful.5 Even though Nicolas’s questions seem 
redundant, their integral purpose of disorienting Gila, is significant and thus the 
answers, which seem simple and mundane, are “crucial” in this context. Gila 
continually answers illogical questions, perhaps out of fear or out of a need to 
prove her innocence and defeat her torturer.

It is, however, her answers that also give his questions sense. Gila’s answers 
validate Nicolas’s questions and in effect, work to justify her torture. Her need 
to prove herself has the opposite effect. His questions absolve him of “respon-
sibility” and confer Gila of “responsibility” (28, 35). Robert Gordon concurs 
that through repeated questions and verbal “attacks,” Nicolas makes “it her 
responsibility to account for the atrocities committed against her” (2012, 166). 
Interrogation as “language-destroying” is not only about silencing, but also 
about transforming the prisoner into an agent of their own undoing: “the one 
annihilated shifts to being the agent of his own annihilation” (Scarry 1985, 
47). From the image of her weak body, to her inability to make sense of the 
past, Pinter exposes how objectification is not only about pain, but power. The 
political power of performative language can justify even the most heinous of 
crimes—torture as seen through Gila’s body.

Pinter raises the consciousness of audiences by exposing how this image 
of the female victim is easily rationalized by institutional powers through 
language. The overpowering of male over female works dialogically through 
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the physical and verbal dynamics. This is how Pinter exposes the patriarchal 
 workings of power; how violence against women is justified. Nicolas also over-
powers Gila through his misogynistic insults, not just his questions.

During this objectification stage of the interrogation, “injurious” acts are 
committed against Gila (Butler 1997, 5). When she is called a “Fuckpig,” she is 
not only insulted, but begins to exist within the world of Nicolas as a “Fuckpig.” 
“Fuckpig” is a compound term that has only been coined by Pinter and reso-
nates due to its visceral connotations. To be a “Fuckpig” means to consume 
fucks like a pig, gluttonously fucking all that one can. This insult further shows 
how Gila, specifically Gila’s body, is responsible for her own sexual abuse. Butler 
acknowledges how “language can sustain the body” as well as “threaten its 
existence” (1997, 5). “Fuckpig” connotes that Gila’s own body is consuming itself 
into extinction. By being only a body that menstruates, as expressed earlier in 
the play when Nicolas states that “she’s probably menstruating,” Gila can easily 
be a “Fuckpig”; she has become a mere abject body (328). Gordon believes that 
“the language of power and its psychosexual pathology” actually “completes her 
debasement to the status of a sexual object” (2012, 163, 67). It is both the rapes 
committed to her body and the blood that menstruates outside of her body that 
reduces her to a “Fuckpig,” revealing how objectification operates powerfully 
through performative language. Nicolas’s misogynistic insults have the power 
to not only objectify but also make Gila the cause of their own objectification, 
and Pinter is making his audience feel the dangers of this absolute power.

Butler describes how the “utterance” of the “sovereign speaker . . . is singular 
and universal at once” (1997, 93). This is Nicolas—his words are “authorised by 
the head of state” (Batty 2005, 64). Not only does he describe himself as run-
ning “the place” and that “God speaks through” him, but he continues to build 
his own sovereignty by praising Gila’s father who is described as an idealized, 
patriarchal, godly figure (324). This, as Elin Diamond would describe, is “the 
universal male who stands in for the God the Father”: “the phallic signifier” 
organizing “the production of meaning” (1997, iv). Gila’s father is a “man of 
honour” who “died for his country” and “for his God.” Stephen Watt believes 
this “represents his [Nicolas’s] aim to legitimate the government through asso-
ciation with a tradition of nationalistic heroism.” It is “a perverse justification 
for brutality, enslavement, and murder uttered in the name of the father” (Watt 
1998, 107, 19). Her father is the immortal “poor, perturbed spirit” whose sacrifices 
seem to contribute to a national identity that must not be threatened by Gila’s 
memory of meeting her rebellious husband in “her father’s room” (332). Gila’s 
father must, like Jesus Christ, “live” and “die” continually to allow this system 
to exist (333).

He is an example of what Scarry defines as “the false motive.” This is a 
“syndrome” that “enables the torturer’s power to be understood in terms of 
his own vulnerability and need” (1985, 58). Watt describes this as the creation 
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of a “collective memory” that “contains strong national and mythic valances” 
where the “father-hero” image is being threatened by “the unspecified crimes 
of Victor and Gila” (1998, 107). By describing Gila and her husband with abject 
terms, such as “shitbags,” “turd,” “scum and spittle,” and contrasting this with 
the heroic strength of Gila’s father who was “iron and gold,” Nicolas contin-
ues to develop an effective motive for torture, attempting to create clear binary 
images of what is good and what is evil; what needs to be celebrated and what 
needs to be extinguished. In this sense, his institution protects and cleans the 
national hero through sacrificially inflicting pain onto individuals who “think” 
and threaten this heroic, nationalist, political image that must be sustained. 
This is what “keep[ing] the world clean for God” looks like (333, 336). This jus-
tification for a greater good works as a denial; no one of any real substance has 
suffered and business as usual continues. Gila’s pain is the price that must be 
paid to sustain this perverse paternal order. Pinter is clearly exposing this need 
to create change, exposing the dangers of this system that justifies torture in 
the name of patriarchy. The force of language itself creates this horrific reality.

