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 On the night of February 22nd, 1984, I decided that instead of going to the movies I would catch up on my 
reading. Too many books and periodicals were on my desk, looking at me in a way I thought reproachful. Among 
them was the December 1983 Theatre Journal, which contained Helen Krich Chinoy's "Notes" on the American 
theatre of the 1930s, her Fellows Address at the ATA Convention in August 1982. It was the first work that I read. 
The next morning, February 23rd, I received a phone call from Tony Distler, inviting me to give the Fellows 
Address at this convention. I don't know if there's a causal connection between the two, but if there is, you can cheer 
up, because the alternative might have been worse. You see, the movie I had considered going to see that night was 
Testament.2 
 Like my predecessors, I was told that I was free to pick any subject I liked, to give any kind of talk I chose. 
Oh, Lord! As Elmer Rice, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Peter Barnes, among others, have dramatized, freedom can be 
terrifying. What were the possibilities? 
 Formal scholarship? You may now relax, class, because there won't be any.  For one thing, considering the 
length of this address, those hardy enough, or scholarly enough, to remain until the end of the should be grim or 
pompous, which such an address might become. Of course, I recognized, scholarship would no doubt enter into the 
talk, given the kind of person I am, but it wouldn't as well as shouldn't be formal. 
 What about new fashions in dramatic theory and criticism? Signified and signifier? Derrida and 
deconstruction? Pardon the slang, but I'm not much into this newfangled stuff. I find no value in offering a course in 
Semiotics as a Second Language; and to me, "deconstruction" is a term that describes my efforts to build stage 
scenery. 
 Perhaps personal reminiscences, I wondered. It might be fun to tell stories about, for example, how I got 
hooked on theatre. I must have been about fifteen or so, in high school in Brooklyn. One of my friends urged me to 
cut classes on a Wednesday so that we could get 55 cent tickets for the second balcony of a Broadway theatre (in 
those days, a second balcony was called a second balcony and wasn't disguised as "upper mezzanine"). My friend 
wanted us to see a matinee performance of a play he heard was good and had some dirty jokes. At the time, I'd much 
rather have gone to the movies - one of the first-run houses, like Loew's State, the Radio City Music Hall, or the 
Roxy, that had stage shows with the movies (Menasha Skulnik, the Rockettes, the Harry James band: years later, I 
wondered whether this were the same Harry James who wrote Portrait of a Lady). Peer pressure proved too strong, 
so I went to the theatre with my friend. Much to my surprise, I discovered a kind of dramatic entertainment I'd never 
encountered in movies - an alertness of wit, and an entertaining and stimulating playing with ideas. (Parenthetically, 
I became a critic and my friend became an anesthesiologist. I don't know if there's a moral in that.) In any case, the 
show we saw was Maurice Evans's production of Shaw's Man and Superman. You might say that much of my 
professional life has consisted of payment of a debt to Evans and Shaw. The next day, I went to the library, got a 
copy of the play, read it, and became as indignant as only a teenager can become indignant, when I discovered that 
the people who put on the show left out an entire act (I refer to the Hell scene, which I later learned is a traditional 
deletion). In brief, I got hooked on theatre and wanted to become part of it - not as a playwright, though, but as an 
actor. It was the actors who got the applause. The playwright's place was in the stacks of the Brooklyn Public 
Library. Hell, as a teenager I knew where it was at! 
 Nevertheless, for someone like me, a little of this type of reminiscence goes a long way. Enough is enough, 
and I think we've reached that point. Besides, I don't want to wind up sounding like a spinoff of Woody Allen's 
Broadway Danny Rose. Were there other possibilities for this address? A manifesto in behalf of an exclusive form of 
drama or theatre? No, I prefer to leave manifestoes to the folks at TDR. I'm too eclectic to compose a decent 
manifesto. 
 What about generalities concerning the nature of drama and theatre? No, I'm not very good at this type of 
thing: I tend to get uncomfortable out there in the misty beyond. 
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 Why not look back over the theatre - see what it was during my lifetime and what it's become? No thanks, 
not for me! I may look middle-aged - no doubt because I am middle-aged - but in my heart of hearts, I'm only a few 
years away from graduate school. Besides - and seriously, this time - I decided that now, when there's a bit too much 
nostalgia for my taste (imagine: nostalgia for the Depression!), it would be a good idea for a representative of the 
Fellows of ATA not to hearken to the past. I can't very well hearken to the future: my crystal ball is in the repair 
shop. But I can look to the present - at least, to what I think is one important part of the present, of Now, of What's 
New. 
 For me, this does not mean nontextual performance pieces, simply because I don't live in a city where these 
theatre events are taking place. Consequently, my exposure to them has not been as extensive as it should be. 
 Tautologically, as I should have realized from the beginning, when I started to consider what subject I 
might speak on today, I can only do the sort of thing I usually do: examine the work of dramatists who stimulate me 
and make me enthusiastic. Only if I am stimulated and enthusiastic about certain plays, do I have any hope of 
stimulating an audience to become enthusiastic. Who are some of these dramatists? To my regret, I decided to 
eliminate Shaw from consideration, however relevant to today's world his writings are - and they are. Chiefly, I have 
started a new project on Shaw,3 and therefore it is too soon to make sense of it. There is also Harold Pinter, for 
whom I likewise have undisguised admiration. Sorry, but I also scratched him off the list. I recently completed two 
essays on him, involving his most recent plays, and I did not want to risk boring myself through repetition. 
