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ABSURDIST DRAMA, Sun Jung Moon

Absurdist dramatists try to present in their plays the idea of 

irrational human condition through the illogical combination of 

dramatic elements.  In doing so, they draw the absurdist idea from 

Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus who demonstrated the notion 

that the world went mad beyond man's rational understanding.  

However, they do not employ the same dramatic form that Sartre 

and Camus used in their plays.  Instead, they create an illogical 

dramatic form, building on the techniques used by such antirealist 

dramatists as Alfred Jarry, Guillaume Apollinaire, Roger Vitrac, and 

Antonin Artaud.  Like these dramatists, the absurdist playwrights 

use antirealist devices to invite the audience to new perception of 

reality.  However, the absurdist playwrights are much more 

concerned with the creation of the illogical than their antirealist 

predecessors, aiming to engage the audience's critical mind 

throughout the play.

        "Absurdity" ordinarily means "incongruity," "dissonance," or 

"irrationality."  Because of this common-sense meaning, the term 

"absurdity" has widely been used in dramatic literature to designate 

the incongruity or contradiction of human condition.  And it is also 

based on this common-sense meaning that Jean-Paul Sartre's 

literary works are often said to be concerned with the notion of 

absurdity when they reveal the irrational and meaningless condition 

of human beings who lived in a desolate society of post-World War 

period.  When confronted with the devastating results of the 

Second World War, people were disillusioned with various 

totalitarian fallacies, the optimism of scientific development, the 

inevitable upward progress of humankind, and the traditional belief 

in God's benevolence to the world.   They were enveloped by the 

feelings of despair and strangeness in a world that had once been 

familiar with them.  Their life was "one of constant restlessness 

and estrangement, indicating the essential disharmony between 

man and the world he [had to] live in."  In Sartre's view, they were 

overwhelmed by the notion that the world went mad beyond their 

reason, raised serious questions about existing values and orders 

that had once sustained their rational understanding of the world, 

and finally came to think about creating their own set of values to 

cope with the irrational condition.  Nevertheless, they constantly 

avoided this creation and relapsed into the routines of everyday life.  

Sartre then contended that what compelled them to take everyday 

habits was the fear of the unknown and loneliness which the 

creation would bring about.  At the same time, this fear was 

contradicted by their desire to create a meaning for their own life.  

People therefore necessarily looked upon the world with anguish 

and looked inside themselves with loathing.  It was this feeling of 

loathing or anguish what Sartre called "nausea" at his confrontation 

with the existential predicament of human beings.

        As a way to cope with the existential dilemma, Sartre 

formulated a philosophical system of thoughts.  In doing so, Sartre 

found that his own feeling of the world came close to the 

existentialist view of Blaise Pascal, Soren Kierkegaard, and Martin 

Heidegger, who had all exposed in one way or another the notion of 

contradictory human nature, incomprehensible world, or 

meaningless life.  Although Sartre did not follow all of the 

existentialist ideas of these philosophers, he took from them the 

basic notion of irrational human condition.  Building on this notion, 

Sartre created his own philosophical portrait of man, which is known 

as Sartrean existentialism.  According to Sartre, every decision 

man makes for himself in the face of the irrational world involves 

the feelings of anxiety and loneliness.  If man is fearful about 

these feelings and fails to create his own destiny, he confines 

himself to the absurdity of the meaningless world and of the 

existential predicament.  Since man can shape his meaningful life 

through "nothing else but what he makes of himself," he should get 

out of the anguished feelings and create his own solutions.  By 

doing so, man can free himself from the feeling of nausea and the 

prison of absurdity.

        Sartre regards drama as an effective medium for shaping 

people's thoughts and develops his existentialist philosophy into a 

dramatic formula.  Sartre contends that the most moving drama 

presents a situation which forces a character to create himself by 

making a free choice.  The character is "not to be defined as a 

reasoning animal or a social one, but as a free being, entirely 

indeterminate, who must choose his own being when confronted 

with certain necessities."  Within the situation of necessities, he is 

condemned to be free from all outside forces.  Other people are 

only hell for the Sartrean character.  He rejects every social, 

political, and religious authority since it sets limits on his freedom.  