Language can be manipulated to create a revised version of the past. Nicolas 
continues to use questions to control Gila, but this time she answers the questions 
by retelling how she met her husband in line with Nicolas’s aim: erasing any claim 
that she met her husband in her father’s room. The significance of the patriarchal 
figure, from husband to father, is made clear. Gila is only important in terms of 
these male figures. Pinter critiques this lack of subjectivity not only through the 
opening dramatic image of pain (Gila’s body), but also through Nicolas’s manip-
ulative use of violent and misogynistic language. To D. Keith Peacock, Gila’s “will-
ingness to alter the story” further conveys “her vulnerability” (1997, 141). Nicolas’s 
performative language causes her to give in to and create what Scarry defines as 
“a fiction.” Her “pain’s reality is now the regime’s reality” (1985, 143). Her pain has 
also been concealed further through this false retelling. John Russell Brown iden-
tifies this as the “barefaced, inescapable falsehood” that seems to be a “simple 
statement of facts,” but the “audience knows” they are “wrong” (1972, 3). Just like 
the beginning where the image and articulation of her wounds were contradic-
tory, the audience once more hears the alternative story, but knows the words are 
lies. The audience can see the power of this regime that can objectify and deny 
the truth at the beginning of the interrogation and then can transform it into an 
illustration of their own power. This is accomplished through controlling and 
changing the past. Controlling Gila’s past is about sustaining the state’s power. 
If the state can control the truth, even an individual’s personal memory, it can 
control anything, and this is the ultimate power possible for any authority. By 
showing how the denial of violence politically succeeds through language con-
trolling and changing the past, Pinter makes his audience aware of this contra-
diction that successfully sustains the violence within patriarchal discourse and, 
through denial, violently maintains the oppression of women.
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Even though Gila creates a narrative that contradicts her earlier statement, 
Nicolas still insists on demonstrating that she is an unreliable “witness” by 
accusing her of being “drunk,” “drugged,” and even being in a “hospital” (334, 
333). Retelling a fictional past is not enough. He must also verbally contradict 
her in the interrogation. To Scarry this would be about “the disintegration of the 
contents of consciousness” that signals “the contraction and ultimate dissolu-
tion of the prisoner’s world,” which must be “acknowledged and objectified.” 
In other words, “the prisoner’s absence of world” needs to be performed and 
this is demonstrated when Nicolas asks Gila where she is. The dislocation and 
transformation of the room itself sustains the torturer’s power. This room is her 
“world” and has now been “converted into a weapon” that will reveal her lack of 
knowledge, further reinforcing her powerlessness and Nicolas’s powerfulness 
(Scarry 1985, 38, 41). Even though she insists that she “was not in a hospital,” her 
inability to locate where she is means the possibility of her being in a hospital 
is not impossible and thus she is a senseless witness (333). Gila’s testimony is 
undone and through this, her pain becomes the regime’s power. She is formed 
into a pitiful victim through Nicola’s violent language. The use of this misog-
ynistic language is the most brutal part of Gila’s torture and clearly works to 
critique totalitarian male power.

The climax of Gila’s interrogation is when Nicolas repeatedly asks Gila “how 
many times” she has been “raped” (334). This objectifies her pain, even though 
it seems as if he is protecting her. Scarry would describe it as the “undoing 
of civilisation” as “the torturer dramatizes the disintegration of the world, the 
obliteration of consciousness that is happening within the prisoner.” What has 
happened to Gila’s body reverberates within this world and “to bring pain into 
the world by objectifying it in language, is to destroy one of them”: the pain 
or the world. In this case, the world and her body become emblems “of the 
regime’s strength,” especially when she is unable to answer how many times she 
has been raped (1985, 51, 56). Anthony D. Santirojprapai describes the repeti-
tion of Nicolas’s question as Gila being “‘re-raped’”: “his repeated questioning” 
causes “her to revisit the trauma that she has experienced” (2008, 54). This is 
not, however, essentially about Gila facing, but about being coerced into deny-
ing the truth.

Nicolas then repeats, “This is my big finger. And this is my little finger,” which 
is what he initially expressed to Victor to humiliate, threaten, and control him 
(334).6 At this point it still works, as Dirk Visser describes, to illustrate that “he 
has the power to blind them,” but the phallic nature of this finger cannot be 
ignored (334). It is this phallic image of a finger waving in Gila’s face that leads 
her into finally replying with “I don’t know” and this final line indicates that she 
is broken: her body has been raped and she has no words to even report that 
this violent act occurred (334). Scarry would define this as “the moment” pain 
“is lifted out of the ironclad body . . . into speech” and then “immediately falls 
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back in” (1985, 60). Butler also expresses how “testimony would not be possible 
without citing the injury” and “no one has ever worked through an injury with-
out repeating it” (1997, 87, 102). Gila does not want to be the woman who was 
“a lovely woman,” as Nicolas describes, as this demeans her; however, by not 
admitting to the rape verbally, she remains the “Fuckpig” (334, 332). Women’s 
sexual fears and biases are used against them effectively in this instance; her 
body is yet again a weapon used against her that betrays her. Her body’s lack of 
knowing is used to empower Nicolas. As Scarry writes about torture, it seems 
the torturer’s aim is to “make . . . the body, emphatically and crushingly pres-
ent by destroying it and to make . . . the voice absent by destroying it.” Gila is 
left almost speechless at this point in the interrogation. Her physical pain has 
become Nicolas’s power; her “objectified pain is denied as pain and read as 
power” (Scarry 1985, 48, 49, 37, 45).

It is this brutal illustration of agency that converts pain into power. Scarry 
explains that this type of “conversation” from “absolute pain into the fiction of 
absolute power is an obsessive, self-conscious display of agency” (1985, 27). 
This is precisely how Nicolas’s words operate, especially at this point in the 
interrogation. He repeats the words “you,” blaming Gila for her son’s character, 
while alluding to further violence against him. This is contradictory to how he 
described her father who was “fate[d]” to “spawn such a daughter” (334, 333). By 
making her solely responsible for her own and her son’s behavior, stating that 
“she had a choice,” it further implicates Gila to this crime against the state; she 
is to blame for everything as Nicolas proclaims that she “had” agency (334). This 
seemingly justifies his implicit threats toward her son; he viciously plays on the 
mother’s greatest fears, ironically giving her no agency at all. This may explain 
why Gila does not speak in this final segment of her interrogation: Nicolas’s 
words determine whether her son lives or dies, and silence is her only hope. 
Pinter illustrates how this violent, performative language leads to this wom-
an’s inability to function, exposing the way maternal authority is brutally and 
unjustly overthrown during torture.