 This leaves, among a group of playwrights I admire, Peter Barnes, the English dramatist who is best known 
in this country for The Ruling Class, and the enormously exciting plays he has written since I wrote The Theatre of 
Peter Barnes, which was published in 1981. My decision to avoid the past includes avoiding what I have done in the 
past. Except for an occasional reference in order to clarify a point, I will not repeat discussions of his plays or 
explications of his theatrical style that I analyzed in this book. Although the latter is somewhat unavoidable, I will 
try to avoid it as much as possible by going at the new works from different perspectives or from perspectives not 
prominent in that  book.  The most recent stage play I had  analyzed was  Red  Noses,  Black Death, which the RSC 
is to produce in London in July 1995 under the title Red Noses. While The Theatre of Peter Barnes was in galley, 
Barnes wrote seven monologues for the BBC, Barnes' People, which were then being recorded (and subsequently 
broadcast as well as performed on stage at the Cornelia Street Cafe in Greenwich Village). A Postscript in the book 
discusses them. Therefore, today I will deal with the post-Red Noses and post-monologues plays - not all of them, of 
course, but selected works; four short pieces. I will try to provide a sense of them without elaborate plot summaries, 
which will not be too hard: they don't have elaborate plots. The point of view will involve generalizations 
concerning them and a new direction Barnes is taking. The final part of this address will relate these new works to 
Barnes's work in general and - importantly - it will hazard a guess as to how Barnes's new plays represent a link to 
certain developments in dramatic entertainment since World War II. 
 And now, Barnes: some of his newest dramatic work. 
 This phrase is deliberate: dramatic work. A few minutes ago, I mentioned that Barnes' People - seven 
monologues originally written for BBC radio - had been acted in the Village. These days, distinctions between 
different dramatic media are generally falling apart. Think of Harold Pinter's A Slight Ache, first written for radio, 
and The Lover, first written for TV - both staged afterwards in the theatre. Following Barnes's monologues, which 
were very successful, the BBC asked him to write a sequel. The sequel became seven duologues - plays for two 
people - which he naturally called Barnes' People II, and which were broadcast last February and March. 
Furthermore, the BBC is rebroadcasting them practically at this moment: they began on August 11th, one per day 
for a week. Today, the 14th, they're in the middle of them. Since recording Barnes' People II, Barnes has also 
finished Barnes' People III - plays for (guess what!) three characters, and the BBC is in the midst of casting them. 
For both of these new series, Barnes' People II and III, he used a few works that he originally wrote for the stage - 
some of them were in his revue, Somersaults, done in Leicester a little less than three years ago. Of the dramatic 
works I plan to deal with, only one, for reasons that will become clear, is impossible to do on radio (although it 
would fit TV),4 and the one new radio piece that was not previously produced on the stage is very stage worthy. 
 In these new plays, Barnes subverts our customary attitudes and expectations in regard to drama, in regard 
to life, and sometimes in regard to both. In order to do so, he establishes a set-up that plays upon these attitudes and 
expectations,  suckering us into a position  that he can  turn around.  In some of these plays, he also does something 
more difficult: he puts us into the dramatic situation that his characters are in. As usual, he does all of this 
outrageously. 
 Take, for example, a comedy titled Not As Bad As They Seem. Its trio of characters are wife, lover, and 
husband (first played on TV by Janet Suzman, Stephen Rea, and Norman Rodway). The basic situation, which is 
traditional, may seem so familiar that you will think you can write the play yourself. A man and a woman are in bed; 
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her husband unexpectedly returns home. This kind of sex comedy has its own conventions, one of which is that it is 
less about sex than it is about other matters, such as being found out. Therefore, we get the near-encounters and 
actual encounters that are the staple of farce. 
 At the start of Not As Bad As They Seem, before the husband returns, Barnes provides jokes that are par for 
this type of play. The wife complains about her husband: "I knew he was a lousy lover in just eight seconds flat." 
Her paramour wonders why she married him: "You're intelligent," says the lover, "and he has a room temperature 
I.Q." She married him, even though she did not love him, she explains, because she wanted "home, security, money 
and the respect money brings." They spent their honeymoon at a seaside resort. "It was so dull there, the tide went 
out one Sunday and didn't come back." The lover recalls his ex-wife. They gave a party, and "when it was over a 
guest said, 'I'd like to say goodbye to your wife.' I said, 'Who wouldn't?'" He comments, "My ex-wife never smoked 
in bed after we made love. She said one drag was enough," and admits, "I've never thought of myself as a great 
lover, not since the day they caught a Peeping Tom booing me." 
 Although these gags may sound like Benny Hill's, notice what has happened. The wife reveals herself to be 
an unhappy woman who has trapped herself in a loveless marriage, and the major source of the lover's complaints is 
his own sexual inadequacies. Furthermore, the lover and the wife are genuinely in love with each other, not only in 
lust. When he calls her beautiful, she asks why he says that. He answers, "Because I see your shape in the sound of 
your voice, because my world isn't quite so dark now." This passage is lovely. Yet notice again: Barnes is giving us 
what we expect, and he is also giving us something else. He has made us regard these people as human beings, as 
well as pawns in a comedy of sex intrigue. 
 When the husband returns - he calls from offstage that he is back - Barnes provides an entirely new twist to 
this conventional kind of play: he reveals that all three of them are blind. Actually, he hints at this before, and earlier 
dialogue now resonates with new meaning: "I see your shape in the sound of your voice," "my world isn't quite so 
dark now." The new revelation still conforms to our generic expectations, but with the neat twist that while the 
husband cannot "see" the wife's lover when he enters the bedroom, he still might hear him move or might 
accidentally touch him. To avoid the latter, the lover will have to duck or silently move away. At one point, the 
husband bends down to kiss his wife. The lover is also in bed, beneath her, and in his hurry to get out of the way, he 
pitches her forward, so that she and her husband crack heads together. When the husband is suspicious, he feels in 
front of him with his cane; the lover is standing beside him. (By the way, this is the one that cannot be done on 
radio. It must be seen.) 
