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Harold Pinter has taken fourteen of his twenty-eight 

dramatic texts through some process of formal adaptation 

across media: narrative fiction to radio and television; radio 

to stage and television; television to stage; or stage to film 

and television. This thesis examines Pinter's perpetual 

manipulation of form and content and the media through which 

they are expressed. Moving through a detailed analysis of 

thirteen of his works and their adaptations, this study 

examines Pinter's methodology in this process in a more 

focused and comprehensive manner than has been attempted in 

Pinter scholarship to this date. 

Pinter's work is of particular interest in a study of 

cross-media adaptation, for the self-consciousness of his 

preoccupation with his own modes of expression combined with 

his thematic concerns about the control and expression of 

meaning tie the form and content of his work and the medium 

through which they are expressed in a very explicit way. 

Since the medium is so bound to Pinter's meaning, when the 

medium changes the play's thematics are often significantly 

altered. 



This study is organized into chapter headings according 

to the originally intended medium: narrative fiction, radio, 

television, and the stage. Each chapter first considers the 

original texts, focusing particularly on how meaning has been 

shaped and influenced by the intended mode of expression. I 

then turn to examine Pinter's manipulation of form and content 

through adaptation, in the process of which the meaning of the 

texts will be reconsidered in light of the new medium. 

In some of the thirteen cases, the meaning of the work is 

so intimately tied to its original form that the change of 

medium seems to preclude satisfactory thematic translation. 

We see this in the stage adaptations of the radio plays The 

Dwarfs and Sliqht Ache and also in the television version of 

Old Times. In most cases, however, Pinter embraces the new 

medium--recognizing its potentials and limitations--and 

manipulates the text from within to rework the perspectives of 

the original. In these cases, the playwright's adaptations of 

his original works staK as aesthetically realized and 

independent works of art. 
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Introduction 

In 1955, Harold Pinter wrote: "Of course I recognise 

forms and employ them, or rather, go to meet them--a 

continuous voyage, and my seed within them, they expand or 

snap. There is no such thing as a static mode of expression. 

There is no form which does not take alteration with one 

artist's approach" (qtd. in Esslin Peopled Wound 228). 

This thesis is an exploration of Pinter's play with form. 

More specifically, it is an investigation into his habit of 

working and reworking his own material--his perpetual 

manipulation of form and content and the media through which 

they are expressed. Of Pinter's twenty-eight dramatic texts 

(excluding his Revue Sketches of 19591, eleven were originally 

written for some medium other than the stage: five for radio 

( A  Sliqht Ache, The Dwarfs, A Niqht Out, Landscape, and Family 

Voices), and six for television (Niqht School, The Collection, 

The Lover, Tea Party, The Basement, and Monoloque). 

Furthermore, Pinter has taken fourteen of his twenty-eight 

dramatic texts through some process of formal adaptation 

across media: print to radio and television: radio to stage 

and television; television to stage; or stage to film and 

television. Many of these have undergone not just one, but 

multiple shifts in medium. The Dwarfs, for example, was 
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originally conceived in the form of a novel in the early 

1950rs, dramatized for radio in 1960, and then finally adapted 

for the stage in the late sixties. Moving through a detailed 

analysis of thirteen of Pinter's plays and their adaptations, 

this thesis examines his methodology in this process in a more 

focused and comprehensive manner than has been attempted in 

Pinter scholarship to this date.' 

Central to all of Pinter's work, and integral to a 

consideration of his adaptation methodology, is his primary 

concern with the text. In response to a question from Me1 

Gussow regarding Pinter's favourite directors, Pinter says, 

"Those three [Peter Hall, David Leveaux, and David Jones] and 

me, make it four, have one thing in common, which is absolute 

concentration on the text. Those three have a real sense of 

language and the shape of language, on stage" (Gussow 146). 

For Pinter, language has not only been the foundation of his 

dramatic form, but it is also the grist for his profound 

dramatic tension: words provide both the framework and the 

substance for his thematic explorations of the human 

condition. Pinter's common theme of ambiguity--or as he 

phrases it, the "highly ambiguous business" of language 

("Writing for Myself" 14)--complicates the centrality of 

language as his chosen form of artistic expression. Pinter's 

consistent and focused preoccupation has been with questions 

of communication, language, meaning, and expression. His 

texts and the characters within them consistently express a 



profound, and most often well-founded, distrust of the 

linguistic process. Building upon these sceptical musings, 

pinter's work raises questions about verification and 

perception, and explores the disjunction between objective and 

subjective perspectives of reality. 

In spite of the abstract nature of these philosophical 

thematic concerns, however, the linguistic process in Pinter's 

plays has very real, and potentially dangerous, effects. In 

1988, he told Gussow, "I feel the question of how power is 

used and how violence is used, how you terrorize somebody, how 

you subjugate somebody, has always been alive in my work" 

(Gussow 73). For Pinter, these questions of power have 

centred on the power of words, or more specifically, on the 

power wielded through manipulation and control of language. 

This preoccupation is explicitly realized in the case of 

Pinter's 1988 play Mountain Lanquaqe, which is, as he says, 

"about suppression of language and the loss of freedom of 

expression" (Gussow 68). In this play, Pinter explores the 

relationship between an army and its victims, focusing 

particularly on the former's oppressive act of suppressing the 

victims'language and imposing its own brutal and violent 

language of terrorism. While this play represents Pinter's 

most direct statement about language and power, he recognizes 

the simmering presence of these tensions through his earlier 

work as well. Speaking of a 1989 double bill production of 

Mountain Lanquaqe and The Birthdav Partv (1958), Pinter 



observes, "Both of them have to do with oppression and the 

individual, and I think it is a very odd echo to find after 

all these years that both plays are finally referring to the 

same thing" (Gussow 86). 

of course, in spite of his avowed focus on the text, 

Pinter clearly is a precise and powerful maker of visual 

images. While Mountain Lanquaqe is a play about and of words, 

it is also, as Pinter himself describes it, a "series of 

short, sharp, brutal images" (Gussow 7 0 ) .  Many of his stage 

images haTle become as evocative of his oeuvre as Pinteresque 

dialogue: the silent character of Mick standing and staring at 

the suspended bucket in The Caretaker and the final tableau of 

The Homecominq come vividly to mind. In a 1961 interview with 

New Theatre Maqazine, Pinter stated, "I always write in direct 

relation to the visual image of people walking about and 

standing on the stage" ("Harold Pinter Replies" 10). Of 

course these images, like Pinter's words, are plagued by 

ambiguity. For in spite of their vivid sharpness, Pinter's 

images are often destabilized through thematic questions of 

perspective and verification. Pinter explores the boundaries 

of objective and subjective realities, particularly in the 

electronic media. Through clashing or distorted images, 

Pinter posits the truth that there can be no objective truth. 

Beyond the evocative nature of these images in and of 

themselves, however, are their ramifications when combined 

with Pinter's words, for in Pinter's texts meaning is often 



made through disjunction rather than correlation between 

language and image. The tension of this irony seems 

particularly unique to Pinter's work, stemming largely from 

his emphasis on linguistic and iconic ambiguity. The 

overwhelming play of sub-text in his work often shifts the 

weight of signification to the image: the audience relies on 

the image--the physical relationship of the characters, eye 

contact, gestures, etc--to understand the dramatic action 

taking place below or beyond the literal words. 

Pinter is thus constantly concerned with questions of 

"meaning" on both thematic and formal levels. The self- 

consciousness of his preoccupation with his own language and 

mode of expression, combined with his thematic concerns about 

the creation, control, and expression of meaning, cement the 

form and content of his work and the medium through which they 

are expressed in a very explicit way. The implications of a 

medium shift are uniquely weighted for a Pinter text: since 

the meaning is so bound to the medium, when the medium 

changes, the play's thematics are significantly altered. 

Complicating this process, Pinter consistently challenges the 

limitations of the various media through which his work is 

expressed. Many of Pinter's choices in adaptation of his own 

texts reveal his recognition of the potential of the new 

medium: he allows new meaning to emerge through the new 

medium, and then shapes it according to its new form. 

Pinter's explorations across media, then, extend his self- 



6 

conscious play with form, and his formal strategies in dealing 

with this adaptational process are uniquely revealing of his 

larger preoccupation with how we make and control meaning. 

In its analysis of Pinter's adaptational methodology, 

this thesis will touch upon every medium of literary and 

dramatic expression, from the print of narrative fiction and 

goetry through the whole range of dramatic forms: stage, 

television, film, and radio. Obviously, differences inherent 

to each medium will shape the meaning of the texts to some 

extent. Clearly reading a novel, a linguistic and arbitrary 

symbolic sign system, is a very different process from viewing 

(or reading) a film, a predominantly iconic and very specific 

sign system. Each medium imposes limitations and opens new 

possibilities in the experience of the text. Thus the adapter 

must take into account the new sign system--how the reader 

will make meaning of the text--in the movement across media. 

As Dudley Andrew suggests in his examination of screenplay 

adaptation, an analysis of adaptation "must point to the 

achievement of equivalent narrative units in the absolutely 

different semiotic systems of film and language" (103). 

Andrew's assumption of "equivalency", however, raises the 

question of whether the screenwriter is simply responsible for 

"visualizing" the prose text, or whether he is free to explore 

new possibilities opened up by the new medium. Indeed, is 

change not inevitable with a shift into another mode of 

expression? As Robert Giddings outlines in his essay "The 



Literature/Screen Debate: an Overview", the issue at the 

centre of the this debate is not merely the desirability of 

faithful adaptation, but the actual possibilitv of such a 

transference. One side of the debate would claim that 

"written stories (novels) and filmed stories (film/TV) are but 

two forms of a single art: the art of narrative literature", 

which is defined as "any work which recounts a sequence of 

events, a story" (Giddings 1). In her structuralist poetics 

of narrative literature, Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan suggests that 

the "story" is contained in and yet distinct from the 

structure of the text itself. She quotes Claude Bremond's 

essay "Le message narratif" to support this position: 

The subject of a tale may serve as an argument for a ballet, 
that of a novel may be carried over to the stage or to che 
screen, . . . It is words one reads, it is images one sees, it 
is gestures one deciphers, but through them it is a story one 
follows; and it may be the same story (Rimmon-Kenan 7). 

Rimmon-Kenan concludes, "story is an abstraction from . 
the medium or sign-system (words, cinematic shots, gestures) 

Starting with story, rather than with the text from which it 

is abstracted, the former may be grasped as transferable from 

medium to medium . . . "  (7-8). Within this theory, "story" 
(content) is separate from the text (form), and thus, 

adaptation merely involves a transference of story from one 

form to another. Following this, a film adaptation of a novel 

would consist of the visual realization of the story as it is 

inscribed in the original linguistic system, and its success 

would be calculated on how carefully the integrity or essence 



of the original work has been preserved. 