And the only way the character achieves his freedom is to perform 

an action that engages his responsibility for mankind as well as for 

the consequences of what he does.  He should be aware that he 

"chooses for everyone else when he chooses for himself" and that 

"when he chooses the lot of others he is at the same time choosing 

his own pattern of behavior."  To make clear this moral 

responsibility, the Sartrean character should show such a vow or a 

commitment that reveals "a purpose," "a moral life," "a right to 

perform [his action]."

        Sartre's vision of the post-World War society was soon 

followed by Albert Camus who also tried to define how man should 

the irrational world.  In Camus' view, modern man lives in a world 

which has become dehumanized and ceased to make sense, a 

world in which "eternal values are absent and distorted."  Man's 

deepest desire in the face of such a world lies in "an insistence 

upon familiarity, an appetite for clarity."  Man tries to understand 

the irrational world in terms of traditional humanity and rational 

thought which have supported his knowledge of the world for a long 

time.  However, the world is silent to his desire.  Man "seeks and 

finds nothing but contradictions and nonsense. What [he fails] to 

understand is nonsense. The world is peopled with such 

irrationals . . .  nothing is clear, all is chaos."  He feels strange in 

a world that was once familiar, and consequently feels uncertain 

about his existence.  The gap between the clarity and the 

uncertainty "will never be filled."  Man is thus estranged from 

himself as well as from the world he must live in.  Here lies the 

crucial contradiction between man's nostalgia for lucidity and the 

unreasonable silence of the world.  Camus mentions that this 

contradiction constitutes in man's mind the feeling of absurdity: "A 

world that can be explained even with bad reasons is a familiar 

world. But, on the other hand, in a universe suddenly divested of 

illusions and lights, man feels an alien, a stranger. This divorce 

between man and his life, the actor and his setting, is properly the 

feeling of absurdity."

        In exploring man's absurd condition, Camus shares Sartre's 

existentialist idea that man should combat the feeling of absurdity 

by creating his own identity through freedom and choice.  In the 

face of the absurd human condition, Camus casts a serious glance 

at how man should cope with his life.  To Camus, man's 

recognition of the absurdity is only one step toward the assertion of 

freedom.  Man should not allow himself to "get into the habit of 

living" without trying to combat the absurdity.  "The mechanical 

aspect of [his] gestures, [his] meaningless pantomime makes silly 

everything that surrounds [him]."  "The escape from everyday 

sleep" is a necessary step to freedom.  However, this escape does 

not involve any certainty that man can change his absurd condition.  

Man must admit that he is powerless to calm his anguish at the 

absurdity.  He must be keenly aware that nothing is certain.  But 

this recognition is a certainty.  It is with this certainty that he 

should revolt against the absurd world and live to his inner freedom 

although this struggle implies "a total absence of hope" for his 

future.  His revolt thus engages "the certainty of a crushing fate" 

and "the reason for [man's] inner freedom."  Deprived of hopeful 

future, man is granted infinite freedom of action.  Camus rejects a 

jump into transcendental faiths which his existentialist predecessors 

have often taken by resigning themselves to an abstract idea or a 

higher being.  Camus calls this transcendental attitude 

"philosophical suicide."  Any resignation to a higher will infringes 

on man's freedom and should be avoided.  His freedom has no 

meaning except in a world where he lives and except within a 

limited period of his life.  Every moment of his life is thus 

precious: he should live to maximum passion with which he 

exhausts what is provided by the present moment.  For Camus, 

man's fidelity to revolt, freedom, and passion then becomes a 

principle of life by which man should cope with the absurd world.