The interrogation ends almost in the same instance as it begun. The  original 
motive, Gila’s relationship with her husband, is now converted into sadistic 
entertainment: the routine rape of her body. The body’s needs are literally 
turned inside out. Scarry states that torture “starts by appropriating and decon-
structing the artefacts that are the product of creation” and ends with produc-
ing “the pain . . . eliminated by the act of creation” as well as the pain that 
“occasioned the act of creation.” In other terms, “pain is deconstructed and 
displaced by an artefact” and “the artefact is deconstructed to produce pain” 
(1985, 145). Nicolas starts by appropriating Gila’s past to create pain. He ends by 
turning this pain into an artefact that illustrates his regime’s power and righ-
teousness. Torture destroys creation to cause pain and then turns the pain into 
another creation. It “not only deconstructs the “products” of the imagination, 
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but deconstructs the act of imagining itself” (145). This is the most fearful aspect 
of all: Nicolas does not only continue to order the rape of Gila, but he also takes 
away her capacity to create or make sense of herself or her world. He has taken 
her as well as her capacity to comprehend herself. The invisibility of the female 
has finally been achieved.

In One for the Road the torture of Gila operates within a misogynistic interro-
gation process where pain is continually objectified, denied, and converted into 
power. Even though the physicality of Gila’s body initially introduces the audience 
to the effects of torture, it is Nicolas’s words that destroy her and truly expose the 
tragic and dehumanizing aspects of torture. Pinter’s violent language therefore 
has the performative power to illustrate the inhumanity of torture, especially for 
women, and this should never be forgotten. This play condemns not only torture, 
but also the patriarchal system that justifies and allows torture to continue.

CHRISTINE LAMBRIANIDIS is a playwright, teacher, and PhD candidate at Monash 
University. Her practice-based research project intertextually explores the 
connection between her own work and Harold Pinter’s plays to reveal how 
academic enquiry develops playwriting. She is published in The Conversation 
(https://theconversation.com/antigone-now-greek-tragedy-is-the-debate-
we-have-to-have-46136), Neos Kosmos newspaper, and Idiom (VATE). Her first 
play, The Woman in His Mind, was performed at La Mama Theatre (2011). Her 
current play The Debt (formerly titled The Greeks) has had readings at La Mama 
(2014) and Five.Point.One (2015). The play has been shortlisted for the Debo-
rah Cass Prize (2015) and Saroyan/Paul Human Rights Prize (2016).

NOTES

1. Milne argues that there is “a structural imbalance in the treatment of male and female victims” 

in this play (2009, 238–39). Watt also argues that Nicolas’s “restrained comportment with Victor 

differs drastically from his linguistic assaults on Gila” (1998, 119). Dukore similarly asserts that 

“torture is more clearly violent in Nicolas’ scene with Gila” and that Nicolas displays “none of the 

false friendliness of his earlier scenes” (1988, 131).

2. Baker-White briefly discusses how “Scarry’s dynamic [is] in action” when considering “the bodily 

and psychic pains of Stanley [The Birthday Party] and Victor [One for the Road]” (1994, 72). Grimes 

discusses how the “culminating silence” in One for the Road is, as Scarry defines, “a product of 

pain” (2005, 83). Luckhurst writes how both Scarry and Pinter come to the “same conclusion” 

about how “torture is ultimately language-destroying” (2006).

3. Kane describes Pinter’s dialogue in One for the Road as “instruments of torture” (1998, 19).

4. Scarry believes that during torture, the victim’s body becomes “the agent of agony” (1985, 47).

5. Santirojprapai argues that “Gila’s defiance of Nicolas is in stark contrast to the frightened passivity 

of her dishevelled husband Victor” (2008, 58). Prentice also contends that Gila’s “spirit very 

slightly relieves tension.” She even states that “Gila stands her ground without cowering before 

his verbal onslaught” and this “dramatizes her extreme courage” (2000, 279).

6. Nicolas makes the same finger statements to Victor and then asserts, “But would you take the 

same view if it was my boot—or my penis?” (323).
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Whispering Together in the Dark
Rereading Samuel Beckett’s Homosociality 
through  Harold Pinter

Aaron Botwick CUNY

ABSTRACT

In a 1960 letter to a friend, Harold Pinter wrote of Samuel Beckett, “I’ll buy 
his goods hook, line, and sinker, because he leaves no stone unturned and no 
maggot lonely. He brings forth a body of beauty; his work is beautiful.” What 
do we learn if we take the word “beautiful” seriously? Rereading Waiting for 
Godot backward through Betrayal, this article argues that Beckett’s landscape, 
typically read as a realization of postwar angst, is in fact one released of the 
pressures of contemporary living and for Pinter a homosocial Eden. Jerry’s joke 
upon discovering the adultery—“Maybe I should have had an affair with him 
myself”—expresses his yearning for space where intellectual love can exist out-
side of heterosocial norms. It is in Waiting for Godot that Pinter finds this space.

KEYWORDS

Harold Pinter, Samuel Beckett, Betrayal, Waiting for Godot, homosociality

We were, fair Queen,

Two lads that thought there was no more behind

But such a day tomorrow as today,

And to be boy eternal.