 The play has still another farcical twist. In their own homes, blind people move about more or less easily. 
They know where everything is: so many paces from door to bed, so many steps before one comes to the pole lamp, 
and so forth. Only the lover lacks orientation to the room, only he is blind, in this sense. Because he is blind, in this 
sense, he inadvertently disorients the people accustomed to the room, so that they - at least, temporarily - become as 
blind, or as unable to get around, as he. In addition, the wife disorients her husband and herself. In a panic when she 
hears her husband's voice, she scrambles out of bed - unintentionally dragging the blanket as she does so, which 
turns the blanket into an obstacle that the husband will trip on when he enters. The lover bumps into a chair and 
catches it before it topples over, but not before his clothes and white cane fall in a heap - more obstacles. The 
characters fall or almost fall, just as you expect they would. The difficulties of panic add to those of blindness: the 
lover puts on his pants, but when he tries to zip them up he discovers they are on back to front; frantically trying to 
help him dress, the wife points excitedly - poking a finger in his eyes, and in her haste ripping the front of his shirt. 
Then too, sight gags result, such as the lover trying to pose elegantly despite the facts that he has shoes but no socks 
on, his pants are awry, and his shirt is ripped. 
 But notice again: we are not only laughing, we are considering what it means to be blind. We start to do so 
the moment the first of the residents stumbles over something that should not be where it is. Verbally too, Barnes 
nudges us in that direction: "Colds're the worst for blinders," says the husband. "With nose and ears clogged, who 
can judge distances, people or things? Nothing's what it sounds like, cats're mice, mice men, and everything micky 
murky." Before Barnes, W.C. Fields is the only person I can really think of who got laughs from a blind man. In It's 
a Gift, which Barnes has seen, a blind man bumps into things and makes them fall or crash - practically demolishing 
a store - but he himself is unharmed. With Barnes, however, blind people get battered. And with Barnes, we care 
about them as people, which we don't in the W. C. Fields movie (the blind man is there only for the slapstick gags in 
the scene).5 Through a twist in Barnes's plot, the lover pretends to enter the apartment for a visit - really, so that he 
and the wife can scramble to find his clothing and other possessions, such as his set of keys. When he supposedly 
enters, we perceive a contrast between the husband's behavior when he knows another man is in the room and when 
he is unsure that another   man   is   present.   Apart   from   laughs,   this   contrast   provides   a theatricalization of 
the links between sight and insight, seeing and perception. It does so chiefly because the trio is blind. 
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 Barnes's theatricality goes further. Shortly after the lover enters, so to speak, Barnes puts us in the position 
of the characters on stage. Not As Bad As They Seem begins in the late afternoon. As it progresses, the light from the 
window gets darker. After the husband - who lacks insight as well as sight - tells the lover, "We blinders have ways 
of seeing the truth, the rest're blind to," night falls. It is completely dark. For the remainder of the play - perhaps 
three minutes, which is long enough to register dramatically but not so long that we start to squirm in the dark - we 
are as completely in the dark as the characters have been throughout. We are literally unable to "see the truth" and 
are "blind to" it. "We can't be certain of anything," says the lover - in a world that has become dark to us, a world in 
which the husband believes he and the lover have become friends. Even in this world, comedy prevails: as we hear, 
and as the characters testify, the husband - after he expresses friendship with his wife's lover - accidentally rips the 
sleeve off the lover's jacket. The lover tells him not to worry, since he always carries a spare sleeve for such 
occasions. "You'd better stay for supper and clean up," says the wife. "You must look a sight." The lover laughs: 
"Lucky no-one here'll ever know, we're as blind as bats." We too, the audience, laugh although we too do not know 
how he looks, for we are as blind as bats ourselves. The husband agrees with the lover: "Lucky we're as blind as 
moles in a mist. You see, things never are as bad as they seem." But this paraphrase of the play's title is not the 
curtain line. That belongs to the wife, who rhetorically asks, "Why not?" 
 Why not, indeed! But we are in their situation - unable to see for ourselves what is or is not as bad as it 
seems - the line has doubly ironic meaning. What Barnes does in this one-act play is astonishing:  he both uses and 
expands dramatic conventions; he plays upon our expectations, both satisfying them and twisting them around; and 
he puts us in the position of his characters. The form of the play is inseparable from its theme, the style from the 
subject. 
 Barnes creates similar effects in two short pieces that were first produced in the revue Somersaults. Acting 
Exercise employs - as its title hints - one of the basic elements of theatre to put the audience in the position of one of 
its two characters. These are an actor, who is rehearsing a monologue, and a husband who interrupts him, 
demanding, "Give me back my wife," who he thinks has been having an affair with the actor. The question is 
whether the actor - not as a character but in his own person - is honest when he denies the charge or whether he is 
acting. In Somersaults, the actor was played by Chris Ettridge, the husband by Charles Keating. On the BBC, Alan 
Bates was the actor and Donald Sinden the husband. In each production, Barnes cast the generally flamboyant actor 
as the husband, and the generally low-keyed realistic actor as the actor. 
  Acting Exercise begins with the actor rehearsing his monologue: 
 
 Lying lips are an abomination to the Lord. Christ said, "I am the Truth!" 
 Yet our lives are raised on lies and a wise man questions every statement 
 except the legitimacy of his own birth. Save us, Lord, I feel an  
 Apocalypse coming on. For a liar usurps God's prerogative and recreates 

the world in his own image. The moral order's wrecked, objects lose their natural names, force become 
right, right wrong, and every treachery an act of friendship. 