        Camus finds a perfect example of his ideal man in the life 

of Sisyphus.  Sisyphus, condemned by the gods, is repeatedly 

pushing a huge boulder to the peak of a mountain until he sees it 

rolling back again to the bottom by its own weight.  At one moment, 

Sisyphus thinks that he is powerless about his hopeless future.  To 

Sisyphus, the moment of this consciousness becomes his first step 

toward an escape from the mechanical routines, bringing him the 

power of revolt and freedom.  Without this consciousness, his 

ceaseless return to the rock would be a meaningless life of habitual 

routines.  If the torture of the eternal rock-pushing is his personal 

fate, there is no higher destiny.  Sisyphus "knows himself to be the 

master of his days" for the rest of his life.  From this moment, he 

regards the rock-pushing as a confirmation of his unique existence.  

Without any appeal to a higher being, Sisyphus transforms the 

torture into the victory over his destiny.  In Camus' vision, 

Sisyphus is happy in his fidelity to his inner freedom: "This universe 

henceforth without a master seems to him neither sterile nor futile. 

Each atom of that stone, each mineral flake of that night-filled 

mountain, in itself forms a world. The struggle itself toward the 

heights is enough to fill a man's heart. One must imagine Sisyphus 

happy."

        The notion of the absurd world expressed in the works of 

Sartre and Camus is often shared by such post-World War II 

playwrights as Eugene Ionesco, Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter, and 

Edward Albee.  However, while Sartre and Camus are called 

"existentialist" dramatists, these playwrights are labeled "absurdist" 

since many of their works are characterized by an illogical form that 

radically deviates from the structure of traditional drama.  Using 

this new dramatic form, these absurdist playwrights usually express 

in their works the negative vision of Sartre and Camus, the idea of 

man's meaningless life in the irrational world.  In Esslin's words, 

these absurdist playwrights hold in common a sense of 

"metaphysical anguish at the absurdity of the human condition."  

They all believe that modern man is surrounded by a chaotic 

universe of shattered beliefs.  This belief has already been shown 

or strongly implied in the works of Sartre and Camus.  However, 

while Sartre and Camus allow the characters to make their own 

choice for their life and present a way out of the chaotic human 

condition, the absurdist playwrights permit the characters no choice 

and no solution.  The absurdist playwrights do not suggest any path 

beyond the terrifying reality of the absurd world and express in their 

plays the idea of man's existential disorientation mainly through 

four leitmotifs: man's uncertain situation in an indifferent world, his 

futile existence in the routines of daily life, a sense of isolation in 

his uncertain and mechanical life, and a lack of communication in 

his isolation.

        In expressing the notion of the irrational world, Sartre and 

Camus used a logically constructed form of drama.  However, the 

absurdist playwrights do not employ the same dramatic form that 

Sartre and Camus used.  Instead, the absurdist playwrights try to 

express their sense of the absurd human condition through the 

illogical arrangement of dramatic elements.  In doing so, they 

create a new form of drama, building on the techniques used by 

such antirealist dramatists as Jarry, Apollinaire, Vitrac, and Artaud.  

These antirealist dramatists have in common a rejection of empty 

bourgeois mentality and share the idea that art is in part 

responsible for this empty mentality since it works to shape and 

support bourgeois values.  Consequently, they reject the traditional 

mode of realist art by seeking artistic sources in the invisible or in 

the subconscious apart from external realities.  In expressing what 

they have found as subject matters, they also overthrow the 

traditional method of logical construction and use illogical 

arrangement of theatrical elements.  Traditionally, playwrights 

usually developed their thought in a well-constructed structure, in 

which a logical sequence of events unfolded their thought in a clear 

way.  Less often, they "used thought to unify incidents" and 

"organized their works around some central theme or motif."  Here 

the logic of a central theme relates stage events to one another.  It 

is "a variation on this latter method that practically [the] nonrealistic 

dramatists have adopted."  And the variation is made in an illogical 

sequence of seemingly unrelated elements or in a loose 

construction of dreamlike events, differentiating itself from the 

traditional forms of drama.  In using these nonrealist devices of 

drama, they of course aim to attack people's artistic conception, to 

remodel their view of reality, and to invite them to think the validity 

of established bourgeois values.