—SHAKESPEARE, THE WINTER’S TALE, I.II.63–66

In a 1960 letter to a friend, Harold Pinter wrote of Samuel Beckett, “I’ll buy 
his goods hook, line, and sinker, because he leaves no stone unturned and no 
maggot lonely. He brings forth a body of beauty; his work is beautiful” (2001, 
55). Now, at this time Pinter’s familiarity with Beckett was limited, but he had 
already gotten hold of a French edition of Waiting for Godot and translated it 
into English (Billington 2007, 51). Yet the play has long been held as an emblem 
of modernist, existential angst, a depiction of the inevitable wasteland that 
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follows mechanized warfare. What could Pinter possibly find beautiful here? 
By pairing Godot with Betrayal, I believe I can tease out a tension that has 
been only partially explored in both authors: their construction of homosocial 
spaces. Though Beckett would go on to write more single-gender plays—Act 
Without Words II, Rough for Theatre I and II, Come and Go, Footfalls, Rockaby, 
Ohio Impromptu, What Where—Godot takes primacy here because it had a 
formative influence on Pinter; and while Pinter would also write single-gender 
plays—The Dumb Waiter, The Caretaker, No Man’s Land, Victoria Station, The 
New World Order—Betrayal offers a vision of both homosocial and heteroso-
cial space, allowing for comparison between the two. In what follows, then, 
I will argue that the key to Beckett’s beauty for Pinter is his ability to create 
such a space, where the pleasures of male interaction remain absent of female 
intervention.

Pinter’s biographer, Michael Billington, observes that in grammar school his sub-
ject “formed an almost sacerdotal belief in the power of male friendship” (2007, 
11), and among his friends, “loyalty to the group supposedly superseded indi-
vidual sexual relationships” (16). As an adult, Pinter told Radio 4’s Kaleidoscope 
that after he cuckolded one friend, two others “walked me in silence into the 
middle of the [Victoria] park, turned and left me there. I saw them walk away 
and I felt absolutely desolated. . . . I had betrayed the whole group of people . . . 
not only one friend, but the idea of friendship and that was not going to be tol-
erated by them. I don’t think I’ve recovered since” (60). And indeed, in discuss-
ing Betrayal, Pinter described the play as being “about a nine-year relationship 
between two men who are best friends,” deliberately leaving Emma out of the 
equation (quoted in Burkman 1982, 508). In fact, there are only two scenes in 
which all three members of this love triangle appear, and in the second they are 
only briefly together, when Robert walks in on the opening moments of Jerry and 
Emma’s affair. In the first, Jerry stops by for a drink at Robert and Emma’s home. 
Robert mentions that he and Jerry haven’t played squash together in a while, 
and after the two make a “date” (68), Emma asks, “Can I watch?” (69), spurring 
Robert’s extended lecture on men, squash, and lunch:

Well, to be brutally honest, we wouldn’t actually want a woman 
around, would we, Jerry? I mean a game of squash isn’t simply a 
game of squash, it’s rather more than that. You see, first there’s the 
game. And then there’s the shower. And then there’s the pint. And 
then there’s the lunch. After all, you’ve been at it. You’ve had your 
battle. What you want is your pint and your lunch. You really don’t 
want a woman buying you lunch. You really don’t want a woman 
within a mile of the place, any of the places, really. You don’t want 
her in the squash court, you don’t want her in the shower, or the pub, 
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or the restaurant. You see, at lunch you want to talk about squash, or 
cricket, or books, or even women, with your friend, and be able to 
warm to your subject without fear of improper interruption. That’s 
what it’s all about. (69–70)

This monologue is rich with the pain Robert feels at Jerry’s betrayal with Emma. 
His emphasis on the shower—combined with Jerry’s use of the word “date”—
implies some sort of sexual exchange, but in fact this is the reverse of a tradi-
tional (and, for Pinter, heterosexual) date, which would be a meal, followed 
by drinks, followed by nudity and physical activity. Here the lunch is a kind 
of pillow talk, a mellowed discussion of cerebral subjects that can only occur 
once the “battle” is over. Later, when Jerry does go out with Robert, Emma asks, 
“What is the subject or point of your lunch? . . . You often do meet, or have 
lunch, to discuss a particular writer or a particular book, don’t you? So it those 
meetings, or lunches, there is a point or subject” (95, 96); she cannot compre-
hend what Pinter imagines as a blissfully meaningless exchange between men. 
Appropriately, in the first stage direction of the play, Jerry meets Emma in a bar, 
carrying a pint of bitter for himself and a glass of wine for her. They “toast each 
other silently” and their limp conversation does not touch on any of these sub-
jects: squash, cricket, books, or women (11). As Emma prefers wine, they cannot 
share a pint in the manner of two men, and during the height of their affair, they 
drink wine together, suggesting an entirely different, heterosocial interaction.

Earlier in the scene, before Emma enters, Robert observes that boy babies 
cry more than girl babies. When Jerry agrees, they engage in a mock intellectual 
argument—“Why do you assert . . .?/Have I made such an assertion?/You went 
on to make a further assertion . . .”—in which they lamely conclude that it all 
has something to do with the difference between the sexes, and furthermore 
that boy babies are more anxious about leaving the womb than girl babies (64). 
However, Robert’s two-year-old son Ned has long left the womb, and it is obvi-
ous that they are really speaking about themselves, about their own anxiety in 
relation to Emma’s femininity. Though Robert already knows about the affair, 
the two are able to have a brief pint here, as it were, and this conversation is 
likely what he is referring to when he says they may warm to the subject of 
women in the pub: they are detached, analytical, and informed entirely by an 
abstract sense of manhood and womanhood, one that cannot be corrupted by 
the jarring and refuting presence of an actual woman. When the affair finally 
breaks up—partially because Jerry and Emma never make time for each other 
anymore—she says, “We can meet for lunch,” a harsh if unknowing intrusion 
on Robert’s shared territory with Jerry (52).