 
He then stops and criticizes his performance for lacking conviction and belief. At the very start, then, before the 
husband makes his complaint, Barnes dramatizes - "dramatizes," not "states," because the actor's self-criticism 
provides dialectic - questions concerning truth and credibility, which he relates to the moral order. 
 Immediately after this opening, Barnes puts us in the position of the husband, whom the actor tries 
desperately to convince is mistaken about him. In that situation, truth and credibility link to the moral order and we, 
as unsure as he, try to assess whether the actor speaks the truth when he denies knowing the wife, who the husband 
claims is the secretary of the actor's agent. "I don't know any ... secretary ... Oh yes ... Blond girl ... glasses ... on the 
tall side" - to which the husband immediately replies, "Brunette. No glasses. Short. You see you do know her!" 
Again, the actor denies the charge. The husband persists: "I didn't believe you when you were acting so why should I 
believe you when you're not?" Notice, first, the comic contrast between acting and reality - this time made by the 
husband in his own way, not by the actor - and, second, the inference that emerges as an assertion, that the actor is at 
present not acting. What the husband says, however, sets the actor off, complaining: "Words like 'theatrical,' 
'melodramatic,' 'stagey,' 'putting on an act' are words of abuse." This leads him to lament how society derides 
members of the theatrical profession. As the husband points out, though, the actor's very complaint is what an actor 
does: "You're imitating me! I'm the one who's paranoid. You can't go around saying everyone's against you. 
Everyone's against me, not you, not you." With the actor imitating what the husband does, and the husband calling it 
paranoia, Barnes makes us question the husband's credibility; and with the husband's repetition -"not you, not you" - 
Barnes hints that the actor might not be an adulterer. 
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 The actor tries to make the husband understand what the real world of an actor is like -"Offstage my life 
isn't silk dressing gown"; rather, "it's as ordinary as yours" - a world in which earning a living by working in TV in 
order to support his family contends with the "nobler" reality that drew him to acting in the first place and that keeps 
him there: "I want the lifting vision. I want to act well. I haven't time for my wife, let alone your wife. You've got it 
wrong. There's nothing wrong." Now, each tries to draw sympathy from the other. 
 When the husband shows the actor a note his wife wrote, the actor persuades the husband that people 
nowadays, in real life, use the phone, not write notes, and certainly not carelessly leave them around for husbands to 
find, as they do in plays. He further persuades the husband that the husband's marital relationship must have become 
routine (which the husband admits); that because of it, in order to arouse his jealousy, the wife left this hokey 
incriminating letter; that the device worked, since the husband has paid more attention to his wife during the past 
week than he has for years; and that the purpose of her doing all of these things was actually to help their marriage. 
Greatly relieved, the husband thanks the actor and leaves, promising that he will do his part to sustain the marriage - 
not really feeling (as he had when he met the actor) but acting jealousy, suffering, and passion. 
 Once he goes, the actor "gives a long drawn out cry of triumph" and exclaims, "I could sell electric fans to 
Eskimos! I'm an actor."6 This speech returns us to the play's title. What he had done with the husband was an acting 
exercise. If the actor playing the actor is good, then he would convince us as well as the husband, then he would sell 
electric fans to us Eskimos. 
 Following the actor's cry and exclamation, he returns to rehearsing the monologue that starts the play: 
"Lying lips are an abomination to the Lord [...] Yet our lives are raised on lies [...] A liar usurps God's prerogative 
and recreates the world in his own image. The moral order's wrecked [...] right [becomes] wrong, and every 
treachery an act of friendship." The actor has recreated the world in his image. His offstage and onstage lives are 
both based on lies, and he has turned treachery into an act of friendship. By the same token, an act of friendship has 
become treachery, thereby wrecking the moral order. 
 Where does that put us, the audience, who had been convinced by his acting exercise and, furthermore, who 
had laughed or in some other way been delighted at the theatrical twist, the revelation that he had lied? Our very 
delight is an indictment against us. Barnes has placed us in the position of one of his characters, but he has gone 
farther with us than he went with the husband: we learn that the apparent truth is a lie, a piece of acting. Our 
theatrical expectations have been both satisfied and expanded, fulfilled and reversed. Barnes accomplishes this 
partly by reminding us what we really know and should have recognized all along: we are in a theatre, watching 
acting, not reality. 
 The dramatist goes further in his use of theatre. What may not be immediately clear on the printed page, but 
which is clear in performance, is that the actor performs the opening and closing monologue differently. He acts the 
opening monologue badly. After all, if he could do it well, he would not have to rehearse  it;  and  he  himself  
criticizes  it  for  rant,  lack  of  focus,  and  lack of conviction. By contrast, he acts the closing monologue well. 
Because of what has happened between the actor and the husband, the actor is able to do a good job the second time 
around. He has used the husband's situation to practice. Like all true artists, as Barnes (among others) sees them, he 
has used life, sucked life dry, sucked people dry - all for this art. His action is ruthless and selfish. Is it justified? 
That depends on one's attitude to art and to life, and to questions of usurping God's prerogative to recreate the world 
in one's image (as writers as well as actors do) and of wrecking the moral order so that treachery becomes an act of 
friendship (as indeed it is) - in Not As Bad As They Seem as well as in Acting Exercise. But this fundamental point is 
best made in performance, before an audience which presumably admires the actor's second rendition and which is 
perhaps aware (comfortably or uncomfortably) that it is better because of what the actor did with the husband. 