        Many of the theatrical devices used by the antirealists from 

Jarry to Artaud appear in varying combinations in the works of the 

absurdist playwrights.  The absurdist playwrights aim to articulate 

their vision of the chaotic human condition through dramatic form 

itself.  They perceive that conventional forms of drama are 

inadequate for this aim since these forms reflect the vision of a 

well-ordered universe by presenting the characters' actions in a 

logical sequence and depicting their psychological complexity in 

discursive language.  This perception forces the playwrights into 

"the open abandonment of rational devices and discursive thought" 

and compels them to search new dramatic forms that will embody in 

themselves the playwrights' absurdist vision of the world.  

Consequently, All these playwrights try to deliver the theme of 

irrational human condition through the use of such dramatic forms 

that will articulate in themselves the idea of the chaos, breaking the 

boundary between form and content.  In doing so, they employed 

many of the illogical elements advocated by their predecessors 

from Jarry onward, insisting upon the devaluation of discursive 

language, the rejection of psychological depiction, the advocation of 

disconnected images, and the encouragement of nonsensical 

actions.  Like their predecessors, the absurdist playwrights use the 

illogical elements to invite the audience to new perception of reality.  

However, the absurdist playwrights, by building contradictions and 

leaving them unresolved throughout the play, are much more 

concerned with the creation of the illogical than their predecessors.  

Through these contradictions, the absurdist playwrights seek to 

keep the audience consistently at a critical distance and engage its 

creative process until the end of the play, differentiating their 

techniques from those of their predecessors.
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The main problem in Pinter's plays is "victimisation of the other". We can formulate the problem the other way around as "man's struggle to avoid victimisation by the

other". Pinter's heroes are not the only characters who face this problem. So are Beckett's, Albee's, Shepard's and Genet' S. Man strives to find something (/anything) to

cling to - to BEING in order to escape NON-BEING - in an age of loneliness, alienation, dehumanisation and estrangement. Beckett's, Albee's, Shepard's and Genet's

characters rebel to be victimised by forces, the names/ faces/ identities of whom are many or long-forgotten. Albee's Jerry and Peter are both victimised by everything that

surround them. Jerry is aware of this fact whereas Peter is not. Peter thinks that he himself manipulates the conditions until he meets Jerry. Jerry sees Peter as one of the

others who victimise him and also as one of the poor victims who however also reinforces the way things is by his bourgeois way of living. At the same time, Jerry victimises

Peter by making him kill himself. While Jerry gets rid of the rotten life, nothing will ever be the same for Peter. Peter has - for the first time - really touched someone.

Beckett's Vladimir and Estragon are the two victims of the cosmic waiting who can only rebel against their fate by accepting the motionless act of waiting. They do not kill

themselves but continue waiting. Whether Godot comes or not is not important any more, what is important is the mere act of waiting. Lucky and Pozzo, on the other hand,

display a mirror-reflection of their relationship with Godot. "To be the victor one has to have a victim, or vice versa". Shepard's characters Austin and Lee struggle to

establish an identity and to avoid nothingness. Genet's Claire and Solange find a way to escape the victimisation of the other by committing a crime - just like Genet himself.

Although they commit a sham murder while playing, Solange kills someone. She kills Claire pretending to be Madam, who embodies the aristocratic attitude and abhors

them, the maids. Thus, to escape the victimisation of the other; the other man, the society, the forces unnamed or unnamable, one has to victimise the other. Thus, hell

becomes the other/s, in Sartre's terms. 

The dramaturgy of almost all Pinter plays is based upon the problem of victimisation. However, neither he nor his contemporaries are innovators. One can name

innumerable characters of grandeur who stand up against their fate of being victimised. They are persons of great will power who only let themselves victimise themselves.