We only witness one of these lunches, and this is right after Robert’s dis-
covery of the affair. He is petulant, angrier that he has been betrayed by Jerry 
than by Emma. He drinks Corvo Bianco heavily, for him a blatant, symbolic 
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denial of their friendship—Jerry in turn drinks whiskey to stave off the bug that 
is  preventing them from playing squash. Thus, the usual order of their date is 
disturbed, the site of the “battle” moved from court to table and the chummy 
pint replaced with stronger alcohol. Robert confesses that he read Yeats on 
Torcello: “Highpoint, actually, of the whole trip . . . alone, I was happy, I 
wanted to stay there forever” (113, 117). Though I would hardly describe hap-
piness as the feeling evoked by, say, “The Second Coming,” Yeats’s worldview 
does bear a similar relationship to post–World War I Europe that Godot bears 
to Europe after World War II; are Gogo and Didi not sitting on their own island 
as “mere anarchy is loosed upon the world”? Yeats, of course, was probably 
guilty of infidelity himself, and if his wife George knew of it, she did nothing, 
writing in a letter to him, “When you are dead, people will talk about your 
love affairs, but I shall say nothing, for I will remember how proud you were” 
(Brown 2001, 347). This portrait of marriage enduring nonetheless is discor-
dant with the one we see onstage, and their drunken lunch demonstrates that 
after discovery, Emma has “disrupt[ed] the delicate homosocial relationship 
between Robert and Jerry” (Hall 1993, 80). Later (though chronologically ear-
lier), Jerry gives in to a similar instinct and says to Emma of his walk through 
the park, “Beautiful. Empty. A slight mist. I sat down for a bit, under a tree. 
It was very quiet. I just looked at the Serpentine” (122). Both feel a need for 
solitary reflection but are unable to be alone together like their Beckettian 
counterparts.

In his squash lecture, Robert’s use of the phrase “brutally honest” is a refer-
ence to the author Roger Casey, whom Jerry discovered and Robert publishes. 
Casey will end up having an affair with Emma himself, but at this moment in time 
he is Robert’s ersatz Jerry, a “brutally honest squash player” (68) whose writing 
Emma finds “bloody dishonest” (66). Thus, the repetition of “brutally honest” is 
an attack on both Jerry and Emma for their disloyalty to Robert. Indeed, Casey’s 
last book is about a man “writing a novel about a man who leaves his wife and 
three children and goes to live alone on the other side of London to write a 
novel about a man who leaves his wife and three children,” the one before that 
about “the man who lived in a big house in Hampstead with his wife and three 
children and is writing a novel” (66). Though his next book may well be about 
a man who has an affair with his publisher’s wife, Robert is defending Casey 
because the projected version of his life corresponds to the private one; Casey’s 
wife may experience humiliation but not betrayal. Furthermore, no innocent 
men have been injured by the breakup of his marriage.

Writing, obviously, is paramount for both Robert and Jerry, and Ann C. Hall 
points out that the sting of infidelity is sharper since “it is a letter that brings 
the affair to Robert’s attention” (1993, 80). The scene in which Robert confronts 
Emma takes place in a hotel room in Venice and begins with Emma asking, “It’s 
Torcello tomorrow, isn’t it?” (75). The two, who have lived on emotional islands 
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for years, escape to another island only to leave for yet another. Emma is  reading 
in bed—a book by “This man Spinks,” who is himself a kind of island, living 
alone, “unfussed,” in a furnished room (76, 97). Delaying the reveal, Robert 
mentions that he was in American Express and that they offered a letter for 
her to him, only asking “in their laughing Mediterranean way” if the two were 
related: “I mean, just because my name is Downs and your name is Downs 
doesn’t mean that we’re the Mr and Mrs Downs that they . . . assume we are. 
We could be, and are vastly more likely to be, total strangers” (80). The use of 
the old English surname “Downs” implies a long history, and yet Robert and 
Emma really are total strangers to each other. He blames it on “Venetian je  m’en 
foutisme” (80), a slang French phrase that roughly translates as “don’t-give-a-
damn attitude,” echoing Robert’s earlier line to Jerry, “You don’t seem to under-
stand that I don’t give a shit about any of this” (41).

Robert then waxes poetic about Jerry: “He used to write me at one time. 
Long letters about Ford Madox Ford. I use to write him too, come to think of 
it. Long letters about . . . oh, W.B. Yeats, I suppose. That was the time when we 
were both editors of poetry magazines. . . . Did you know that? We were bright 
young men. And close friends” (82–83). The reference to Ford is clearly to his 
narratives of betrayal, especially The Good Soldier, in which the protagonist, 
John Dowell (the name is faintly familiar to “Downs”), falls in love with the 
eponymous Edward Ashburnham, who has an affair with his wife, Florence. In 
the final paragraph of the novel, as Ashburnham leaves Dowell with a note for 
his wife Leonora, indicating that he is about to commit suicide, Dowell reflects, 
“I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to say, ‘God bless you,’ for I also am a sen-
timentalist. But I thought that perhaps that would not be quite English good 
form, so I trotted off with the telegram to Leonora. She was quite pleased with 
it” (169). This, in turn, is Robert’s way of saying “God bless you” in English good 
form, by confessing that their friendship is in a sense older and more powerful 
than the Downs line. But Emma’s intrusion into their love—made real by this 
evidence—has interrupted not only their lunches but their primary means of 
communication: the written word.

Emma finally confesses, “We’re lovers,” admitting that it’s been going on 
for five years (222). “Ned is one year old,” Robert replies, panicked (86). When 
assured he is the father, he asks, “Was he happy to know I was to be a father? I’ve 
always liked Jerry. To be honest, I’ve always liked him rather more than I’ve liked 
you. Maybe I should have an affair with him myself” (87). This joke, which ends 
the scene, is telling, and Robert’s interest in Jerry’s reaction suggests a universe 
in which the two of them could have conceived a boy themselves. Indeed, like 
Schrödinger’s cat, for a moment, either one could be the father. This is naturally 
impossible, and Jerry’s reaction when Emma gives him the news, which she 
does not share with Robert, is to say, “I’m very happy for you” (130, emphasis 
added). The idea of confused fatherhood persists when they discuss their waiter 
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at lunch: “Is he the one who’s always been here or is it his son?/You mean has 
his son always been here? No, is he his son? I mean, is he the son of the one 
who’s always been here?” (109). Furthermore, Robert fails to mention that he 
already has a child—an older daughter, Charlotte—indicating that fatherhood 
is only meaningful to him once he has a boy.