However, if the reading or reception process is 

considered fundamental to the "meaning" of the work--if the 

process of production and consumption of the text "makes" its 

meaning--then the process of adaptation becomes much more 

complicated. The relationship between text and performance 

complicates questions of meaning within every medium category: 

is meaning somehow contained in the text itself or does it 

emerge through the active process of reading--or, in the cases 

of theatre, film, and television, through the "play" of the 

text in the space between the audience and the stage or 

screen? If the creation of meaning is irrevocably tied to the 

active process of "reading" the text, then what is being 

carried across from one medium to the next in the process of 

adaptation? The other side of the "literature/screenU debate 

insists that the "story" cannot be so easily abstracted from 

the medium of its expression. In Novels into Film, George 

Bluestone notes that to assume there is a "separable content 

which may be detached and reproduced" is to ignore that 

"mutations are probable the moment one goes from a given set 

of fluid, but relatively homogeneous, conventions to another; 

that changes are inevitable the moment one abandons the 

linguistic for the visual medium" ( 5 ) .  Theorists supporting 

this view insist that the finished product should not be 

dependent on nor refer to the original. As William Luhr an9 

Peter Lehman in Authorship and Narrative in the Cinema 



suggest, there shbuld be no imposition of a "primary1' or 

"secondary" importance: 

The basic aesthetic imperative is to approach a work through 
the attributes of the work itself and not to assume it to be 
in any important sense derivative because it bears resemblance 
to a prior work. If it is derivative . . . then it is not 
aesthetically realised. If it is aesthetically realised, then 
its use of source material is of historical, not aesthetic 
interest. (qtd.in Giddings 10) 

The products of Pinter's screenplay adaptations cover a 

wide range between the two extreme views in the 

"literature/screenN debate. His latest adaptation of Franz 

Kafka's The Trial is rigorously faithful to the original text. 

In his 1963 adaptation of Robert Maugham's The Servant, on the 

other hand, while remaining true to the basic thematic tenets 

of Maugham's story, he takes a free hand in manipulating 

character and circumstances and supplementing the plot line 

with background scenes and dialogue. Further than this is his 

screenplay adaptation of John Fowles' The French Lieutenant's 

m, in which he uses the original work as a point of 
departure for the parpose of making another, quite 

distinctive, work of art. In general, Pinter remains true to 

the basic narrative foundation of the original texts, but, as 

we shall see, he always moves across media borders creatively, 

exploring the limits and possibilities of the new medium. 

With adaptations of his own work as well, the secondary--or 

adapted--texts consistently stand on their own as fully 

realized works without need for reference to their original 

form. 
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For the purposes of this study, however, I will make 

reference to the original texts, attempting to assess Pinter's 

intentions with these texts as I analyze the formal strategies 

involved in the process of adaptation. The thirteen works 

examined in this thesis are organized into chapter headings 

according to the originally intended medium or mode of 

expression. The works within each chapter share similar 

concerns and issues, related in most cases to Pinter's 

recognition and exploitation of inherent characteristics of 

the defining medium. Chapter One considers the genre of 

fiction--works Pinter intended for the medium of print. I 

will follow the translations of his early short stories and 

novel ("The Compartment", "Kullus", "The Examination", "Tea 

Party", and The Dwarfs) from their original forms as fictional 

narratives into the dramatic mode, as television or radio 

adaptatims. Chapter Two examines Pinter's original dramatic 

work for radio, following The Dwarfs, A Sliqht Ache, and A 

Nisht Out from the pure sound of radio to the visual media of 

the stage and television. Chapter Three turns to the 

electronic medium of television drama, tracing the development 

of Pinter's original television plays, The Collection and The 

w, as he adapts them for the stage. In the final chapter, 

I will examine Pinter's television and film adaptations of his 

major stage plays, The Birthday Party, Caretaker, Homecominq, 

Old Times, and Betraval. 

Within each chapter, I will first consider the original 



texts, focusing particularly on how meaning has been shaped 

and influenced by the intended mode of expression. My 

analysis will then turn to examine Pinter's manipulation of 

form and content through adaptation, in the process of which 

the meaning of the texts will be reconsidered in light of the 

new medium. While this thesis does not radically challenge or 

revise well-established critical interpretations of Pinter's 

work, it often draws on these critical conclusions for a 

different purpose, in order to demonstrate how meaning shifts 

with adaptation. Extrapolating from this, we can attempt to 

determine which changes are simply the inevitable result of a 

shift into a different medium and which changes can be seen as 

evidence of the author's conscious intention and desire to 

manipulate his own meaning. My aim with this study, then, is 

not to argue a personal interpretation, or re-interpretation, 

of Pinter's work, but rather to focus on his methodolow of 

adaptation across media in a more comprehensive study than has 

yet been attempted in Pinter scholarship, encompassing in the 

process every media in which he has worked. 

This thesis will focus primarily upon Pinter's texts, 

referring to original performance and electronic productions 

only where the directors' choices cast interesting light on 

Pinter's original intentions and adaptational choices. In 

1993, Pinter deposited his literary archives, consisting of 60 

boxes which include typescripts and manuscripts of published 

and unpublished material, in the British Library. In addition 



to the early drafts of stories and poems referred to in 

Chapter One, many of his unpublished screen and tele-play 

manuscripts are now accessible through this archive. Much of 

the analysis in this thesis is based upon study of these 

archival holdings. 



Chapter One: ~ramatizing Narrative Fiction: "Out of a Private 

Landscape" 

In 1993, Pinter spoke to Me1 Gussow about his pre- 

dramatic writing career, revealing that before he wrote The 

Room in 1957 he had written "hundreds of poems": "I was 

writing poems before I could read, before I was born. I was 

writing, I should think, at the age of 12 or 13. Then I wrote 

The Dwarfs [novel] in the late forties, early fifties" (Gussow 

104). Pinter's works of poetry and prose have been published 

in magazines and journals throughout his career, and in 

collections as early as 1969 and as recently as the 1991 

Methuen edition of Collected Poems and Prose. In 1990, his 

early novel The Dwarfs was finally published. 

While his non-dramatic works will be of interest to 

Pinter scholars for their own merits as "literature" in the 

genres of fiction and poetry, these early writings also open 

up the development of his dramatic concerns and techniques to 

fresh analysis. This chapter will focus on those cases where 

the early texts contain the seeds for or are more obviously 

adapted into later dramatic works.2 Harold Pinter's The 

Basement, Tea Partv, and The Dwarfs originated as narrative 

fictions--intended for the medium of print--in the forms of 

poetic dialogue, short story, and novel. These early texts 

were later dramatized for performance through the electronic 



media of television, in the cases of Tea Party and The 

Basement, and of radio, in the case of The Dwarfs. Through 

this exploration of Pinter's adaptation process, I will base 

my interpretation and analysis of "narrative fiction" upon 

contemporary structural theories of this genre-- the rhetoric 

or poetics of fiction--and will move through analysis of story 

(content), text (form), and narration (process of production 

of content and form) of the original works and then of their 

adapted forms. 

Of course, Pinter is not a stranger when it comes to 

dramatizing narrative fiction. He has adapted sixteen novels 

into screenplays or television scripts, from Robert Maugham's 

The Servant in 1962 to his latest adaptation of Kafka's The 

Trial in 1992. In her critical work Makins Pictures: The 

Pinter Screenplavs. Joanne Klein has traced patterns through 

his adaptations, noting how his screenplays relate to each 

other and to his own dramatic work. She focuses primarily on 

thematic connections: 

. . . the distortion of time, sequence, and the past; the 
discrepancy between cause and effect or motive and action; the 
difficulties of both articulation and verification; the 
tension between the impulse to fix (order) and the condition 
of flux (chaos); the strategies of dominance and subservience; 
and the ascendancy of newcomers over the old guard. Each of 
these thematic factors holds a common ground in Pinter's 
original work, and each receives emphatic development in his 
adaptations for the screen. (185) 

Pinter has explained that "before he can even consider 

adapting a novel, it has to 'give me that kick in the belly 

and also do something to the mind" (Chase 16). On further 



consideration, however, it seems that Pinter is not merely 

drawn to familiar elements of content, but to a recurring form 

as well: of the sixteen novels he has adapted, eleven are 

narrated in the form of a first-person retrospective point-of- 

view. Klein identifies the significance of this pattern: 

The [original] stories evolve for us through the conspicuous 
contrivance of one person's eyes, one person's point of view. 
The authors have made no effort to disguise or to exempt the 
presence of bias and manipulation in the storytelling . . . 
The mind of the narrator presides over the tale. We see only 
what the narrators see, and only in the way they see it. (7) 

Exacerbating this destabilizing device, Klein points out, each 

of these novels "designates the unreliability of the narrator 

as a central theme of the piece" ( 7 ) .  Klein merely concludes, 

however, that Pinter discards these structures in his 

screenplays due to the difficulty of transfer. She suggests 

that in general "narrators make tedious devices in films'' and 

that the "subjectivities" of the narrators "lie outside the 

effective capabilities of film". In spite of this, Klein 

concludes that Pinter manages to retain "the subsuming tension 

between the narrative figure and his material" (7-8). 

Pinter's efforts to transfer the form/content tension 

which informs many modern first-person narrative novels onto 

the screen have met varying critical response. His adaptation 

of John Fowles' The French Lieutenant' Woman, for example, 

garnered both harsh and glowing assessment. Fowlesl novel is 

structured around the meta-fictional device of a very self- 

conscious external narrator. In Chapter Thirteen, Fowles 

breaks all codes of traditional fictional illusion as his 



narrator States: 

This story I am telling is all imagination. These characters 
I create never existed outside my own mind. If I have 
pretended until now to know my characters' minds and innermost 
thoughts, it is because I am writing in (just as I have 
assumed some of the vocabulsry and "voice" of) a convention 
universally accepted at the time of my story: that the 
novelist stands next to God. (80) 

In his screenplay, Pinter replaces this meta-fictional 

structure of the novel with a parallel meta-filmic one: The 

French Lieutenant's Woman becomes a film of the making of the 

film of the story of the novel. Shoshana Knapp suggests that 

this device "serves analogous functions on the commentary and 

distancing" to Fowles' "obtrusive narrator" (58). Susan E. 

Lorsche, however, has a less positive response. Discussing 

Pinter's formulation of "what Fowles calls a 'brilliant 

metaphor' for the novel's texture, a metaphor which sought to 

arrive at the 'final aims' of the novel through a different 

technique, a metaphor which promised to achieve the spirit of 

Fowles' novel", Lorsche argues that the adaptation "ultimately 

fails" (145). She bases this judgement on the conclusion 

that : 

. . . in stressing the confusing similarity between fiction 
and reality, art and life, which is indeed one of Fowles' 
points, Pinter is led to portray the Victorian and modern 
worlds as inherently similar thus undermining Fowles' central 
point: the difference between the Victorian world, in which 
the reader can rely on narrative authority and the individual 
on God, and the modern world, in which the individual and the 
reader find themselves radically frighteningly free of 
authority. (151) 

While Lorsche does not directly challenge the assessment of 

formal brilliance in  inter's adaptation, she questions his 
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success in transferring essential content from the novel to 

the film. According to Lorsche, then, as a result of Pinter's 

choice of an alternative focusing framework, the end product 

has not been true to or encapsulated FowLes' essential 

"meaning" . 
The difficulty in this case of adaptation seems to stem 

from the process of moving out of the subjective voice of the 

first-person narrative and into the objective focus of the 

camera: due to inherent differences in the media, Pinter had 

to shift the content in a creative way. "I don't just 

transcribe the novel," Pinter has said in a interview, 

"otherwise you might as well do the novel. In other words, 

these are acts of the imagination on my part!" (Gussow 100). 