To recall a few we can name Oedipus, Romeo and Juliet, Phaidre, Emilia Galotti, Hernani, Nora, Oswald Alving, Miss Julie, Hedda, Hauptmann's characters, Treplev, Nina,

Ivanov, Yerma, Adela, and the Bride. Oedipus stands against his fate, the order of the gods, violates the holy system that is his fate. When he reaches recognition he does

not surrender; he punishes himself with his hands. The lovers, Romeo and Juliet do not give up loving. one another. They will love each other forever. They stand against

the traditionalised hatred between their families. Phaidre will only obey the order of things by victimising herself for a goal higher. Emilia Galotti will never surrender to the

rotten values of the aristocracy. She meets death with grandeur. It is the same for Hernani. He will not choose his love when his honour is at stake. Yerma, Adela and the

Bride may all have wronged where the laws of society are concerned. Yet they do not hesitate to follow the laws of nature and meet their ends with honour. The "other"

that victimises Julie, Hedda, Treplev, Nina, Nora, Oswald is the social conditions or their hereditary characteristics. They do not yield to these factors, however. They strive

according to their codes of honour. Are all these characters named victors? They sure are, since they know the solution to the question: "To be or not to be", since they do

not yield, since they know what it is to be human. Are they victims? They sure are. They are victims since they cannot live according to the laws that are forced on them. 

Pinter sees man's age old strife. However, he also sees that time has passed. Now, man is in such a condition that he no longer can name his victimiser. Pinter's characters

are like those of Beckett, the grandson of Maeterlinck. Maeterlinck's people are the victims of an environment governed by fear the source of which is unknown. While

Hamlet fights against suspicion, his fellows Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, recreated by Stoppard try to find the logic of coincidence that draws the logic of the flux of life. In

other words, Pinter inherits a history of characters the struggles of whom evolve from a nameable enemy in a cosmos in which fate is written and ruled by gods,

environment, ancestors to an unnamable enemy, in a cosmos in which fate is written and ruled by coincidences. Pinter's characters fight against each other, to victimise

each other to escape this particular victimisation. To escape victimisation they try to get hold of a space, of a person or both. Thus, they also try to escape the victimisation

of the other. Frequently this "other" also occurs as the past, and/or as the self itself. The weapons they use in this process are the power of words and silences, memories,

physical or verbal violence, and wit. The struggle of victimisation between the one/s inside and the one/s outside recalls the victimisation and succession rituals of the

primordial times. More precisely, Pinter follows the patterns of some rituals in patterning his plays. 

Before comparing and contrasting the Pinter plays and the ancient rituals considering both the pattern and the meaning we need to remember what victim has meant for

man. For Plato, it is a gift presented to the gods. For Theophrastus it is a gift of praise, of thankfulness, and of request. Edward Burnet Tylor verbalises it as a gift presented

to the metaphysical one to escape his wrath, his hostility and to guarantee his grace/ mercy. At first, man used to give presents to the natural forces to gain their sympathy.

Then, gods became aloof to man. However, man felt himself as a part of them. He continued to give presents to them, which became increasingly valuable. Man himself

became the gifts. Man giving presents to gods was transformed into ritualistic acts by which man believed he himself could manipulate certain changes in nature. Thus;

victimisation meant to be a direct manipulation. The relationship between the metaphysical and person became one of "if you give to me I will give to you" as Durkheim puts

it. At the beginning, man gave his body, or parts of his body, or the other's body or parts of the other's body. He used to tear his heart or the other's and presented it to the

holy ones, to make the crops grow, the seasons change, to gather the strength of nature for his tribe. However notions change. The tribe while worshipping the holy one

also turns it into an icon, into the totem and eat the substitute of it. They believe that this particular act will make them and their fields fertile, strong and long-living. Freud

interprets Oedipus murdering his father as the first killing of the totem. These ceremonies, in anthropological terms, rituals, are ceremonies of victimisation. Both in pagan

and in monotheistic religions the rituals of victimisation have an important place. These rituals, in other words, structure of manners and traditions based on the archetype

as Metin And says, according to Radcliffe-Brown form and smooth the relationships between the individuals in society. Metin And formulates what Durkheim says while

explaining the functions of rituals and explains that rituals prepare the individual for social life. Marc Auge claims that rituals help constitute sympathy and empathy between

the individuals of a society. Combs-Schilling states that rituals also link the generations to one another. 