Ultimately, Jerry and Emma—and Jerry and Robert—are never able to create 
the idyllic space they all yearn for. Though Emma buys a Venetian tablecloth 
for their apartment, though she cooks stews and plays the domestic partner 
by wearing an apron, it is ultimately a flat “for fucking” (55), a flat that “needs 
hoovering” (94). “[I]t could never . . . actually be a home,” Jerry says, “You have 
a home. I have a home. With curtains, etcetera. And children. Two children 
in two homes. There are no children here, so it’s not the same kind of home” 
(54). But are the other two homes anything more than the flat? The children 
never appear in Betrayal, and are rhetorically linked with the “etcetera” here; 
by Jerry’s definition, a home is only the sum of its contents. Appropriately, he 
doesn’t remember buying the bed with her, and yet years later he recalls that 
Robert read Yeats on Torcello without ever finding out that that was a direct 
response to his discovery of their affair. An unwitnessed scene of Robert 
engaged in reflection is more important to him than the symbolic consumma-
tion of his love for Emma, the affirmation that their affair is important enough 
to purchase a home’s most essential item. Additionally, he twice misremembers 
throwing up their daughter Charlotte, thinking it was in Robert’s house when 
it was actually in his own. This not only indicates a fluidity of ownership—he 
possesses Emma and her sexuality as realized in Charlotte as much as Robert 
does—but an impossibility of these happy memories corresponding to real-
ity. “It’s quite well established, then, your . . . uh . . . affair?” Robert asks after 
Emma’s confession, quite unknowingly nailing it on the head with a word that 
has business-like and organizational connotations (85). When they meet years 
later, Emma asks Jerry about his son Sam, and he corrects her: “You mean 
Judith. . . . You remember the form. I ask about your husband, you ask about 
my wife” (15). They are nearly aware that they are acting in a play, with correct 
and incorrect lines; they are playing at an Eden that they can never achieve. 
Can Beckett?

Waiting for Godot opens with the entrance of the tramps Vladimir (Didi) and 
Estragon (Gogo), whose metronomic dialogue resembles the rhythms of vaude-
ville and Yiddish theater. When Gogo removes his boot, Didi chides him: “Boots 
must be taken off every day, I’m tired telling you that. Why don’t you listen 
to me?” He asks, “It hurts?” and Gogo replies, “Hurts! He wants to know if it 
hurts!” with Didi quick to snap, “No one ever suffers but you. I don’t count. I’d 
like to hear what you’d say if you had what I have” (12). Taken out of context, 
this reads very much like the bickering of an old Jewish couple—echoing Henry 
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Youngman, one of them might easily say, “Take my life—please!” Peter Boxall 
rightly emphasizes that the play “has an all-male cast, and centers around two 
protagonists who appear to have shared each others’ lives for decades . . . they 
might be thought of as a married couple.” It’s possible, too, that “there might 
be an erotic dimension to their quasi-marital relationship,” though, like many 
married couples, any sexual charge to their relationship has eroded over time 
(110). Didi, when speaking of his erection, says, “Sometimes I feel it coming 
all the same. Then I go all queer” (12). But the word in the original French is 
“drôle” (9), which means “funny” or “peculiar” and does not have the sexual 
connotations of the English “queer.” Granted, in translating the play himself, 
Beckett may have introduced this new meaning, but Didi goes “all queer” when 
he loses his erection. For the time being, at least, their relationship is function-
ally platonic.

The most explicit occurrence of sexuality in Godot is Didi’s ailment, a sex-
ually transmitted disease that pains him while he urinates and has rendered 
him impotent, indicating he probably has gonorrhea, chlamydia, or herpes, 
though Gogo later calls him “spirochete,” so he may have syphilis instead (68). 
This does not necessarily mean he isn’t queer, but since Gogo doesn’t have the 
disease we can at the very least conclude that they have not had intercourse in 
some time. Furthermore, the only reference to a nonfictional woman within 
the reality of the play comes when the two mishear Pozzo’s name and Didi 
muses, “I once knew a family called Gozzo. The mother had the clap,” linking 
sex and sexual decay with women and very possibly indicating where he caught 
his disease (24). When speaking about his inability to achieve an erection, he 
remarks that he feels “relieved and at the same time . . . appalled. ap-palled” 
(12). By dividing “appalled,” Beckett creates a second word, “palled,” meaning 
the loss of interest through familiarity. In other words, Didi, though perhaps 
insecure in his manhood, is nonetheless relieved to lose his sexuality after the 
complications its recurrence has caused him. Gogo, though he should certainly 
know better, proposes telling a (literal) bawdy story, but only gets two sentences 
in: “An Englishman having drunk a little more than usual proceeds to a brothel. 
The bawd asks him if he wants a fair one, a dark one or a red-haired one” (18). 
After Didi’s scream cuts him off, he makes up for his mistake by accepting the 
embrace he denied Didi in the first minutes of the play: male bonding and 
homosocial tenderness—“Give me your hand,” he coos—has replaced the anx-
iety and danger of female sexuality (18).

Later, the two contemplate the possibility of hanging themselves: “Hmm. 
It’d give us an erection. . . . With all that follows. Where it falls mandrakes grow. 
That’s why they shriek when you pull them up” (18). Here Didi refers to mastur-
bation through asphyxiation, and it is fitting that the only form of intercourse 
that appeals to him is one that requires suicide—still, he would be doing it with 
Gogo. He is also speaking about the myth that the mandrake plant grows only 
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where the semen of a hanged man has dripped on the ground (Stewart 2011, 2); 
has Beckett not fulfilled Robert’s dream by revealing the circumstances under 
which two men would be able to procreate? At the end of act 2, the pair  consider 
voluntary death once again. “There’s my belt,” Gogo says helpfully, and he 
removes his trousers but the cord is too weak. In the penultimate action of the 
play, Gogo pulls his trousers up in a rejection of the sexual act (88). Lucky, too, 
has the marks of a rope around his neck. “He’s not bad looking,” Didi grudgingly 
admits, but after he notices that Lucky is “a trifle effeminate” he dismisses him 
as a slobberer, a slaverer, and a cretin (26); his lack of identifiable masculinity 
renders him inadequate as a potential friend, partner, or father.