 Also in the revue Somersaults was a three-character piece called The Real Long John Silver, with Keating, 
Ettridge, and Dilys Laye (she was in the original London productions of Barnes's The Bewitched and Frontiers of 
Farce). On BBC radio, the roles were played by Ian Carmichael, Paul Eddington, and Anna Massey. I will deal with 
the play as a work for the stage, a play to be seen as well as heard. 
 At the start, we see the husband, costumed as Long John Silver, complete with peg leg and crutch, pistol 
and cutlass, tricornered hat and stuffed parrot on his shoulder. Stomping about, he calls "Arr, Jim lad" and uses the 
kind of speech that owes more to Robert Newton (in one of the movie versions of Treasure Island) than it does to 
Robert Louis Stevenson (who wrote the original novel). The husband imitates the parrot with a "squawk" and 
"Pieces of eight!" and he sings "Yo-ho-ho and a bottle of rum." He is prepared to go to the local costume ball, where 
he hopes to win a prize for his costume - the biggest possible thrill in a dreary life as chief cashier, a position he has 
held for twenty years. 
 Enter his wife in her costume - an identical Long John Silver, who identically talks, parrot-squawks, and 
sings - hoping to win the prize that would do for her what it would do for him. Whereas he complains, "My life's a 
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form of petrified dreaming," she complains, "My life's housework and housework in that order." Each demands that 
the other remove the costume, each insisting that he or she is, deep down inside, the real pirate-adventurer. When 
each refuses, they verbally abuse each other. She says that the only colorful things about him are his varicose veins, 
and she ridicules his masculinity: "You fainted three times at our wedding." He responds in kind: "It didn't help, I 
still had to marry you." They finally agree to let their friend adjudicate the issue: George, a supervisor for the local 
gas works, who will soon arrive to pick them up. 
 Guess what: enter George, also dressed as Long John Silver, with the talk, squawk, and song. Now each of 
the three demands that the others give way and remove their costumes. Failing to convince the others to do so, they 
insult each other. George tells the wife, "You look like an uncooked army boot." The husband intervenes, "Don't talk 
to my wife like that," then considers, "You're right, she does look [...] like an uncooked army boot." Barnes is in 
good form with the sort of gags appropriate to this type of comedy. George suggests the married couple go as 
something else, such as a tramp or a nudist. "Nudist?" asks the wife, shocked at the idea. "What would people say if 
I turned up in the  Crystal Room of the Guilford Arms stark naked?" The husband has an answer: "They'd say I 
married you for your money." Farcical business follows. The husband fires his pistol at the friend; the hammer 
clicks but nothing happens; then the gun goes off accidentally. When the wife pulls out her cutlass, the blade falls 
off. George, who owns the car, tries to sneak out, but the others use their Long John Silver crutches to trip his Long 
John Silver peg leg. Soon, all three are farcically tripping, hobbling, and scrambling on the floor. Then, they realize 
that they have spent so much time arguing and fighting that they are too late: the costume ball has already begun. 
 At this point, the comedy stops for a bit, as they articulate their sense of failure. George reveals, "I wanted 
to be a great villain for a night ... but this country's always lacked tyrants, never slaves ... I wanted to fill my 
declining weekends with a dream of glory." The wife admits, "I wanted to throw off for a night, this skin that doesn't 
fit me ... but if you're wedlocked and weak it destroys your mentals .. I wanted to win instead of living a borrowed 
life knitting mittens." The husband confesses, "I wanted to stand up straight for a night instead of clasping my hands 
together, panting in a cage [...] we give ourselves a role to play so as to have some pretext for living." 
 Note two aspects: one dramatic, the other theatrical. First, during but especially after the farcical business, 
Barnes makes us face these characters as human beings who are aware of the dreariness of their lives. George knows 
that he and others like him are slaves; and the dream he wants fulfilled is not to fill his declining years, but his 
declining weekends. He has passed the stage when weekends are fun-time; he has no Saturday night fever. The wife 
emphasizes the lock in wedlock, recognizes that she is weak, and understands that the life she lives is not her own 
but is borrowed - from her husband, of course, and as we see, he is bankrupt. The life of this poor man is not that of 
an upright human being, but consists of supersubservience, cringing in a cage. He articulates what is true for all of 
them, that these pathetic costume balls, which are small-time activities, permit them to play roles and costume 
themselves in their fantasies, as an excuse to go on living. 
 The second aspect is theatrical. Barnes visualizes his theme and makes it audible in the most concrete and 
dazzlingly theatrical terms. One Long John Silver is colorful. Two are colorful, comic, and coincidental. But three - 
with the same set speeches - are not only more comic, and entirely outrageous, they are also dramatizations of 
routine, for they show sameness. The very colorfulness of the costumes and flavor of the dialogue theatricalize the 
sameness of their lives. Once more, thematic content is inseparable from theatrical form. 
 To conclude The Real Long John Silver, Barnes encapsulates the merger of content and form that I have 
just discussed by his trademark of turning on a sixpence, which is to have his actors do a sudden transformation into 
a different theatrical mode. Moments earlier, they had done so, going from dialogue to monologue. Now they do so 
again, bursting into song. (Remember, though, that theatrical shifts like this are unusual only in plays with serious 
themes. In this respect, Barnes resembles Brecht. But musicals shift in this manner all the time. So do the Marx 
Brothers.) The song that the three Long John Silvers sing is based on one in the MGM movie The Harvey Girls. No, 
it's not "The Atchison, Topeka, and the Sante Fe." It's another, which some of us are also fond of: "Great Big 
World." In the movie, Judy Garland, Cyd Charisse, and Virginia O'Brien sing and dance to it in a charming trio. As 
Barnes rewrites the lyrics, his three characters sing (to paraphrase a line from Anna Russell, I will now sing a trio): 
 
 But life is so grey, grey, grey. 