The rituals of victimisation executed for millions of years -- we have written sources about the Mayas, Incas, Hittites, Sumers, the ancient Greeks and Turks and about many

tribes all over the world, and also the four holy books - show us that the victim is holy and his/her victimisation brings vitality, holiness, peace to the community and to the

soil. Thus, victimisation rituals have had a religious and social importance. 

The victimisation rituals have a close link to the death/kenosis-rebirth/plerosis rituals. The killing of the victim, bribing the holy powers, brings vitality to the soil. The old

dies, the new is born in death-rebirth rituals. The winter is expelled and the summer is welcomed. Earth is purified. Thus, it will give more crops. At first, it was also

believed that if those rituals had not taken place, crops would not have grown. Now, those rituals are enacted to welcome the summer, the birth of nature. The tribal man

believed that by magic he could postpone the winter or quicken the arrival of summer. He held ceremonies to have rains, to have the sun shining, to have the animals

reproduce. When he realised that that there are natural cycles he believed in religions. However, he continued with his cyclic rituals to help the metaphysical powers. Thus,

he began to imitate the natural cycles. The rituals of seasonal changes and the abduction are of such characteristics. In "the Anatolian Arab play" there are three principal

roles: The Arab, the Husband and the Bride. The Arab's hands and face are painted in black. The husband is an old man with a long white beard. The Bride is a man in

woman's clothes. At first the Arab is the one who leads the other two. The Arab abducts the Bride. The husband gets angry. The two men fight. The husband is killed. The

Bride cries. The husband is brought back to life. Likewise the death and the resurrection of the fertility god (Adonis, Attis, Osiris, Dionysos) are performed in all parts of

Anatolia as well as in Europe. This ritual is enacted to express the dying and reviving god. In this way the primitive man explained the decay and growth of vegetation. The

replacement of the old by the new is narrated by James Frazer in "The King of the Wood". 

          In this sacred grove (of Nemi), in the sanctuary of Diana, there grew a certain tree round which at any time of the day, and probably far into the night, a grim

          figure might be seen to prowl. In his hand he carried a drawn sword, and he kept peering warily about him as if at every instant he expected to be set upon

          by an enemy. He was a priest and a murderer: and the man for whom he looked was sooner or later to murder him and hold the priesthood in his stead.

          Such was the rule of sanctuary. A candidate for the priesthood could only succeed to office by slaying the priest, and having slain him, he retained office till he

          was himself slain by a stronger, or a craftier (person) (Frazer 1). 

Mythologies are full of succession stories. The killing of the divine king is the most impressing. Frazer writes: 

          Primitive peoples ... believe that their safety and even that of the world is bound up with the life of one of these god-men or human incarnations of the divinity.

          Naturally, therefore, they take the utmost care of his life, out of a regard for their own. But no amount of care and precaution will prevent the man-god for

          growing old and feeble and at last dying. His worshippers have to lay their account with this sad necessity and to meet it as best they can. The danger is a

          formidable one; for if the course of nature is dependent on the man-god's life, what catastrophes may not be expected from the gradual enfeeblement of his

          powers and their final extinction in death? There is only one way of averting these dangers. The man-god must be killed as son as he shows symptoms that

          his powers are beginning to fail, and his soul must be transferred to a vigorous successor before it has been seriously impaired by the threatened decay

          (Frazer 309). 

Some peoples, however, appear to have thought it unsafe to wait for even the slightest symptom of decay and have preferred to kill the king while he was still in the full

vigour of life. Accordingly, they have fixed a term beyond which he might not reign, at the close of which he must die, the term fixed upon being short enough to exclude the

probability of his degeneration physically in the interval (Frazer 319). 

In all these cases we see divine kings. The fertility of man, of the cattle and of the soil depend on the strength of these kings. Before they age or lose their vitality they are

killed so that their vigour can be transmitted to their successors. It is believed that if they are left to age their sickness will be transmitted to man, to the soil and to the

cattle. 