On the evidence that eleven of his sixteen screenplays 

originated in this form of first-person narrative, it would 

seem that Pinter is not daunted by this formal challenge. 

Further than this, Pinter himself consistently employs first- 

person unreliable narrators in his own early works of 

narrative fiction, which he then later adapts into dramatic 

mode. In order to identify Pinter's strategies--or his "acts 

of imaginationn--in meeting the difficulties of this formal 

transformation, I will consider the case of The Accident, 

Nicholas Mosley's 1965 novel which Pinter adapted for the 

screen in 1966. 



Accident 

The themes Mosley explores--time, memory, verification-- 

are familiar to the Pinter oeuvre. The novel opens with a 

description of the "accident": Stephen witnesses the car 

accident involving Anna and William. As we move into Chapter 

Two, however, the narrator takes us to a point in the story 

before the accident, from which he begins his retrospective 

exploration of the events leading up to (or back to) the 

accident. Through this structure, Mosley explores the nature 

of time, questions of past in the present and present in the 

past, the fallibility of memory, and, by extension, 

verification of all experience, including our experience of 

the self. Stephen says, "I remember this time of my life very 

well. But we change too much; it's not ourselves that we 

remeher" (43). Later, he says to his wife: "But I do feel 

this sort of crack-up, everything exploding, we're one person 

one moment and another person the next; no continuity because 

no illusion" (145). Indeed, the very self-conscious act of 

writing this story seems an effort of the narrator to contain 

or shape this flux: 

I think I am only writing this because of that permanent point 
in time where Anna lies with her hair out, one arm raised, on 
the four-poster in our spare room . . . I am looking back on 
all this not to explain it, nor describe it, but to say what 
it means. Incomprehensible. (60) 

Chapter Two of the novel begins with direct first-person 

narrator focalization: "My name is Stephen Jervis. I am a 

fellow of St. Mark's College, Oxford. I teach Philosophy" 



(13). This structure continues throughout the novel: the 

narrator, Stephen, is very self-consciously telling a story 

that has already happened. He tells us: 

I am doing this two years after. Looking back on it. It no 
longer h~unts me. How to describe it then? We are all so 
much older: my children play in the garden. It happened. 
What else? The great distance of the sky, the universe. 
Things are important at the time. Life hangs on them. Then 
they are over. (186) 

As Klein points out in her analysis of this screenplay, Mosley 

obfuscates the identity of the writer of the tale through 

narrative references to Charlie, Stephen's friend and a 

"writer" in the story. "Charlie might be writing this story," 

the narrator says in Chapter Nine (461, and then in the final 

paragraph of the novel: "Charlie is the writer: he will write 

this book" (192). But Stephen's choice of words hints that 

Charlie's writing has not yet occurred: he "might" or "will" 

write this story. The novel could be interpreted as Stephen's 

inner ramblings--rough notes so to speak--which he submits to 

be taken and shaped by Charlie (or the reader). The voice and 

perspective through which the themes of novel are explored 

clearly remain Stephen's. 

In his screenplay adaptation of the novel, Pinter re- 

arranges the sequence of the plot and pares away much of the 

dialogue, but he retains the same basic story. Moving from 

the linguistic system of fiction, Pinter must adapt the images 

generated through lengthy description and metaphor to concrete 

and specific visual images. Pinter describes his approach to 

the process: 



~t first we thought of perhaps trying to do it the way the 
book does, to find a direct film equivalent to the free- 
association, stream-of-consciousness style of the novel. I 
tried a draft that way, but it just wouldn't work--anyway, I 
couldn't do it. You see, suppose a character is walking down 
a lane . . . You could easily note down a stream of thought 
which might be perfectly accurate and believable, and then 
translate it into a series of images . . . But when one's mind 
wanders and associates things in this way it's perfectly 
unselfconscious. Do exactly the same thing on film and the 
result is precious, self-conscious, over-elaborate . . . 
("Accident" 183) 

In Novels Into Films, Bluestone identifies the specific 

difficulties in transferring stream-of-consciousness 

narratives to film: 

The film having only arrangements of space to work with, 
cannot render thought, for the moment thought is externalized 
it is no longer thought. The film, by arranging external 
signs for our visual perception, or by presenting us with 
dialogue can lead us to infer thought. But it cannot show us 
thought directly. (47-48) 

Pinter counters this difficulty with extensive use of close- 

ups, focusing on Stephen's face to create an intimacy which 

allows the audience implicit access to his thoughts. The 

adaptation of Stephen's first tutorial with Anna illustrates 

Pinter's strategy of condensation and intensification. In the 

novel, the scene includes five pages of inner monologue 

through which Stephen describes his job, his growing self- 

doubt, and his first impressions of Anna. Pinter adapts this 

into a very brief shot in the screenplay: 

Interior. Studv. 
ANNA sittinq, knees toqether, with notebook. 
Her face, listenina. 

STEPHEN'S Philosophy is a process of enquiry only. It does 
VOICE not attempt to find specific answers to specific 

questions. 



Close-up. His face, lookinq at her. (230) 

The camera's intense focus on Anna from Stephen's point-of- 

view with his dry voice-over of empty philosophical rhetoric 

produces a sense of ironic disjunction. Pinter's emphasis on 

her "knees together" in this opening image of Anna underlines 

both the sexual nature of Stephen's focus on her and her 

withholding of what he desires. The final close-up of his 

face invites the viewer into his mind. In spite of the 

resonating implications of Pinter's sharp images in the 

adapted scene, however, the details of Stephen's state of mind 

preceding and during this encounter--his growing cynicism 

because of philosophical doubt--is largely lost in the film. 

Through the transfer from novel to film, then, the 

audience loses direct access to Stephen's inner monologue. 

This loss has profound implications, for the novel's central 

themes of time and memory are fundamentally linked to the 

novel's structure--that is, to our direct access to Stephen's 

perspective and thought processes. Mosley's Stephen informs 

us that he is telling us his story in an attempt to understand 

the significance a past event, and thus to reconfirm his 

stability in the present. Stephen's "present" voice tells us 

of things "past". But the structure of the telling layers 

past and present in a manner that calls into question the 

stability of subjective memory. Here we see Mosley exploiting 

the novel's potential for layering time: its distinctive 

ability to move freely amongst the three tenses. Screenplay 



theorists often juxtapose this ability of the novel to film's 

essential immediacy, and Bluestone helpfully expands this 

distinction into a dichotomy of time versus space: 

30th novel and film are time arts, but whereas the formative 
principle in the novel is time, the formative principle in the 
film is space. Where the novel takes its space for granted 
and forms its narrative in a complex of time values, the film 
takes its time for granted and forms its narrative in 
arrangements of space. (qtd. in Klein 5 )  

Pinter must move from subjective time to objective space when 

adapting Mosley's novel to film. Unable to provide access to 

the contents of Stephen's train of thought--and thus denied 

the dual-time structure implicit in his telling of them-- 

Pinter must find filmic spatial methods to explore these 

themes of time and memory on a formal level. 

Pinter opens the screenplay, as Mosley does his novel, 

with the accident itself. As we have seen, the novel's 

complicated interplay between past, present, and future begins 

with the second chapter, where the narrator begins his 

retrospective mode and returns the reader to the events prior 

to the accident. It is revealed that the opening event has 

been a prolepsis: a flash-forward. The voice of the first- 

person narrator, however, retains the knowledge of these 

events: the point of narration is clearly after the accident. 

Pinter similarly uses the opening flash-forward of the 

screenplay to introduce the presence of the future directly 

into the structure of the film. Unlike the novel, however, 

once the screenplay moves beyond this prolepsis and back into 

the past (effectively managed by cutting from a close-up shot 
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of William's dead face after the accident, to William's 

smiling face across from Stephen in a much earlier tutorial), 

the action remains firmly in the present tense moving forward 

through the events of the story up to and beyond the accident. 

The point of narration in the film remains in the same time 

frame as the story. 

While the novel's complicated layering of time is thus 

simplified in the screenplay, Pinter nonetheless establishes a 

dual time-frame when the story of the screenplay comes full 

circle to return us to the opening scene. At this point, 

Pinter reverses the pattern of images (which originally took 

us from the future to the past) in order to return us back to 

the future, which has become the present. Near the end of the 

story, the screenplay moves back into the scene of the 

accident jarringly, jumping from a shot of "William's face, 

Anna's face, tosether, as they run," having made plans to meet 

at Stephen's that evening, to "William's face dead at bottom 

of car" (274). This ellipsis forces us to refer back to the 

opening scene, to fill in the gap between the two shots with 

the events of the accident and of Stephen's approach to the 

car. The sense of returning to the present tense in the jump 

to the accident strongly suggests that the accident has been 

the point-of-view of the entire narrative: the film could be 

interpreted as a flashback of Stephen's as he looks down at 

William's dead face. 

Pinter's concluding images of the screenplay also layer 



time to a disconcerting effect. The final image is an 

"Identical shot as at the beqinninq of the film": the exterior 

of the house. However, at the end of the film the house 

appears in daylight some time after the events of the 

accident. Stephen emerges from the house to comfort his child 

who has fallen cn the gravel, and carries her back into the 

house, "her arms around him, TED followinq. The doa runs 

after them" (284). However, superimposed over this (present) 

scene of domestic re-union--of Stephen reclaiming his role as 

father, husband, and protector--is the ominous sound of the 

accident from the past: "The hum of a car qrowinq on the 

soundtrack. The sound arows. It includes iamminq sear 

chanses and sham brakinq" (283). After Stephen has entered 

the house with his children, this sound culminates in a 

"sudden screech, srind, smash and s~linterinq' (284), and the 

camera withdraws down the drive to the gate. The final image 

is "The house still, in the sunliqht. / Silence. / Sound of 

ionition. tickinq" ( 2 8 4 ) .  Klein suggests that with this 

"schism between sound and image," 

Pinter captures the pages of incomprehension that Stephen 
experiences in the novel as his life resumes its normal track. 
Like motives, desires, guilt, and all things invisible, the 
past slips with barely a trace from reality. Stephen's 
actions in this sequence mirror the opening indifference of 
the environment to the tragedy, at once framing the ordeal and 
sealing it from the present and future. (73) 

While Klein's interpretation reconciles the screenplay's 

conclusion with Mosley's, it can also be argued that Pinter's 

concluding sounds and image work to an opposite effect 



Through the sound effect, the ordeal remains permanently 

framing the present and future. In this interpretation, 

Stephen cannot entirely escape the past accident, as it 

continues to haunt his present. The resolution of Stephen's 

conflict in Pinter's screenplay, then, is left ambiguous and 

slightly ominous. 

The significant changes from Mosley's Accident to 

Pinter's screenplay hinge largely upon the different 

focalizing structures--on the shaping power of the narrative 

eye as it moves from subjective narrator to objective camera. 