Is it necessary that all the characters in the play are male? Beckett claimed 
to have “prenatal memories of life within his mother’s womb,” memories he 
“associated with feelings of being trapped and unable to escape, imprisoned 
and in pain” (Knowlson 2014, 23–24). Furthermore, he “reacted adversely to 
a friend’s marriage in more than one case,” and seemed to think the distinc-
tion was important (Cronin 1997, 119): he legally challenged any company that 
cast women in Godot, going so far as to ban all productions of his plays in the 
Netherlands after De Haarlemse Toneelschuur, a Dutch theater company, tried 
to subvert his will. When asked about this necessity, he told Linda Ben-Zvi, 
“Women don’t have prostates,” referring to Didi’s problems with urination. Ben-
Zvi doesn’t read this as exclusionary but instead argues that “the form such 
suffering takes in the play is structured upon those behavioral roles socially 
sanctioned for males—bantering, bullying, declaiming” (Ben-Zvi 1992, x). True, 
but as reread through Pinter, Beckett is creating a space where men are almost 
entirely out of the influence of a malicious femininity, where “bantering, bul-
lying, [and] declaiming” offer a variation on Pinter’s squash, cricket, books, or 
women. This is not to say that Pinter is a misogynistic writer, but he is one who 
desires a peaceful homosociality, a space that Billington called “the lost eden 
of Pinter’s Hackney youth” (2007, 99).

Certainly, the context is still a wasteland: their lives are marked more by 
monotony, enervation, and entropy than by conviviality. But compared to 
Pinter’s vision, which permits nothing of the kind, it provides hope. Their con-
versation is frequently lively, and despite the frustrations of the companionship 
there are true moments of intimacy. When Didi first sees Gogo, he rejoices: 
“Together again at last! We’ll have to celebrate this. But how? (He reflects.) Get 
up till I embrace you” (11). When they consider hanging themselves, Gogo tries 
to explain that their weight difference may affect who should go first: if Didi goes 
second, and breaks the bough, he will be “alone”—an unthinkable possibility. 
“You’re my only hope,” Didi replies, relying both on the intelligence and the fel-
lowship of his friend (19). Later, Lucky kicks Gogo in the knees, and Didi comes 
to his rescue: “I’ll carry you. If necessary,” he says “tenderly” (33). And while 
they admittedly never cease to speak about parting—and while it is suggested 
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that they do part each night—the play’s final tableau is of two men who remain 
committed to one another. In The Good Soldier, John Dowell fantasizes that his 
reader might be “a sympathetic soul opposite me” (15). That is precisely what 
Gogo is for Didi, Didi for Gogo. The theater, then, is both a real and an unreal 
actualization of a space that engenders listening, sympathetic souls. Sitting in 
the audience, watching Godot, the young Pinter, who was thirty in 1960, would 
have been given a window into that lost Eden, a temporary relief from the kind 
of life depicted in Betrayal.

Besides “Didi,” Vladimir has two other names in Godot. He is called “Mr. Albert” 
by the boy and, when Pozzo asks his name, Gogo supplies “Adam.” At the end 
of act 1, Gogo justifies his barefootedness by noting that Christ was the same. 
“You’re not going to compare yourself to Christ,” cries Didi, and Gogo replies, 
“All my life I’ve compared myself to him” (51). Of course, it is impossible that Didi 
is meant to allegorically represent the biblical Adam, as the pain between his 
legs is a clear indication of his fallen state. Still, by framing the action between 
these two figures—the first and, in a sense, the last man—Beckett creates a 
space that does seem simultaneously pre- and postlapsarian. Time does not 
mean much here; neither one can tell whether it is dawn or dusk, and while Didi 
guesses the two have spent fifty years together, Gogo claims that his friend is 
only eleven years old—that is, right before the age of puberty and its inevitable 
sexual frustration.

Furthermore, the two live in a world that has no discernable ethical 
order: people, who “are bloody ignorant apes,” assume that Matthew’s ver-
sion of Christ’s crucifixion is correct even though it is contradicted by the 
three other narrators (15). Pozzo, defending his abuse of Lucky, asks them 
to “remark that I might just as well have been in his shoes and he in mine. 
If chance had not willed otherwise” (32). And Mr. Godot himself, according 
to his messenger, beats one of his goat-tending boys and not the other for 
no clear reason. But Didi and Gogo nonetheless represent an ethical urge, 
a desire to quantify and categorize in the face of meaninglessness. When 
Robert initiates his affair with Emma, he effuses, “I’ll descend, I’ll diminish, 
into total paralysis, my life is in your hands, that’s what you’re banishing me 
to, a state of catatonia, do you know the state of catatonia? do you? do you? 
the state of . . . where the reigning prince is the prince of emptiness, the 
prince of absence, the prince of desolation” (136). Coming right at the end of 
the play we have just read or seen, this seems ludicrous, but it describes very 
much what Didi and Gogo have achieved. Without women, without feminine 
sexuality, and with only each other, they have become the reigning princes 
of catatonia, two men who spend their afternoons together instead of with 
other men’s wives; two men who have collapsed the time that has passed 
between Adam and Christ.
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“Get up till I embrace you.” “You’re my only hope.” “I’ll carry you. If  necessary.” 
Are these heartfelt moments possible in Pinter’s world? In a world, for Pinter, 
that has been invaded by women? Betrayal has no such lines—other than 
Jerry’s loaded declaration that Robert is his “best man” (138). Admittedly, both 
Beckett’s and Pinter’s terrains are “devoid of purpose,” where man is “cut off 
from his religious, metaphysical, and transcendental roots . . . [and] all his 
actions become senseless, absurd, useless” (Ionesco in Esslin 2004, 23). But 
in Betrayal, man—the maggots—are alone even when they are together. In 
Godot Didi and Gogo part at nightfall but will always reunite in the morning. 
For Pinter, this relationship, this landscape, and the fruit of this intellectual 
discourse is beautiful. In 1975 he wrote a six-line poem that could easily be 
applied to the poet Gogo and his more rational partner Didi: “I know the place./
It is true./Everything we do/Corrects the space/Between death and me/And 
you” (2001, 175). The poem was actually written for his wife, Antonia Frasier, 
suggesting Pinter’s own attitudes do not align with those of his characters. But 
there is no Frasier in the Pinter canon. His men are far more likely to see women 
as the source of a plague: think of Lenny, in The Homecoming, sneering that 
the prostitute he attacks is diseased because “I decided she was” (31). When 
the actor Julian Sands dared to question Pinter about this poem—surely he 
meant “Connects” and not “Corrects”—he was quickly dismissed by the author 
(Sands 2012). For Pinter, as for Beckett, nobody can truly connect and the place 
between the individual and others and the world is unconquerable. But in the 
space provided by Godot and in the friendship of Didi and Gogo, that space 
can surely be corrected.