These men are kings, holy beings. Yet, their existence is due to their communities, due to their physical strength. In this sense, they are victims. They are the objects of, the

victim of divine powers, beliefs, traditions. They are the victims of an infinite cycle. They are the victims of an unchangeable fate. They can only find temporary peace,

comfort, a sense of belonging, a temporary life. They are appointed with a holy mission. When their time is over they are doomed to be thrown out of life. To guarantee the

welfare of their people they have to accept victimisation. This is their fate. 

Pinter, in 10 of his plays - The Room, The Birthday Party, The Dumb Waiter, A Slight Ache, The Caretaker, Tea Party, The Homecoming, The Basement, No Man's Land, and

Betrayal - uses the idea of victimisation and succession rituals to reflect the cosmic suffering of human beings in an age in which a deep problematic of dehumanisation is

experienced. He turns the archetype upside down. In this short study only 4 plays (A Slight Ache, Tea Party, The Homecoming, The Basement) will be taken into

consideration. 

Now we will see how Pinter turns the victimisation and succession rituals in an age in which there are no high values, ideals after which man fights. We will also see how

Pinter looks at these archetypes, standing on the individual's side. In this context, there is not a big change in fact. Yet the biggest change is that holiness has eroded. Thus,

people fight only for themselves, only for survival. Like Beckett's, Shepard's, and Genet's characters. There is no place for Oedipus, Hamlet, Hernani, Nora, Treplev any

more. Man strives to breathe, just to survive. 

Pinter's 4 plays can be categorised under 2 topics according to the archetypes of victimisation and succession rituals: 1) The one/s outside throwing the one/s inside out: A

Slight Ache, The Basement; 2) The one/s outside coming in and usurping the one/s inside: Tea Party, The Homecoming. In A Slight Ache1 the match-seller who has been

standing at the back gate is invited into the house of Edward and Flora, supposedly a married couple. As they talk about themselves and compare him to people whom they

knew in the past, the match-seller does not utter a single word. During those monologues Edward's slight ache in his eyes gets worse, he loses his strength, his low self

esteem manifests itself. His term is obviously ending. On the other hand, Flora is rejuvenated sexually. At the end of the play, Edward and the match-seller switch roles.

Flora thrusts the match-seller's tray at Edward and sends him to the back gate and then invites the match-seller into the house to lunch. This switch of roles implies that the

match-seller will be thrown out of the house when his term comes to an end. The match-seller, however, unlike the newcomer, the new master to the sanctuary does not

practise any kind of violence. He only helps Edward and Flora to bring out what is buried in their personalities. The plot of The Basement is quite simple as that of A Slight

Ache. Law welcomes his friend, Stott (and then Jane) to his room on a rainy day. After a series of clashes mostly manifested through games, the play ends with Law about

to enter the room (Jane is behind him). Stott welcomes him with exactly the same words Law uttered at the beginning of the play. Thus, all that have been lived will be lived

again. In The Homecoming, the oldest son of the family, Teddy comes to visit his family the members of which are all males: Max, the father, an ex-butcher; his brother

Sam, a chauffeur; his sons Lenny a pimp and Joey, a part-time boxer. Teddy has been living in America for six years where he teaches philosophy at a university. His family

does not know that he married Ruth or that they have three sons. In the two-act play relationships change. At the end of the play the family asks Ruth to stay in the house

as the mother, maid and whore who should support herself financially by part-time prostitution. Ruth accepts. Teddy leaves for America. It is proved that this is Ruth's

homecoming. She has not only replaced the dead mother but also has usurped all the men in the household, and betrayed her husband. The house will be her sanctuary.