 Dribbles away, away, away. 
 Now we're lost and we're cold, 
 And we'll soon be old ...7 
 
Then, all three say, in the voice of Long John Silver (or Robert Newton), "Arr, Jim lad." End of play. This bold and 
exciting theatricality, which is typical of Barnes, heightens the absence of excitement in his characters' lives. We not 
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only hear about those lives in speech and song, we observe them in costume and in mimicry. Even the fantasies of 
these people lack originality. 
 Among Barnes's astonishing qualities is his variety. He uses the strategies I have discussed - but with 
appropriate differences that befit a different subject - in a much less comic play, It's Cold, Wanderer, It's Cold, one 
of Barnes' People II, which Ian McKellen and Mary Ellis acted on the BBC. McKellen played Kaliaev, a member of 
the Social Revolutionary Party who has just thrown a bomb at Grand Duke Sergei and killed him. He is is prison in 
Moscow. The time is 1905. He receives a visit from his victim's widow, the Grand Duchess. Please recall that I said 
"much less comic," not "non-comic." It's Cold, Wanderer, It's Cold has wit - the assassin says, "nobody gets out of 
life alive" - but few real jokes. A different subject calls for different treatment. Although Barnes's choice of subjects 
derives from his individual, distinctive techniques, which provide stylistic continuity from one play to the next, he 
works organically and refuses to impose particular devices upon a subject for which they would be inappropriate. 
 This play - whose title is from a Russian song, with words based on an original by Nekrassov - contains a 
dialectic between Kaliaev, who is a devout Christian (he prays to God for everyone, even his enemies, and he quotes 
Matthew: "I came not to send peace, but a sword - to set men at variance") between Kaliaev and the widow, who 
used to be devout (in contrast to her cynical husband, who saw life and politics as absurd) but whose faith has been 
destroyed by the murder of her husband. When she calls Kaliaev a terrorist, he responds, "It's a label all 
governments must use against revolutionaries to brand them with infamy in the eyes of the people so we can be 
legally convicted as common criminals. They say we're murderers, we say we're soldiers [...]." He defends his 
actions: "The State has turned violence into a State system. We fight that State violence with violence of our own 
[...]. We choose assassination because our resources are small and we have to make them seem large." The Duchess, 
who is no fool, recognizes his jargon for what it is: "Words, mere words! My husband's slaughtered in the snow .. 
half his body blown away and his skull lying open ... his brains spilt out ... screaming ..." Kaliaev is unmoved. In the 
same prison in which they are talking, he points out, common men and women routinely die because of starvation, 
the rack, burning kerosene, and the blows of clubs. He even claims an alliance with Christianity: "Like Jesus I'm 
with the poor and oppresssed and fight for a better society." But she derides dreams that kill, and she chastises him 
for an inability to "distinguish between the long-awaited truth and the long-prepared fraud." According to what her 
murdered husband had told her, the revolutionists would succeed, but it would not matter since they would not 
change anything essential; he had said that "all social systems need men to run them and those that do, must have the 
brains of cockroaches, and the consciences of bedbugs." Kaliaev defends himself: while the revolution may 
degenerate, the people of tomorrow will have to deal with the problems of tomorrow, whereas the people of today 
must destroy the problems of today. However, his action has smashed her faith in Christ and religion, which she 
now regards as fraudulent, awash in a sea of blood. Now she echoes her dead husband, that goodness is impossible 
and the world absurd. It is the assassin, who will die the next morning, who tries to renew her religious faith. 
 The Duchess wants more than condemnation; she aims to do more than win an argument. Because Kaliaev 
killed the Duke, the Tsarist State will take his life as forfeit. Because he killed the Duchess's faith, she aims to take 
as forfeit his faith in revolution. She reveals to him what her husband had learned, that the chief terrorist of the  
Social  Revolutionary  Party,  Yveno Azev,  was the Tsar's chief informer; that those revolutionists who might have 
suspected him did not investigate because Azev had access to sizable funds for the cause; and that the Tsar helped to 
finance the revolutionists and used them to kill his own people whom he held suspect. In effect, many of the deeds 
of the revolutionists were actions the Tsar wanted, actions that helped him. To each charge, Kaliaev responds with 
the word that the man he killed used to describe the world: "Absurd!" But even though the Duchess's revelations 
have had some effect, Kaliaev is not entirely destroyed. If her taking his faith in revolution will help to restore her 
faith in God, he says, she is welcome to it. The revolution may be drenched in blood but it is too late for him to 
forsake either the Party or its cause. "I've nowhere else to go." In a remarkably humanistic conclusion, Barnes has 
Kaliaev try to persuade the Duchess that if one loses faith in God or the revolution, one can and should find faith in 
life: "With all its stains, baseness and betrayals, believe life is worth living and your belief will help you create a life 
worth living." 
 Barnes may deny an anthropomorphic God and he may deny a revolutionary cause that murders human 
beings in the name of some future good, but he affirms life and affirms human beings. Such affirmation is neither 
trite nor an easy position to hold. It is a position that one reaches through  tortuous soul-searching. 