In his discussion of novel to sc !en adaptations, Robert 

Giddings identifies the first-perran point-of-view as 

particularly difficult, suggesting that "first-person novel 

point of view is not the same as seeing the action from the 

camera; in the novel, the narrator tells and reader listens, 

but there is not equivalence, rather a warm intimate 

relationship'' (14). This intimacy is lost in film, as Bruce 

Morissette in Novel and Film suggests, "the camera becomes an 

'existence' that appropriates and becomes in the film a point 

of view outside any mental content within a character or 

narrator. . . "  (qtd. in Giddings 15). As we have seen, in the 

screenplay of Accident the audience is relegated to the 

outside of Stephen's head in the present tense inherent to the 

film medium. Unlike the interplay of tenses in the novel--the 

framework of a present Stephen narrating and thus re- 

experiencing past events--the film moves concretely out of 



flash-forward into the present tense and remains there. The 

character of Stephen in the film, then, neither retains nor 

shares any knowledge of the past or future with the audience. 

While he is the central character in this story, he is not the 

teller of the tale. Tom Milne suggests that "being Stephen's 

recollection, the whole film (with the exception, naturally of 

the accident and last scene) is his fabrication" (59). 

However, while the camera in the screenplay does present 

Stephen's point-of-view at times, its authoritative eye, a 

passive and objective recorder of action distinct from 

Stephen's, splits the narrative focalization. For example, 

Pinter opens the screenplay with an external (omniscient) 

point-of-view as the camera moves into a long shot of the 

dark, silent and curtained house at night: 

Silence. 

Liqht qoes on in the hall of the house. 
The front door opens. 
STEPHEN is silhouetted in the liqht. (219) 

This opening sequence clearly establishes the objective eye of 

the camera observing Stephen. The next shot, however, moves 

into Stephen's perspective as he runs toward the accident: 

Exterior. Lane. Niqht. 
Camera ioltina down the lane. 
Sound of footsteps runninq. 
Dark lane windinq. 
Tree shapes crossinu, retreatinq, advancinq. (219) 

As the scene continues, Stephen's perspective of the images of 



the accident are juxtaposed with shots of his reaction, the 

camera retreating as far as a "LOnq shot of STEPHEN climbinq 

on to the  to^ of the carM(220). Pinter thus takes the 

audience in and out of Stephen's focalization. As Klein 

notes, the opening movement between subjective and objective 

camera shots produces "a vacillation between intense 

involvement with and indifferent alienation from the 

situation", and she suggests that "Pinter's reproduction of 

this clash of sentiments conveys masterfully the ruminations 

of Stephen's mind in the novel as he sifts through the 

disaster" (53). While Pinter makes effective use of these 

contrasted close-up reaction shots to imply Stephen's 

conflicting memory, Stephen's inner journey largely remains a 

mystery throughout the screenplay. This has profound effects 

on the over-all tone of the story, which becomes particularly 

evident when we compare the endings of the novel and the film. 

In Mosley's conclusion, Stephen resoundingly reclaims 

his family, or his "present". Through his direct narrative, 

he expresses great joy in the revelation that his child will 

live and he leaves the circumstances of the accident firmly 

behind him, as meat for a fiction to be written by someone 

else: 

We were all so much younger then. We have forgotten some of 
it. Some of it has been changed. I have not seen Anna again. 
I do not see much of Charlie now. One of us may be sitting 
round the table in the committee room, one of us may be 
playing with the child that is alive. Charlie is the writer: 
he will write this book. But I wanted to say--This is the 
point of it. Remember it happy; the sun in your eyes. (192) 



Mosley's narrator expresses the Proustian power of art to 

understand, contain, and transform the past. Pinter's 

concluding tone, on the other hand, is very different from the 

novel. Pinter's final image of Stephen, in which the camera 

withdraws from Stephen as it "slowly moves back to lons shot 

outside of the crate", remains ambiguous and distancing. 

Underlining this image, as we have seen, is the recurring and 

ominous sound of the accident, implying that Stephen will 

never entirely escape the past. Pinter's Stephen does not 

control his memory--it seems he does not "remember the sun in 

his eyes". Instead, he remains trapped and controlled by his 

past. And so, in spite of Pinter's strategies to transfer the 

fundamental content/structure tensions of the novel--his 

emphasis on the intimacy of close-up and his layering of time 

through editing patterns of image--the meaning of the story 

shifts with the adaptation. The change in medium necessitated 

a loss of the intimacy of first-person monologue, inevitably 

distancing us from Stephen's journey. Without access to 

Stephen's perspective, the viewer's point of narration remains 

the camera's. With his choices in the final scene of the 

screenplay--moving the camera away from Stephen in the final 

scene while the sound of the accident continues over the 

image--Pinter seems to exploit the unsettling ambiguity 

provided through this new framework, exacerbating the more 

pessimistic tone of the adapted text. 



Theories of Narrative Fiction 

With his adaptation of the novel The Accident, Pinter 

takes a narrative fiction--whose structural form, while 

notoriously difficult to translate out of the medium, is 

intrinsic to its themes--and creatively explores the 

inevitable fluctuations of meaning within the film structure. 

In the process of adapting first-person narrative fiction to 

the screen, tensions centre at the level of narration itself: 

between the written voice/eye of the novel's narrator and the 

visual eye of the camera. In Narrative Fiction: Contemporary 

Poetics, Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan defines narrative fiction as a 

"narration of a succession of fictional events" (2). In order 

to distinguish narrative fiction from "narratives in other 

media, such as film, dance, or pantomime", she emphasizes the 

"verbal nature of medium used to transmit the message" in this 

"communication process in which the narrative as message is 

transmitted by addresser to addressee" ( 2 ) .  She also stresses 

the necessity of the "succession of events" in her definition, 

to further exclude other literary texts such as lyrical poetry 

and expository prose from her definition. She does not, 

however, distinguish dramatic texts, which appear to conform 

to both the formal (verbal) and content (plot driven) demands 

of her definition of narrative fiction; indeed, she 

indiscriminately cites dramatic texts as examples. Rimmon- 

Kenan classifies the basic aspects of narrative fiction as the 

events ("story"), their verbal representation ("text"), and 
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the act of telling or writing ("narration"). She uses 

dramatic texts as examples in her discussion of "story" and 

"text", but seems more hesitant to incorporate the dramatic 

text into her category of "narration". If narration is, as 

she posits, the "act or process or production" ( 3 ) ,  then 

narration becomes performance in the dramatic context (or the 

apparatus of film for the screen). It is on the level of 

narration, or the production and reading of the text, that 

analysis of dramatic texts within a paradigm of literary 

poetics becomes problematic. 

Rimmon-Kenan defines the narrator as "the agent which at 

the very least narrates or engages in some activity serving 

the needs of narration", and proposes "to distinguish forms 

and degrees of perceptibility of the narrator in the text" 

(88-89). These can range from narrators outside or above the 

story (the traditional omnipresent narrator) to 

narrator/characters participating within the story, and from a 

maximum of covertness or imperceptibility to a maximum of 

overtness.' Perhaps in a textual analysis, stage or camera 

directions could be considered the narrating "voice" of the 

dramatic text. But unless built directly into the structure 

of a dramatic text--through the traditional device of Chorus 

for example--the "narrator" as defined through fictional 

poetics is absent in performance or production of drama. The 

"narration" of a work of drama (its performance) becomes a 

complex web involving many narrating voices: director 



(camera), designers, actors, editors, etc. unlike ~immon- 

Kenan's narrative fiction, the dramatic genre has no direct 

and unifying voice or perspective telling or showing the 

story. 

In this analysis of Pinter's dramatizations of his own 

works of narrative fiction, questions centering on the 

narrator will surface xepeatedly. In a 1968 interview, Pinter 

insisted that, "It would be an impertinence to go into the 

thoughts of a character. What they do and say is all we know" 

(A Mystery" 78). In spite of this clearly expressed reticence 

to reveal the inner workings of his dramatic characters, Tea 

Party, The Basement, and The Dwarfs were all originally 

conceived within first-person narrative structures. In these 

early works of fiction, Pinter manipulates the relationship 

between content and structure to explore questions of 

subjectivity, perception, and verification, particularly as 

they affect the power structures of human relationships. In 

every case of adaptation, he endeavours to transfer these 

tensions into the framework of the new medium. He seems to 

encourage this type of challenge: to revel in the play between 

the inner and outer worlds and perspectives of his characters, 

and between the different structures of expression of these 

worlds. 

In her theoretical paradigm of narrative fiction, Rimrnon- 

Kenan elaborates on the concept of "story", basing her 

analysis on the structuralist work of Levi-Strauss and 



from the set of observable signifiers which is the text, and 

thus is intangible in itself . . . it is therefore with 
paraphrases that story analysts work" (13). Rimmon-Kenan 

further defines paraphrases as event labels or propositions 

constructed around events. And events encapsulate "a change 

from one state of affairs to another". Thus, "events combined 

into sequences, sequences into a story, through temporal 

succession and causality" (15-17). Within Rimmon-Kenan's 

theory, story becomes pre-text or "transverbal". In other 

words, the content precedes the form itself. Skirting the 

obvious theoretical debate surrounding this structuralist 

abstraction, Rimmon-Kenan's concept of "story" offers an 

interesting framework to begin an analysis of Pinter's The 

Basement. For this is a case in which the dramatization 

consists not in transference of story, in Rimmon-Kenan's 

definition, but rather a continuation or extension of 

"meaning" through-various forms. 

The Basement 

Pinter has translated the subject matter of The Basement, 

a television play which was first broadcast on BBC television 

in 1967, through several texts throughout his career. A 1949 

prose piece, or poetic dialogue, entitled "Kullus" introduces 

us to three characters in a story and structure strikingly 

similar to that which we find in the television play of The 

Basement almost twenty years later. Two other early prose 



works, "The Examination" (1952) and "The Compartment" (no 

date), continue to expand and explore similar themes in very 

different narrative structures.' The explicit relationship 

between "Kullus" and "The Examination" and the later 

television script has been critically acknowledged, most 

critics agreeing that the early stories served as precursors 

to the later television play.= The three early prose pieces, 

then, explore similar elements of "story" through various 

narrative structures. 

To paraphrase the story of "Kullus": 

- The narrator (who is not named) invites Kullus and the girl 
into his room. Kullus and the girl sleep in the narrator's 
bed. 
- The narrator is in a room Kullus has taken. The girl asks 
the narrator to help her close Kullus' curtain. 
- The narrator is in the girl's room. Kullus is gone. 

This is the chronological text rendering of the story; but, as 

Pinter himself excludes any causal hints, the temporal and 

spatial connections between these events remain ambiguous. 

The relationships between the characters also remain largely 

undefined, and the significance of the events, such as the 

closing of the curtains, is merely implied. What happens or 

has happened to Kullus is left entirely mysterious. Emerging 

from these events, however, is a pattern of meaning which is 

very familiar in Pinter's work. Possession and control of the 

room (and with this possession a dominant position in the 

triangular hierarchy) shifts from the narrator to Kullus and 

then to the girl. In the context of power-play, then, the 

significance of the characters' actions becomes much clearer. 



For example, the girl's closing of Kullus' curtains--her 

manipulation of his objects in his space--represents a 

challenge to his power over both her and the room. Thus 

"Kullus" explores questions of territorial control and 

invasion, dominance and subservience, and, most significantly, 

it introduces the familiar Pinter triangle of characters: two 

versus one in varying permutations of shifting allegiances. 