Robert Disson in Tea Party is an industrial tycoon. The day before he is married he employs Wendy Dodd as his secretary. The same day he learns that his best man Disley,

an eye specialist, will not be able to come to his wedding ceremony. Thus, Disley will not be able to make the eulogy for Disson either. When he tells Diana and his

brother-in-law Willy, whom he meets the day before his wedding, that Disley will not come, Diana suggests that Willy make it. Disson reluctantly accepts. In the wedding

ceremony, however the eulogy for Disson turns out to be the eulogy for the bride. Right after the wedding ceremony Disson develops an eye problem. He also begins to

suspect that Diana, Willie and Wendy are plotting against him. Moreover, he feels that his twin sons (Tom and John) by a former marriage are greatly influenced by Diana

and Willie. The more he doubts the more his eyes hurt. He undergoes fits of blindness. He loses his physical strength and industrial kingdom as he offers Willie to be his

second-in-command. In other words, Disson gradually deteriorates. At the tea party held to celebrate his and Diana's first anniversary he figuratively turns into a rock. When

the play ends he is like a living corpse. He is totally usurped. Again the reason for Disson's, the industrial king's deterioration stems from his low self esteem, his insecurity.

The outsiders in search for a secure shelter are the means to bring this out. 

Pinter sees man in a continuous struggle of dominance and subservience. The ones who are able to dominate find a temporary peace on earth just like their ancestors of

the ancient times. To escape nihilism, to find a meaning in life although not permanent, some are victimised. However, this victim is not holy any more. He has no function

of uniting, bringing life to the manhood, or has the power of changing the way of things. One victimises the other just to find the grounds to live, to breathe. Thus,

victimisation does not have deeper meanings. Yet, the victor is always doomed to be victimised as it is in the ancient rituals. This is the way of life, existence... 
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REVIEW, Harold Pinter's "The Dumb Waiter"

                                                Thursday to Saturday 3- 5 September 1998

                                         Directed and performed by Heidi Mavir and Gemma Richardson

 These two talented young performers gave this claustrophobic black comedy an added fusion of menace and dark humour by turning Pinter's original hit men, Ben and Gus, into two

 nameless women. The impact of seeing two attractive women preparing, as for a matter-of-fact routine, to carry out orders to kill a victim of whom they know nothing, was considerable.

 Pinter's short play is minimalist drama at its most incisive. The set is a dark basement, ill-lit by a glaring naked lightbulb; its only furniture two camp-beds, a food hatch with a lift for

 raising food to upper floors- the "Dumb Waiter" of the title- an old fashioned speaking tube for communicating with the powers-that-be- whoever they are- upstairs. On the walls there

 is nothing but a faded photograph of some equally anonymous cricket team and a tattered poster. 

 The two occupants of this basement were brilliantly differentiated,-Gemma Richardson's character was repressed and laconic, hiding behind a newspaper and grimly reciting, in

 deadpan ritual, the rules by which these two hired assassins operate: the epitome of the unquestioning obedience of someone who has learned that survival depends on living strictly

 according to the book. But who has written the book? Who is their mysterious employer whose quixotic requests for exotic foods set the dumb waiter in motion? These are questions

 that taunt and tease the volatile pair, played with manic yet highly sympathetic dumbness by Heidi Mavir. While Gemma's character desperately tries to supress memories of previous

 "jobs" - at least one involving a female victim - Heidi's dwells on the grim details and rebels against the powers above who live in affluence and keep their employees as lacking in

 information as they are in the basic necessities of life- a cup of tea before carrying out "the job". 

 Much of the play is occupied by the rituals the pair go through while waiting for news of the arrival and identity of their victim - news which, when it does come, is both shocking and

 inevitable. This is a play in which our attention can be focussed on fingers lacing up a pair of boots just as tensely as on the same fingers cleaning and checking a revolver. Heidi and

 Gemma delivered precisely observed performances and beautifully paced action that held us throughout. Their reward from the audience was not just laughter at the appropriate

 moments and a growing affection for those who were seen to be victims as well as perpetrators of organised violence. There were also many "pin drop" silences which seemed to

 invade the dark auditorium with all the menace of ritualised evil. Whose evil ? Who is the unseen boss who sends down the orders via dumb waiter and speaking tube ? In the end , like

 Heidi 's character, we have only questions. All the options are left open - for we know that in the second half of the 20th century these two are just as likely to be in the employ of

 "legitimate" organisations like M15, M16, or the CIA as organized crime, the Mafia or drug barons.
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