 Connected to this play's dialectic and final affirmation are several significant qualities. First, we as an 
audience begin with the knowledge that Tsarist Russia was a brutal, hellishly repressive regime. We are prepared to 
side with the terrorist, who works against it. Some of us may even regard as inconsequential the death of a Grand 
Duke, an aristocrat who lived a fat life without having to work, a life made possible by the exploitation of factory 
workers and peasants. But Barnes shakes our position, partly by the reality of an individual human being, not an 
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abstraction, who dies horribly, as the Duchess conveys him and his death to us; partly by the sloganeering jargon of 
the terrorist who killed him, jargon that terrorists today still use; partly because we know that the husband's 
prediction about what will happen after the revolutionsists succeed is accurate; and partly by our recognition - or, to 
be more precise, the perception of some of us - of the irony that with so many FBI or CIA infiltrators in the 
American Communist Party, which some of us (like me) consider so insignificant and old-fashioned as to be 
laughable, we the taxpayers helped to support it. I showed It's Cold, Wanderer, It's Cold to a Marxist woman I 
know. She was profoundly disturbed by it. Although she was not ready to admit, or admit to me, that Communists 
may be doing the work of their opponents, she had enough integrity not to discuss its political insights as limited to 
Tsarist Russia in 1905 and to declare that politics is a spectrum that has an area on which the methods of the extreme 
left are the same as those of the extreme right. 
 Second, Barnes puts us in the position of Kaliaev. Let me quote the Duchess, whom I paraphrased earlier: 
"You took my husband's life and yours is forfeit. You took my faith and I take yours in payment." This is her goal - 
her "action" or her "objective," as an actor might say. Why should audiences assume she is telling the truth to the 
man who murdered her husband? They need not assume it. Like Kaliaev, they do not really know, but they may be 
badly shaken because it sounds true. Of course, if they are students of Russian history or if they have researched the 
subject, then they know. Historically, this assassination took place and the victim's wife visited the assassin in his 
prison cell; but no one knows what they said to each other. Historically, the names are true, the matter of the Tsar's 
double agent is true, and the revolutionists' killing people the Tsar wanted killed is true. But how many of us 
actually know this? With appropriate performances, particularly when the actress keeps her primary goal in mind, 
and she states that purpose in so many words, audiences could be as bewildered as Kaliaev. If they believe her, they 
could be as shocked as Kaliaev is. Just as important, Kaliaev's determination to maintain faith in human beings, in 
life, and his urging her to have such faith, regardless of the possible bankruptcy of religion or political parties, may 
enable audiences to find or renew such faith. But it is not easy to do so. At the end of the play, the assassin and the 
widow pray together, but they also recognize - and say so - that it is cold for wanderers on earth. 
 In one important respect, these new, or recent, works by Peter Barnes differ from the earlier stage plays the 
way Barnes' People [I] does, and the seven monologues of Barnes' People are the start of a new direction. His 
earlier stage plays are epic in scope - vast, panoramic dramas, such as The Ruling Class, The Bewitched, and Red 
Noses. But nowadays, actors' salaries, costumes, scenery, and so forth make plays like these too expensive for most 
theatre companies to perform. Recognizing the practical side of the theatre, economics, Barnes has adjusted. After 
all, he is a professional - like the title character in Frank Wedekind's The Singer, which he adapted - and he does his 
theatre work to be performed before large audiences and to be paid for it. To him, only amateurs and idealistic 
dreamers (like the composer in The Singer) consider the verdict of posterity in contrast to now, the sweet smiles of a 
few initiates in contrast to large audiences, and money as irrelevant. The series of various Barnes' People have been 
very popular. But this does not mean that Barnes has sold out. As he puts it in his introduction to Barnes' People II, 
he has done what a professional golfer does: 
 
 [...] take my game to pieces and redefine certain basic techniques - correct my  stance, swing and grip. 
[...] The truth probably is that unable to exercise a natural  bent for large-scale work I have had to adjust to 
miniatures. 
 
 On the other hand, it did not hurt Holbein and a good play 
 has its own natural length, be it fifteen minutes or two hundred and 
 fifteen minutes. One should never equate length with significance; 
 profundity has nothing to do with prolixity. 
 
Not to worry, though: Peter Barnes has not turned into Samuel Beckett. His miniatures are as distinctively his own 
as his epics are! 
 Let me continue to try to put what I have analyzed into perspective. As I have tried to show, Barnes 
subverts our customary attitudes and expectations in regard to drama, to life, and sometimes to both. In some of his 
plays, he accomplishes the more difficult task - not that the other is easy - of putting us into the dramatic situations 
of his characters. 
 
 Although Barnes is distinctive, these efforts belong to a historical tradition. Subverting audiences' values, 
which is a feature of modern drama, goes back at least as far as Ibsen. Remember Shaw's perception, in The 
Quintessence of Ibsenism, using Hamlet's phrase, that Ibsen turned the spectators of his time into guilty creatures 
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sitting at a play. But observe not only how few playwrights try to do this, observe how even fewer succeed. In our 
own time, I cannot think of anyone who is more successful in doing so than Barnes. 
 Putting us into the dramatic situations of characters in a play is of course a feature of every detective play 
or movie we see. Like one or more characrters, we try to figure out whodunit. Yet this experience really resembles a 
puzzle or a problem to be solved. In this respect, the type of theatrical tradition to which Barnes belongs is of more 
recent vintage. The movies tried it in the forties and fifties, the theatre in the sixties and seventies: placing us inside 
the action. 