"The Examination", a short story written six years after 

"Kullus", contains the same characters but within different 

events. The story events can be paraphrased: 

- The narrator, in his room, examines Kullus. The narrator 
allows Kullus intervals. 
- Kullus takes silences. 
- Kullus initiates his own intervals. Kullus examines the 
narrator. 
- They are in Kullus's room. 
While at a glance these events seem unrelated to those of 

"~ullus", in the "Examination" Pinter is once again exploring 

issues about control and dominance. The events move from the 

narrator's examination, through which he was "naturally 

dominant, by virtue of . . . owning the room" (69), to a 
complete reversal, as the narrator finally states, "For we 

were now in Kullus's room" ( 7 2 ) .  Within the room, the window, 

the fire in the grate, and the stool are objects of competing 

control. Pinter himself has described the situation of "The 

Examinationu om a 1968 interview: 

That short story dealt very explicitly with two people in one 
room having a battle of an unspecified nature, in which the 
question was one of who was dominant at what point and how 
they were going to be dominant and what tools they would use 
to achieve dominance and how they would try to undermine the 



other person's dominance. A threat is constantly there: it's 
got to do with this question of being in the uppermost 
position . . . (qtd. in Tetzeli v. Rosador 195-196) 

In spite of the different "story", Pinter uses the same 

characters to explore further the themes of dominance and 

subservience in the context of territorial control. 

"The Compartment", an unpublished and undated prose piece 

which includes the three characters of the earliest work, is 

more explicitly connected to "Kullus". To paraphrase the 

story of "The Compartment" : 

- The narrator enters Kullus' room, finds the girl there. 
- The narrator is allied with girl. 
- Kullus enters the room: an adversary to the narrator and 
girl. 
- The narrator tries to ally himself with Kullus, fails. 
- The girl expresses desire to but cannot open the curtains 
alone. 
- The narrator does not assist. 
The narrator clearly makes reference to the previous scenario 

of "The Examination": "It was not long before that I had 

invited Kullus to participate in an examination, which had, 

for my purposes, failed" (1). "The Compartment" explores 

issues similar to those of "Kullus" and "The Examinationw but 

with a different emphasis: the focus is not on the outer 

territory of control but on a psychological movement, 

emphasizing the theme of betrayal which is implicit in all of 

Pinter's explorations of triangular relationships. The story 

opens with the power and authority of Kullus firmly 

established: while he is not immediately present in his space, 

even the flower in the garden "must exist only by the 

authority and allowance of Kullusu (2). ~nitially, an 



alliance is set up between the narrator and the girl as the 

narrator states: "For so Kullus was and would remain [our 

adversarylU(2). The loyalty of the narrator, however, shifts 

back to Kullus when he enters the room. But Kullus abandons 

the narrator once again, as the narrator states: "For 

gradually it became apparent that he had taken a course I 

could by no means follow, so that I remained outside his 

silence . . ." (5). At this juncture, the girl invites the 

narrator to help her open the curtains, a move that would 

surely diminish Kullus' control over the fixtures in the room. 

But the story ends in a stalemate: the narrator does not make 

a move to help her and so she cannot open the curtains. This 

final movement--the girl and curtains--strongly echoes the 

central event from "Kullus", where the girl moved into her 

final position of power in the triangle. 

The television play The Basement, originally titled The 

Compartment, seems more closely connected in story to "Kullus" 

than to the prose piece whose title it once shared. While the 

story of The Basement is expanded to flesh out the more than 

fifty scenes in the text, the basic parameters remain the 

same. The first character (Law) invites the second character 

(Stott) (with his girlfriend Jane) into his room; Stott and 

Jane move in and Stott gradually takes control of the 

territory while Jane betrays him with Law; finally, the 

positions are reversed and Stott controls the room while Law 

and Jane wait to be invited in. This story, like those before 
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it, is concerned with territorial control and invasion, 

dominance and subservience, and betrayal. The dominant motifs 

are carried over from the earlier stories as well: the 

alternating cold and heat from the grate, the opening and 

closing of the curtains, and the careful placement of the 

stool. The opening event of the story of The Basement, in 

which Stott is invited into Law's room and immediately takes 

Jane into Law's bed, is identical to that of "Kullus". Also, 

in both "Kullus" and The Basement the character of Jane is 

part of the terrl'orial struggle: she is both an active agent 

in the struggle for possession and an object to be struggled 

over and possessed. 

But a more complex pattern of themes is established in 

The Basement, as the interacting movements of sexual betrayal 

and territorial struggle are explored further in the expanded 

text. Jane seems to initiate the sexual betrayal, turning to 

smile at Law from the bed where she lies with Stott, who has 

just clearly exhibited his sexual possession of her in front 

of Law. This smile, which challenges Stott's possession and 

invites Law's complicity, initiates Jane's increasing betrayal 

of Stott, as we later see her caressing Law on the beach, 

resisting Stott's contact, and then explicitly urging Law: 

"Why don't you tell him to go?" (165). These movements are 

initially resisted by Law, as he warns Stott (thus betraying 

the betrayer): "She betrays you. She has no loyalty" (166). 

But they culminate in a series of competitions between the two 
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men: first in a race in whicfi Stott tricks Law into tripping; 

then in a surreal bowling match in which Law is dropped by a 

marble to his forehead; and finally in an equally dreamlike 

fight sequence where the men face off with broken milk bottles 

while Jane remains passively preparing coffee. In the end, 

sexual betrayal is complete, as Law waits outside of the room 

with Jane in his possession. The parallel movement of 

territorial dispute begins in the first scene, when Stott 

suggests the room is too light, turns off the lamps, and then 

takes possession of Law's bed. He later takes down all of 

Law's paintings, redecorates the room twice over, and controls 

the opening and closing of the window to the discomfort of the 

other two characters. The culmination of this struggle is, of 

course, the final scene in which Stott retains complete 

ownership of the room and Law waits to be invited in, a 

reversal similar in scope to the story of "The Examination". 

Thus, the connection on the level of story between all of 

these works--"Kullus", "The Examination", "The Compartment", 

and The Basement--is strong: the different events seem 

variations on the same themes explored by the same characters. 

On the structural level, of course, we encounter differences 

inherent in the formal expression of the differing media of 

print and television. In spite of these differences, however, 

Pinter strives to carry the meaningful form/content 

interaction of his short stories into an analogous television 

structure. 



"~ullus" is very formally separated into three parts 

which are distinctly enumerated. The first part takes place 

in the narrator's room, the second in Kullus', and the third 

in a room controlled by the girl. "Kullus" is composed of 

scenic dialogue and description which, in spite of the first 

person narrator, strongly resemble a stage script. For 

example, the story opens: 

I let him in bv the back door. 
There was a brisk moon. 

-- Come in. 
He stewwed inside, slappins his hands, into the room. 

-- Go on Kullus. Go to the .re. 
He stooped to the qrate and stretched his finqers. (57) 

The narrative description in the text is italicized (like 

stage directions) and dialogue is indented and indicated by 

dashes. The story provides no concrete definition of 

character: there is no objective description and no direct 

adverbial indication of speech attitude. Essentially, these 

characters are defined through the shifting dominant and 

subservient roles they play in the larger thematic patterns of 

the piece. In the first scene, for example, a humble Kullus 

says to the narrator, "I am to call [the girl], should you 

permit it", and the imperious response establishes the 

narrator's control as he sits down on his stool and says, 

"Call" (57). In the same scene, Kullus confirms his dominance 

over the girl: "Here, said Kullus. / She went to him" (58). 

Later, in scene 111, the girl's dominance over the narrator is 

made clear: "In her room I crouched far from the fire" (59). 

These characters, then, achieve identity through their 
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response to the external situation and through their 

relationships with each other, rather than through any direct 

description. Even the first-person narrator seems closed to 

the reader, as the text provides very little direct access to 

his thought processes. The only hint of the internal or 

subjective voice of the narrating "I" occurs in the opening 

description of the second section: "Kullus took a room. The 

window was closed, if it was warm, and open, if it was cold. 

The curtains were open, if it was niqht, and closed, if it was 

dav. whv closed? Whv open?" (58) This inner voice 

reiterates the questions--"Whv open? Whv closed?"--later in 

the same section, providing our only direct glimpse of the 

narrator's growing bewilderment at the transfer of control to 

Kullus . 
However, a closer look at the apparently "neutral" 

italicised narrative descriptions reveals more of the nature 

of this character, and also reveals the effects of the 

narrator's gradual loss of control. The narrator exhibits a 

lyrical eye and voice in the first section of the text. As 

Kullus and the girl enter the room the narrator observes: 

"Thev climbed into mv bed. I placed a coat over the lamp, and 

watched the ceilins hustle to the floor. Then the room moved 

to the flame in the arate. I shifted mv stool and sat bv the 

flame in the srate" (58). This is an evocative image of the 

shifting shadows and light in the room, as the lamp is 

extinguished and all but the flame plunged into darkness. 



More important than the style of the words, however, is the 

tone throughout this section. The narrator's voice seems 

confident in its observations of reality. As he lets Kullus 

in, for example, he observes clearly, "There was a brisk moon" 

(57). He controls what he observes, manipulating the lamp, 

the coat and stool. In section two, however, as we have 

already seen through his questions, the narrator has lost 

control of the space. He is only able to sit down on a chair 

which Kullus "placed for me" (58). He seems to have 

acquiesced to Kullus' possession, protesting to the girl, who 

wants to close Kullus' curtains, "It is Kullus's night" (59). 

By the third section, the narrator is entirely passive and 

separate from the room--"In her room I crouched far from the 

fire" (59). The elements of his observation are out of his 

control, and become menacing in his poetical perspective, as 

the "brisk moon and cold turned to the corner" in which he is 

crouched, and the "ceilinq hustled to the floor" in spite of 

his immobility. In spite of apparent covertness, then, the 

perspective of this first-person narrator shapes the reader's 

perspective of the story. 

"The Examination" and "The Compartment" both employ a 

first-person descriptive narration as well. Rather than 

showing the action through descriptive narrative, however, the 

narrator in these texts tells the story in a meandering 

stream-of-conscious style. Pinter includes no speech 

representation other than the narrator's. The tone of the 



narrator (for it seems to be the identical voice in both 

pieces) is very formal and he remains distanced from the story 

he is telling. However, it becomes clear that his involvement 

and the anxiety that ensues quite explicitly affects his 

perspective. In "Kullus" he tells us: 

For I suffered anxiety with good cause, out of concern for the 
progress of our talks, which now seemed to me to be affected. 
I was no longer certain whether Kullus participated in our 
examination, nor certain whether he still understood that as 
being the object of our meeting. Equally, the nature of our 
silences, which formerly were distinct in their opposition; 
that is, a silence within the frame of our examination and a 
silence outside the frame of our examination; seemed to me no 
longer opposed, indeed were indistinguishable, and were one 
silence, dictated by Kullus. (71) 

Hudgins suggests that "The Examination" "depends on an 

unreliable narrator who recounts his clearly subjective 

experience of Kullus's gradually taking over the room" (74) 

The reader cannot know whether Kullus really takes over the 

examination, or whether the paranoid imagination of the 

narrator has manufactured the threat. In "The Compartment" as 

well, the narrator's shifting loyalties -- his own and those 
he presumes of the other two character -- are explored through 
the fluctuating alliances within his mind: 

Sitting beside him, at the open window, in his compartment, I 
was led to conjecture how far the girl's influence might be 
adduced as the cause of my estrangement with Kullus . . . I 
came to consider the girl again as I had first considered her; 
an imposition upon both of us of an insidious nature . . . To 
what extent was his betrayal her betrayal? (3) 

In "The Examination" and "The Compartment", then, the first- 

person voice and perspective allow the reader to intimately 

experience the narrator's paranoid, and perhaps mistaken, 



perspective. Pinter plays with his unreliable narrators, 

raising questions about perception through the structure of 

the stories. How much of the threat is "real"? How much of 

the struggle for control and power takes place inside the 

mind? Indeed, are the positions of dominance and subservience 

merely a state of mind? Pinter takes this ambiguity, this 

blurring of the inner and outer realms of territorial 

invasion, and intensifies it with his explorations of the 

story in the television medium. 