AARON BOTWICK is a PhD candidate at The Graduate Center, CUNY. He teaches 
English and composition at Lehman and City College. His dissertation is a 
study of suicide in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century British fiction.
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REVIEW

Traveling with Harold Pinter
Our Israeli Diary, 1978: Of That Time, Of That Place.
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Ann C. Hall University of Louisville

Months prior to the signing of the Camp David Accords, Lady Antonia Fraser 
and Harold Pinter traveled to Israel in May 1978. Our Israeli Diary, 1978: Of That 
Time, Of That Place is the published version of the journal she kept during that 
trip. As a journal, the piece is “raw,” unmediated by revision but filled with 
reflections. What we see is Lady Antonia Fraser’s fierce honesty, which pro-
vides us with details of life in Israel during that time and the details of traveling 
with Harold Pinter. Ultimately, the piece reminds us of the fleeting passage of 
time—could it have been forty years ago?

As a travel journal, the structure is simple. Entries are dated from May 8–22, 
1978. The opening chapter begins with a delay at the airport and two revelations 
about Pinter: (1) he was focused on footwear for the trip; and (2) he did not bring 
any books about Israel to read on the plane. Lady Antonia, however, was armed 
with many, including Larry Collins and Dominique Lapiere’s O Jerusalem! and a 
book by Moshe Dayan. While she reads, “H., I sense, is just thinking . . .” (7). As 
the trip progresses, Pinter picks up his books and both read extensively. There 
are many references to bookstores, a detail that sadly documents the decline 
of such entities in our current culture.
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Pinter refused a guide, so the two stumble around the city at times, but they 
soon get their bearings and begin meeting many important people, including 
the mayor of Jerusalem, Teddy Kollek. They attend performances and parties 
with Mstislav Rostropovich, Zubin Mehta, Jean-Pierre Rampal, and Leontyne 
Price. Even Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis makes an appearance, but in a 
Pinteresque way—Lady Antonia discovers that Kennedy Onassis is visiting, but 
she decides not to meet her because their relationship was established through 
her ex-husband Hugh Fraser and Lady Antonia fears the meeting would be 
uncomfortable given the recent divorce. So, Jackie Onassis is there and not there 
in a Pinteresque way. In addition to the Israeli glitterati, Pinter and Lady Antonia 
track down a long-lost cousin of Pinter’s who is living on a kibbutz. The cousin 
left London illegally after World War II, and he had not seen Pinter in many 
years. The reunion is a happy and simple one, quite different than the parties 
with the rich and famous. In this way, the book provides an expansive view of 
Jerusalem at this time, from celebrity to ordinary citizen.

The purpose of the trip is not immediately apparent. Several comments, 
however, indicate that the two were hoping to escape the scandal of their affair. 
In addition to Lady Antonia’s decision not to meet Kennedy Onassis, she tells 
a story about an encounter with a woman who asks her what she does for a 
living. Lady Antonia humbly answers, “Well, I’m a writer, sort of biographer.” 
But the woman is not convinced. When relating the story to Pinter, Pinter says, 
“You should have said, ‘Well, I left my husband for Harold Pinter and there was 
all this scandal in the newspapers” (30). And later, as they are leaving Israel, 
they are asked to define their relationship by a young customs agent. Much to 
the young person’s embarrassment, Pinter, with an “Anew McMaster,” gesture 
exclaims, “We’re lovers!” (148).

But elsewhere, another purpose emerges, a search for answers regarding 
religion and identity. Lady Antonia is quick to point out her Catholicism, and 
she frequently visits Catholic sites such as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, 
where Catholics and other Christians believe Christ was buried and rose, as 
well as the Church of the Dormition, where Mary, mother of Christ, suppos-
edly stayed until she was brought into heaven. She is also quick to notice any 
“twinges” from Pinter regarding his Jewish heritage, but if there are any, they 
are secular and very understated. After several days, she reports that “H. says 
he is very happy to be in Israel. . . . He is very happy at both the place and above 
all the intelligence that we find” (55).

For Lady Antonia, however, the journey highlights the mysteries of religions, 
identity, and life. Amid the city of many world religions, Lady Antonia con-
cludes that the old adage is true: “the longer you live in the Holy Land, the easier 
you find it to believe that the Bible both did—and didn’t—happen” (20). And 
she revels in the “ultimate unknowability” of the place (43). The journal closes 
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with a wry anecdote to underscore the point. As Pinter signs a bill, the sales-
woman comments on his name, “Just like the writer . . . including the spelling” 
(149). Pinter does not identify himself to the saleswoman. He, too, revels in 
unknowability. And in many ways, Lady Antonia’s journal is “just like the writer” 
who through his art chronicled unknowability and challenged our own sense of 
security and search for meaning, offering us only observation, suggestions, and 
deep silences, but never a definitive answer, because for him, there is no guide.
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