 In 1946, MGM released The Lady in the Lake, with Robert Montgomery as Philip Marlowe. Its publicity 
used phrases like "You and Robert Montgomery are in The Lady in the Lake." The movie's viewpoint was that the 
camera represented Montgomery's eyes. We saw what he saw, and no more: we walked forward when he did, the 
camera moving ahead; when he sat down, the camera view and ours dropped. The only time we saw him was when 
he looked into a mirror, and the photographer cleverly arranged the shot so that we did not see the camera. Since this 
device was no more than a clever gimmick, nothing came of it, but the intent that gave birth to the gimmick 
persisted. In 1952, Hollywood gave us This Was Cinerama, which placed us inside the situation by expanding our 
field of vision beyond a small peephole screen into a peephole screen that was too large for our eyes to perceive as a 
peephole. We looked ahead on that famous roller-coaster ride, presumably experiencing what someone on that 
roller-coaster would experience. This too was a gimmick, and it self-destructed. So was 3-D, which made a big 
splash when Bwana Devil and House of Wax appeared in 1953. Someone threw a spear at the camera, which meant 
at us, and a few of us ducked, sometimes dropping those red-and-green glasses we wore. Occasionally, an art house 
today will play one of these movies for nostalgia freaks or lovers of camp, or else an exploitative producer will make 
a Friday the 13th in 3-D, but essentially 3-D also self-destructed. 
 In the theatre of the sixties and seventies, we became aware of various manifestations of environmental 
staging - Grotowski's Lab Theatre, the Becks' Living Theatre, and Schechner's Performance Group, to name a few. 
Attending their productions, we were supposed to become part of the action, sometimes because actors directly 
addressed us; sometimes (or at the same time) because the actor was standing next to us or bending down, eyeball to 
eyeball; sometimes because the action of the play or performance piece was going on around us, and we had to turn 
to see what was happening, instead of looking directly ahead at a peephole proscenium arch. For my part, frankly - 
and I know I have simplified these types of theatre in this condensation - I have only infrequently found such staging 
to be effective. Usually my response has been, "Oh, that sweaty guy standing next to me is an actor," "Why did I get 
a ticket to sit on this uncomfortable floor, with no support for my back, when I could have gone to a movie and been 
comfortable and probably had a better time?" or "Julian Beck  is like a stand-up comic who knows how to deal with 
hecklers; if I'm baited into responding, he has plenty of experience in manipulating any response I might have, and I 
have practically none to deal with him." Too many stagings like these remind me of Lady in the Lake and 3-D: 
gimmicky because they are imposed and are not organic to the material. 
 Here is where Barnes, although he is part of this tradition, is different. His methods of placing us in the 
situation are organic to the play - most obviously and perhaps most successfully in Not As Bad As They Seem, about 
the blind people, and also very vivid in, for instance, Acting Exercise. With Barnes, theatrical form merges with 
subject matter, and both merge into a concrete relationship with the audience. I have no idea what will come of this. 
Indeed, this genealogy that I have just sketched is provisional, subject to alteration, a set of notions that requires 
further exploration - perhaps by me, perhaps by one of you. But what Peter Barnes has recently been doing seems to 
be part of what is going on now, part of what's new, which I find very exciting. In having the privilege of addressing 
you on the subject, I would like to conclude by quoting the last sentence of Thornton Wilder's Preface to his book 
Three Plays: "I give (don't I?) the impression of having enormously enjoyed it." 
 

Notes 
 
1. On August 14, 1984, this address was delivered at the American Theatre Association convention in San 
Francisco. I have made minor alterations for those will read rather than hear it. A substantially revised version of 
this talk was published under the title "Newer Peter Barnes, with Links to the Past," in Essays in Theatre, 5 
(November 1986), 47-59. Peter Barnes's Acting Exercise and It's Cold, Wanderer, It's Cold are published in Barnes' 
People II (London: Heinemann, 1984). His other plays discussed in the address are now also published. Not As Bad 
As They Seem is in his Revolutionary Witness and Nobody Here But Us Chickens (London: Methuen, 1989); and The 
Real Long John Silver is in The Real Long John Silver and Other Plays (London: Faber & Faber, 1986). Quotations, 
which were from typescripts of these plays in 1984, have been changed where necessary to conform to the minor 
alterations the author made for these editions. Three periods are the dramatist's typographical device for pauses. 
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Three periods within brackets represent ellipses. 
2. The subject of this film is the effects of nuclear holocaust on a small American town. 
3. Actually, the project - an annotated collection of  Shaw's drama and theatre criticism - was started several years 
earlier. In 1993, nine years later, Penn State Press published it in four volumes under the title The Drama Observed. 
4. My prediction proved accurate. Barnes himself directed Not As Bad As They Seem for Britain's TV Chanel 4. It 
was broadcast in September 1989. 
5. The characters in Red Noses include a blind juggler, whom Barnes employs in a way closer to It's a Gift than to 
Not As Bad As They Seem. 
6. After the Fellows Address, Dr. Saraleigh Carney asked whether Barnes were familiar with Ferenc Molnar's The 
Witch, which she said Acting Exercise resembled. As I was unacquainted with this one-act play, I confessed, I had 
not asked him. Later, I read it. Dr. Carney correctly identified The Witch as similar to Acting Exercise. Yet it has 
differences as well: Molnar has an actress and a wife, not an actor and a husband; the set is not a theatre where the 
actress rehearses, but the sitting room of her apartment; and The Witch, lacking the resonances of Acting Exercise, is 
simply a situation with a clever reversal at the end: after the  wife leaves, convinced that the actress is not having an 
affair with her husband, the actress opens the door to her bedroom and calls, "You can come out now! Don't be 
afraid! Yes, yes, your wife has gone" (trans. Sanford J. Greenburger, in The Plays of Ferenc Molnar [New York, 
1929]). In conversation (January 1985), Barnes said that while he does not remember having read The Witch, he may 
have done so, since he has read hundreds of one-act plays. 
7. Possibly for reasons of copyright, the BBC radio production used a different melody. 
 
                                                        
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