The text of the television play The Basement is broken 

down into over fifty short scenes or shots. We have already 

explored the story development in abstraction from its text 

rendering, following the patterns of sexual betrayal and 

territorial struggle contained in the narrative. Pinter's 

presentation of this narrative for television, however, 

explodes expectations of causality and linearity. As Elin 

Diamond comments, the "televised fragments in The Basement 

undermine our perception of sequence: rather than 'follow' a 

narrative we absorb a pattern of images" (160). The audience 

is subjected to both spatial and temporal disjunctions. The 

text moves through four different descriptions of the room: in 

the opening scene, the room "is comfortable, relaxed, heavily 

furnished" (151); after some passage of time, Law and Jane 

enter the room to see that "the room is unrecoqnizable. The 

furnishins has chanqed. There are Scandinavian tables and 

desks. Larse bowls of Swedish qlass. Tubular chairs. An 



Indian ruq, Parquet floors. shininq. A new hi-fi cabinet, 

etc. Fireplace blocked. The bed is the same" (161); a third 

transformation occurs six pages of script later: "The room is 

unrecoqnizable. The walls are huna with tapestries, an oval 

Florentine mirror, an oblons Italian Master. The floor is 

marble tiles. There are marble pillars with hanqina plants, 

carved qolden chairs, a rich carpet alonq the room's centre" 

(167); and finally in the culminating fight scene, the room 

"is completelv bare. Bare walls. Bare floorboards. No 

furniture. One hansins bulb" (169). At the end of the play 

the room is once again furnished as at the beginning. This 

disorienting instability of space is complicated by a 

disjointed passage of time. While the dialogue indicates 

little passage of time between scenes, the seasons fluctuate 

radically. As William F. Dohmen notes, the "dizzying 

alternations of setting, of decor in the room, and of time 

from winter to summer, night to day, defy any effort to impose 

chronology on the action" (189) 

Pinter, then, thwarts the audience's desire for 

linearity, causality, and closure, all of which are 

assumptions and expectations of realistic representation. 

Hudgins notes the movement in this play away from realism: 

The Basement is at first almost completely realistic, but it 
emphasizes the "narrator's" perspective or fantasizes through 
a subjective camera. Pinter uses rapid cutting and a filmic 
subtext dependent on many of the same images found in "Kullus" 
to suggest that more than half of what the audience sees on 
the screen represents what occurs in Law's mind, his fantasies 
or wish-fulfilling daydreams. (73-74) 



Dohmen also suggests that " [sluch deliberate disruption of 

time suggests the workings of the subconscious, and in fact 

the play can readily be interpreted as Law's fantasy" (189). 

Martin Esslin concurs with this interpretation, stating: "That 

this sequence of images does not tell a realistic story is 

only too clear" (Peopled Wound 165). Esslin concludes that 

the entire play is a dream or daydream of Law's as he sits in 

his chair by the fire. Hudgins is not so sweeping in his 

conclusions, suggesting that the shifting of seasons indicates 

movement in and out of subjective perception: 

Actually, the rapid cutting between the winter and summer 
scenes and the accompanying changes of furniture suggest that 
the summer scenes . . . represent Law's wish-fulfilling 
daydreams. Such daydreams are usually shattered by the return 
to the cold reality of winter and the comfortable but 
unimpressive furnishing of the room. ( 7 4 )  

Regardless of the final interpretation of the objectiveand 

subjective layering in the play, Pinter has used the medium of 

television--the freedom of rapid cutting and montage--to 

intensify the ambiguity of unreliable subjective perspective. 

His fluctuating camera shots destabilize the audience, 

exploding expectations of a reliable camera eye. Barbara 

Kreps indirectly refers to these effects on the audience, as 

she notes that "with The Basement, the audience are not aware 

until well into the drama--if, indeed, they are ever aware-- 

that none of this is 'really' happening, that the whole thing, 

or most of it, is a fantasy or a dream, or a memory that is 

being acted out in Law's head" (80). Certainly the content of 

the play indicates fantasy: within the third decor, for 



example, the action has clearly moved beyond "realism": 

Using large marbles, Stott proceeds to bowl against Law with 

his flute: a surreal cricket match in which Stott first 

smashes the golden fish tank--"Dozens of fish swim across the 

marble tilew--and then bowls a marble directly into Law's 

forehead. While the content here is surely strong enough 

evidence to indicate a movement out of reality and into 

fantasy, these states are not indicated on a formal level, 

particularly in the earlier "realistic" scenes of the text. 

The audience must re-assess these earlier scenes once their 

assumptions of realism are undercut. This text contains no 

clearly demarcated objective camera view with which to compare 

the subjective fantasy. Indeed, even the subjective 

perspective of the fantasies is not consistent, as the above 

example seems to reflect a fantasy landscape of Stott (the 

Kullus figure) and not Law (the assumed narrator). The 

camera, then, pushes the destabilising effects of unreliable 

narrator furcher than the earlier prose works. Pinter uses 

the narrative apparatus of the television medium to take us 

into a subjective perspective--perhaps multiple perspectives-- 

of the paranoid landscape of territorial conflict and 

betrayal. In this way, Pinter not only retains the original 

subsuming tension between the narrative figure and his 



material, but exacerbates this tension in the dramatization of 

his own text. 

Tea Party 

Pinter's Tea Partv first appeared as a short story 

written in 1963. He read the story on BBC's Third Programme 

in 1964, and it was published in Plavbov Magazine in 1965. 

When he was commissioned by the BBC to write a play for the 

European Broadcasting Union in 1964, Pinter dramatized the 

story for television and it was broadcast in 1965. Like The 

Basement, "Tea Party" is originally structured through a 

first-person narrative. The story also explores the themes of 

territorial conflict, betrayal, and paranoia. However, Pinter 

takes these themes further in Tea Partv, exploring them within 

larger questions of perception, verification, and meaning 

itself. 

An abstraction of the main events of the original short 

story of "Tea Party" tells us very little. In paraphrases, 

the story unfolds as follows: 

- The narrator goes to see his physician about his eyes. 
- He was, and remains, married. 
- He has two sons. 
- He hired Wendy as his secretary. 
- He "touches" Wendy. 
- He asks his brother-in-law to join his business. 
- He builds things and plays ping pong with his brother-in- 
law. - He ties bandages about his eyes. 
- He attends a tea party and "sees"(whi1e blindfolded) the 
sexual betrayal of his wife and secretary by his brother-in- 
law. 

The linear sequence, or cause and effect relationships, of 



these events is unclear; past and present are jumbled to 

create a collage or simultaneous effect. T?ie act of 

remembering seems to dictate the sequence of unfolding: the 

narrator is in the present describing experiences of the past 

and experiences in progress. In fact, the narrator's final 

position in the text could well be interpreted as the site of 

narrative production: the final scene, in which the narrator 

sits blindfolded at the party, could be the point of narration 

of the whole story. The emphasis, then, is not on the events 

themselves so much as on their telling: on the act of 

narration itself. All the reader really knows is that the 

narrator has a wife, a secretary, a brother-in-law, two sons, 

and a physician, and that he is very anxious about something 

to do with his sight. Pinter does not reveal what has 

provoked this state of anxiety in the narrator--why he is 

"blinded by the objectn--or if his perception of the sexual 

betrayal of his wife and secretary and partner has any 

foundation in reality. Finally, we never know why he 

eventually chooses not to see (Is he afraid of what he sees, 

of the truth of betrayal? Or perhaps he is afraid of the 

impossibility of verification, of the state of not 

"knowing"?). By presenting random events which relate to each 

other in finally unknowable ways, Pinter shifts the 

responsibility of the "meaning" of this story to the 

interpreting reader, creating the state of anxiety within the 

reader himself. 



pinter supports the ambiguous content of "Tea Party" 

through the structure of the text. He formally undercuts 

assumptions of linear causality--the foundations upon which 

the "meaning" of narrative is traditionally derived--within a 

work whose content itself reflects the breakdown of these 

assumptions. The narrative structure of "Tea Party", while 

remaining fixed in a first-person voice, encompasses a number 

of different focalizations. In nine of the twenty-one 

paragraphs, the narrator speaks in the present tense 

describing past, present, and the progressing situations. In 

these instances he remains largely external to the actions he 

is describing, employing a distanced and summarizing tone. 

However, the voice breaks into other modes at times, 

exploiting variations in the temporal relationship between 

himself and the events he is narrating. Paragraphs one and 

two, for example, directly describe a scene in which the 

narrator is visiting his physician. He states: "My physician 

is an inch under six feet. There is a grey strip in his hair, 

one, no more. He has a brown stain on his left cheek . . . 
Through the blinds I hear the birds of his garden" (75). In 

spite of the present tense and active perspective of the 

narrator here, however, he quickly returns to a position 

distant from the action of the narrated event: he presents the 

character of the physician indirectly, paraphrasing his 

discourse with no direct interaction, as he states, "According 

to him my eyes are normal, perhaps even better than normal" 



(75). In fact, in all cases of speech representation Pinter 

avoids direct discourse by excluding orthographic cues. For 

example, in the retrospective description of his marriage the 

narrator states: "After the wedding my brother in law asked 

my dear wife to remove her glasses. He peered deep into her 

eyes. You have married a good man, he said. He will make you 

happy" (78). With the absence of quotation marks, the words 

of the brother-in-law remain in the voice of the narrator, who 

is merely repeating or reproducing the words he has heard. 

The act of narration itself seems to be the dominant action of 

this character: in spite of his presence in the events, he 

remains distanced from the story. 

Four passages in the text, however, reveal a narrative 

perspective that is quite distinct from this passive external 

view. The two ping-pong games (which could, of course, be the 

same ping-pong game) are narrated by an active participant. 

In the first instance, he describes: "Taking position to face 

my wife's brother, across the dear table, my bat lightly 

clasped, my wrist flexing, I waited to loosen my flip to his 

forehand, watch him (shocked) dart and be beaten, flounder and 

sulk" (76). Later, the second "ping-pong" description 

increases in active intensity: 

The pingpong table streaked with slime. My hands pant to gain 
the ball. My sons watch. They cheer me on. They are loud in 
their loyalty. I am moved. I fall back on strokes, on 
gambits, long since gone, flip, cut, chop, shtip, bluff to my 
uttermost. I play the ball by the nose. The twins hail my 
efforts gustily. But my brother in law is no chump. He slams 
again, he slams again, deep to my forehand. I skid, flounder, 
stare sightlessly into the crack of his bat. (78) 



This internal perpsective is also revealed through two 

descriptions of the narrator's "visions". The first occurs in 

the sixteenth paragraph, in which the narrator's view of 

reality takes an odd twist: 

With my eye at the keyhole I hear goosing, the squeak of them. 
The slit is black, only the sliding gussle on my drum, the 
hiss and flap of their bliss. The room sits on my head, my 
skull creased on the brass and loathsome handle I dare not 
twist, for fear of seeing black screech and scrape of my 
secretary writhing blind in my partner's paunch and jungle. 
(78) 

While the reader shares the mind's eye view generated by this 

vivid language, the verity of what is seen (heard) becomes 

questionable. The narrator's second vision occurs in the 

final movement of the story, where, blindfolded, he describes 

the scene he imagines in front of him: 

Meanwhile my partner had the two women half stripped on a 
convenient rostrum. Whose body swelled most? I had 
forgotten. I picked up a pingpong ball. It was hard. I 
wondered how far he had stripped the women. The top halves or 
the bottom halves? Or perhaps he was now raising his 
spectacles to view my wife's swelling buttocks, the swelling 
breasts of my secretary. How could I verify this? (79) 

By this point it has become clear that the narrator, in spite 

of his overriding distanced and objective tone, is intimately 

involved with his material: he is both external and internal, 

both narrating and experiencing. Rimmon-Kenan suggests: "In 

its emotive transformation, the 'external/internall opposition 

yields 'objective' (neutral, uninvolved) v. 'subjective' 

(coloured, involved) focalization" (80). This shifting of 

focalization through the same focalizer suggests the 

psychological shifts from objective reality to subjective 



fantasy. These different states are in part reflected through 

distinctive styles of language: the narrator presents a very 

rational and precisely "meaningUful descriptive language 

juxtaposed to "meaning"1ess or poetic soundscape, such as his 

description of "the sliding gussle on my drum, the hiss and 

flap of their bliss". This discrepancy alerts the reader to 

the presence of a possibly unreliable narrator. 

The reader is further destabilized through other more 

implicit clues of unreliability, particularly the 

contradictions between direct and indirect character 

description. Only two characters in the story are named: the 

narrator's secretary, Wendy, and the narrator's friend, 

Atkins, who does not directly appear in the story. Characters 

are thus designated through their relationships to the 

narrator: "my wife", "my brother-in-law", "my partner" "my 

sons", "my physician", "my parents", and "I". Some 

characterization is direct. The narrator describes Wendy: 

"She knows the business well and loves it. She is trustworthy 

. . . She is respected on the telephone . . . Wendy's 

commonsense, her clarity, her discretion, are of inestimable 

value to our firm" (76, 7 8 ) .  However, this direct information 

becomes suspect as we encounter unsettling indirect hints 

about Wendy. "Often I touch her swelling body", he states, 

indicating his intimate personal involvement with her. In his 

description of her first interview as well we hear a 

suggestion of her sexual persuasion. "She wore a tight tweed 



skirt," he says, "Her left thigh never ceased to caress her 

right, and vice versau (77). This seems at odds with his 

businesslike and professionally distanced conclusions 

regarding her character in this same scene: "She listened to 

my counsel wide-eyed and attentive, her hands calmly clasped, 

trim, bulgy, plump, rosy, swelling. She was clearly the 

possessor of an active and inquiring intelligence" (77). The 

narrator's relationship with his wife is also complicated by 

contradictions. "My wife is happy," he states, "We love with 

the light on . . . In the morning her eyes shine" (76) 
However, the seventeenth paragraph introduces an unsettling 

note: 

My wife reached down to me. Do you love me, she asked. I do 
love you, I spat into her eyeball. I shall prove it yet, I 
shall prove it yet, what proof yet, what proof remaining, what 
proof not yet given. All proof. (For my part, I decided on a 
more cunning, more allusive stratagem). Do you love me, was 
my counter. (78) 

The anger and agitation of the (imagined?) response, with its 

implication of guilty evasion, hardly suggest the marital 

security of the earlier statement. Finally, characterization 

of "my brother-in-law/partnern also disturbs our trust in the 

narrator, whose double perspective is immediately apparent 

through the two distinct roles of the same character. On the 

one hand, the narrator presents a glowing picture: "Before 

long he became my partner, so keen was his industry, so sharp 

his business acumen" (78). But the narrator's conflicting 

suspicions and jealousy are revealed in more indirect ways: 

through his vision through the keyhole separating their two 
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offices, and through his more directly competitive attitude in 

the pingpong games. Of course, the narrator's final vision of 

his partner stripping his wife and secretary on the 

"convenient rostrum" explicitly exposes his suspicions. In 

all of these cases of character description, the narrator 

reveals different perspectives of the same object (character): 

one comes to us directly through the "objective" view of the 

distanced narrator, and the second, undermining the first, is 

revealed indirectly through the narrator's subjective 

involvement--his attitudes, responses and fantastic 

imaginings--with these characters. 

Rimmon-Kenan points out that "the knowledge of an 

internal focalizer . . . is restricted by definition; being 
part of the represented world, he cannot know everything about 

itv (79). Pinter creates a tension between the narrator's 

authoritative tone of external omniscient voice and our 

realization that he is limited by his position in the story. 

The internal focalizer of this story is not merely part of the 

represented world of this text, he & the represented world. 

He clearly states that there is something wrong with the way 

he sees, with his perception, and the story is told entirely 

from his perspective. The reader, then, is faced with a 

situation of reliable unreliability. When, in the end, the 

narrator chooses not to see, to remain blindfolded--"the 

bandage on straight and knots tightw--the reader is left blind 

as well, mired in the impossibility of verification. The 



process of production of meaning of this story is, in itself a 

manifestation of Pinter's questions about perception and 

verification. 

Notes contained in the British Museum manuscript 

collection reveal that during the process of his adaptation of 

"Tea Party" Pinter reshuffled the order of the scenes to 

achieve a correspondence between text and story time. In a 

movement antithetical to the restructuring process for The 

Basement, the television text of Tea Party is much less 

mysterious in terms of linearity and causality. For example, 

the interview between Disson and Wendy is moved to the opening 

scene of the play. This scene, occurring before his marriage, 

establishes the significance of the relationship between 

Disson and Wendy and clarifies his need and desire of her. 

Tensions of class consciousness are also introduced with 

details of the upper-class childhood of his wife and an added 

scene of Disson's obviously lower-class parents. These added 

details have provided a foundation for critical interpretation 

of the source of Disson's anxiety, as Esslin suggests: 

Disson's breakdown is the result of the tension between his 
desire for social status and respectability, represented by 
his second wife, Diana, a cool upperclass lady, and his 
sensuality, which manifests itself in his lusting after "the 
swelling body" . . . of his secretary, Wendy. (Peopled Wound 
158) 

Reviews of the televised production consistently set up a 

dichotomy of upper class/repression versus lower 

class/sexuality: Disson forsakes the latter for the former and 

breaks under the pressures of self-denial. The London Times 



thus summarizes the "simple" idea of the play: 

Disson has hauled himself out of his class at the expense of 
denying his former self which now exacts its revenge. To 
complete his social identity he marries a politician's 
daughter and takes her smooth brother into partnership. But 
he is inwardly disintegrating, and his inability to face the 
truth of his own nature brings on recurring states of physical 
blindness. ("Disturbing TV Play" 15) 

The review from The Spectator also attempts to clarify and 

define Disson's problem with perception, referring to his 

"paranoiac sense of isolation" in this steri!~ upper-class 

environment, and concluding that "he suffers from conversion 

hysteria and begins to doubt his actual sight until he 

retreats into paralysis" (Aiiderson 440, 442). Critical 

analysis, then, seeks and finds clarity in the television 

version of Tea Partv. The adaptation process here seems the 

reverse of Pinter's exploration of The Basement, where Pinter 

fragments structure to generate a television equivalent of the 

subjective perspective of unreliable first-person narrator. 

Through the adaptation of Tea Partv, Pinter eases ambiguity of 

the original first-person narrative with his elaboration of 

story, restructuring of text, and also, through his 

manipulation of the television medium. 

The shift out of the first-person inner monologue of 

narrative fiction into scenic description of the dramatic text 

immediately severs the reader from this direct access to 

Disson's thoughts. In the television text Pinter translates 

what has been told by the narrator into scenic images. For 

example, in the sixth paragraph of the short story the 



narrator describes his activities, and through this 

description directly indicates his anxiety: 

I have my hobbies, one of which is using a hammer and nails . 
. . constructing things or making things useful, finding a use 
for an object which appears to have no value. But it is not 
so easy to do this when you see double, or when you are 
blinded by the object, or when you do not see at all, or when 
you are blinded by the object. (75) 

In the television text, this information is translated into a 

wordless scene of Disson at his workbench: "With sandpaper and 

file he is puttincr the finishins touches to a home-made yacht. 

He completes the job, dusts the yacht, sets it on a shelf and 

looks at it with satisfaction" (110). Disson's anxiety with 

regard to the objects around him, which was very clear through 

his own words in the short story, seems absent in his 

manipulation of the model. The audience in the early scenes 

of the play, then, depends on more indirect hints--through his 

interactions with other characters for example--for 

indications of Disson's inner state. 

In some cases, this indirect method is vry effective in 

suggesting the tensions that plague Disson. For example, in 

the short story the narrator states emphatically: 

My wife is happy. I use my imagination in bed. We love with 
the light on. I watch her closely, she watches me. In the 
morning her eyes shine, I can see them shining through her 
spectacles. (76) 

We have seen that Pinter relies on the reader's growing 

awareness of the narrator's unreliability to undercut this 

confident view of his marriage. In the television text, 

however, Dissonls insecurities are clearly implied through the 



two scenes dramatized from this paragraph. The first takes 

place in an Italian hotel: the "liqht is on" and the "camera 

rests at the foot of the bed". In this scene, Disson persists 

in a series of questions to Diana: "Are you happy?" . . . "  
Very happy?" . . . "Have you ever been happier? With any 

other man?" . . . "I make you happy, don't I? Happier than 

you've ever been . . . with any other man?" (110). His 
persistent requests for reassurance, in spite of Diana's 

affirmative responses, indicate his insecurities. These fears 

are expanded upon in a later scene, where they sit at the 

breakfast table: 

DISSON: Your eyes are shining. 
Pause. 

They're shining. 
DIANA. Mmmnnn. 
DISSON. They've been shining for months. 
DIANA. (smilinq) My eyes? Have they? 
DISSON. Every morning. 

Pause. 
G l a d  you didn't marry that . . . Jerry . . . 
whateverhisnamewas . . . 

DIANA. Oh, him . . 
DISSON. Why didn't you? 
DIANA. He was weak. 

Pause. 
DISSON. I'm not weak. 
DIANA. NO. 
DISSON. Am I? (110-11) 

This self-doubt seems inconsistent with the self-image 

expressed in Disson's confident speech to Willy in the 

following scene: 

I think I should explain to you the sort of man I am. I'm a 
thorough man. I like things done and done well. I don't like 
dithering. I don't like indulgence. I don't like self-doubt. 
I don't like fuzziness. I like clarity. Clear intentions. 
Precise execution. (112-113) 
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These contradictions expose the tensions of Disson, suggesting 

the anxieties that lie beneath his blustering surface. 

The television play, then, builds more slowly towards a 

revelation of the extremity of Disson's anxiety. The dramatic 

text gradually reveals his increasing paranoia through his 

words and attitudes, which are often contradictory or odd, and 

also through visual hints. His growing suspicions of the 

relationship between Diana and Willy, for example, are exposed 

through a very short scene in Disson's office: 

DISSON and WENDY at their desks. WENDY twinq on an 
electric cvpewriter. DISSON lookinq out of the window. 
DISSON turns from the window, qlances at the door leac?ins 
to WILLY's office. The intercom buzzes on WENDY Is desk. 
She switches throuqh. 

WENDY. Mr. Disson does not want to be disturbed until 3 : 3 0 .  

DISSON qlances asain at WILLY's door. 
Silence. (114) 

It is interesting to note that in the 1965 film of Tea Partv 

director Charles Jarrott adds a third glance at the door, 

which further increases the atmosphere of Disson's anxiety. 

That his suspicions are unfounded has been made clear by the 

preceding shot of Willy's office, in which Diana an2 Willy 

innocently sit at their desks, "both examinins folders 

intently" (114). In the next scene, Disson's suspicions 

expand to include his sons. In this scene he interrupts a 

clearly innocent conversation between them and Diana, and when 

they "all smile seniallv at him", Disson reacts by looking 

"auicklv from one to the otheru (115). Jarrott again 

increases the sense of anxiety in the 1965 film by zooming in 
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to a close up of Disson's face, his eyes shifting suspiciously 

from person to person. 

Soon after this scene the audience finally receives the 

first direct indication of Disson's state of mind. Pinter 

indicates that the camera take Disson's subjective point-of- 

view during his game of ping-pong with Willy, and we see "two 

balls bounce and  lea^ past both ears" (118). Until this 

explicit split of focalization, the audience has been 

dependent upon indirect narrative strategies to infer Disson's 

inner state of anxiety. In spite of this switch to Disson's 

perspective, however, our previous and continuing access to 

the cbjective perspective undermines his point-of-view, 

suggesting that his visions are merely a result of his 

increasing state of paranoia. As Disson himself comments to 

his physician Disley, "[my eyesight's] becomed unreliable. 

It's become erratic. Sometimes, quite suddenly, very 

occasionally, something happens . . . something . . . goes 
wrong . . . with my eyes" (120) 

With the split camera perspective, the disjuncture 

between "objective" reality and Disson's "subjective" paranoid 

fantasies becomes clear: the audience can now measure the 

objective perspective against Disson's. Throughout the play, 

we switch back and forth from Disson's problematical 

subjective perspective--blindness and noises, doubled or 

altered (close up) perspective--to the normal perspective of 

reality through the objective camera eye. In the original 



television production, Jarrot effectively directs a crucial 

scene which explores t!s dangers of Disson's faulty 

perception. This scene occurs in the workroom with Disson and 

his sons, in which he nearly cuts Tom's fingers. In this 

scene, the television camera again exploits the double 

perspective, shifting in and out of  iss son's view of the wood. 

The first image is of the piece of wood, with Tom's fingers in 

the shot holding the wood in place and Disson hesitating, 

moving the saw up and down the wood. A swift cut to Disson 

blinking and trying to focus moves us into his perspective as 

the camera cuts back to the wood, where the saw rests about 

two or three inches from Tom's fingers. During the sawing of 

the wood, which is interrupted by shots of both of their 

faces--Dissonls intensely concentrating, Tom's looking up at 

his father with concern--the position of the finger is 

ambiguous as our view of it is blocked by the saw. After he 

finishes the cut, however, in response to Tom's accusation, 

"You nearly cut my finger off", Disson looks down and sees the 

reality: Tom's fingers rest against the edge of the cut. 

While using the camera to provide Disson's point-of-view 

posits interesting questions about subjectivity and 

perception, it ultimately lessens the ambiguity of the 

original story. The complexity of interplay between the 

unreliable narrator and the reader is diminished with the 

presence of the much more specific and a~thoritative eye of 

the camera. In the concluding scene from the short story, the 



narrator is blindfolded in the midst of his tea party, 

questioning "Was it silence I heard, this scuffle, creak, 

squeal, scrape, gurgle and muff?" (791, while watching in his 

mind's eye the sexual betrayal of his wife and secretary. He 

concludes: 

How could I verify this? By movement, by touch. But that was 
out of the question. And could such a sight possibly take 
place under the eyes of my own children? Would they continue 
to chat and chuckle, as they still did, with my physician? 
Hardly. However, it was good to have the bandage on straight 
and the knots tight. (79) 

How can we verify this? The reader is left to imagine the 

possibilities, mired in a condition of non-verification. In 

the dramatized text, from the moment that Disson is 

blindfolded and the guests begin to arrive for the tea party, 

Pinter incorporates a continuing juxtaposition of shots of 

Disson's subjective perspective and the objective reality of 

the scene. The former, from "Disson's uoint of view", range 

from "The party sulit into qrouus. Each qrouu whisuerinq" 

(144) to Willy's seduction of Diana and Wendy. These 

alternate with objective shots "includinq Disson", which 

encompass the guests drinking tea and discussing sports, 

Spain, and Siamese cats. In the concluding television image, 

after the increasingly suggestive "subjective" views of Willy, 

Diana, and Wendy lying together on the desk, the audience is 

locked out of Disson's perspective. In a "shot includinq 

Disson" : 

Disson falls to the floor in his chair with a crack. His 
teacup drops and suills. 
The satherins is qrouued bv the table, turns. 



Dislev and Willv qo to him. 
They trv to lift him from the chair, are unable to do so. 
Disley cuts the bandaqe and takes it off. 
Disson's eves are open. (146) 

The audience is left in the real world, sharing the point-of- 

view of the other characters looking & Disson, rather than 

looking at the world throush Disson. In the final shot, we 

see "Disson's face in close-up. / Disson's eves. Openu (148). 

The objective perspective is verified as the audience watches 

Disson, locked in his own paranoid subjective fantasy, from 

their own "normal" point-of-view. 

In his analysis of Pinter's television exploration of 

reality and dream states, Esslin compares Tea Partv with The 

Basement : 

In Tea Party Disson's erotic nightmares while he is blind are 
made visible, and they are seen to arise directly from the 
naturalistic situation which has been painstakingly 
established. In The Basement it might be argued that we are 
being given & the nightmarish vision, while the realistic 
basis--which may be no more than the shot of Law sitting by 
the fire, trying to read his book--has been whittled down to 
almost nothing. (Peopled Wound 168) 

Pinter, then, has effectively transferred the narrative 

tensions of the original works--the questions of objective and 

subjective perspective--into the television framework. Since 

the narrative apparatus (camera) of television rests outside 

of the characters' minc?s, the television audience assumes an 

objective perspective. With Tea Partv Pinter clarifies the 

ambiguity of his unreliable narrator, creating a world in 

which objective reality is finally confirmed outside of the 

subjective vision. With The Basement he compounds the 
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obscurity of the inner perspective, creating a realm where the 

distinction between fantasy and reality becomes so obfuscated 

that there is, in the end, no verifiable objective reality at 

all. Television thus allows Pinter to explore and expose more 

fully the disjunction between the inner and outer worlds of 

his characters. 

The Dwarfs 

In the 1990 publication of his novel The Dwarfs, Pinter 

includes an introductory note: "I wrote The Dwarfs in the 

early fifties, before I began writing plays . . . In 1960 I 

extracted some elements from the book and wrote a short play 

under the same title". This play, written for radio, was 

broadcast on BBC in 1960. His note to the novel continues: 

"The play is quite abstract, mainly, I believe, because I 

omitted the essential character of Virginia from it" (iv) . 
Complicating the difficulty of a medium shift on a formal 

level, then, Pinter's adaptation process with this novel 

involved conscious changes in story elements which 

"essentially" shifted the meaning from one text to the other. 

In general terms, the story of The Dwarfs, like Tea Party 

and The Basement, is concerned with the double theme of 

betrayal and perception/verification. The following is a an 

outline of the basic elements of story that the novel and the 

radio text share, with essential differences marked (the 

novel's bracketed, the play's italicized): 



- Len and Pete and Mark are friends; [Pete and Virginia are 
lovers] . 
- Len is filled with anxiety. 
- Pete and Mark each give Len advice; they betray each other 
to Len. 
- the dwarfs arrive. 
- [Pete goes through a mental breakdown]. 
- Len goes to Paris and then comes back. - Len reveals to Mark that Pete thinks he is a fool. 
- [Pete and Virginia separate]. 
- Len is hospitalized. 
- [Mark and Virginia initiate a relationship; Virginia reveals 
to Mark that Pete thinks he is a fool]. 
- Pete and Mark fight over Len's revelation [over Virginia] 
and they separate. 
- the dwarfs leave and Len is left alone. 
In the novel, the two main themes are largely relegated to 

separate story movements: Pete, Mark, and Virginia are 

embroiled in a love/betrayal triangle, while Len is caught up 

in the separate, cryptically parallel, world of the dwarfs. 

The friendship of the three men, of course, bridges these two 

plot lines. Complicating this rather over-simplified 

distillation of story is the early concern Pete and Virginia 

share with Len over questions of perspective and relativity. 

These concerns are manifested through Virginia's inner 

monologue and Pete's more active anxiety, which results in the 

breakdown of his rigid separation between objective reality 

and subjective perception. 

Esslin, who had access to Pinter's unfinished and 

unpublished novel manuscript in his early critical analysis of 

The Dwarfs, notes the differences between the novel and the 

radio text, suggesting that "all the gaps which give the play 

its intriguing and elliptic construction are filled in". He 

points to the concrete details of East End London as evidence 
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of this shift: "Hackney and Bethnal Green, the buses one takes 

to get to the West End both in the daytime and at night, the 

river Lea and the marshes, even the evil-smelling soap factory 

which Pinter mentions in his own recollections of his 

childhood". As well, ~sslin notes, "the three young men 

themselves are far more concrete" (Peo~led Wound 122). But 

the most obvious difference, as Esslin indicates, is the 

presence of the character Virginia: "While it is from Len in 

the play that Mark learns that Pete thinks him a fool, in the 

novel he hears it from Virginia, while making love to her 

after she has deserted Pete, her boy friend of long standing" 

(123). While Esslin locates Virginia as the origin for 

Pinter's "numerous later split female characters . . . who 
vacillata between respectability and whoredom", he does not 

identify her significance in the novel beyond "mere catalyst 

of the break-up of the friendship" (123, 125). With 

Virginia's absence in the radio play, Len becomes the catalyst 

for betrayal and disintegration of the friendship. In the 

radio story, Pete plays Len against Mark, Mark plays Len 

against Pete, both betray Len's obvious need of them, and in 

the end, Len betrays their betrayal of each other. By 

discarding Virginia, Pinter has narrowed the focus to the 

relationship of the three men, whose centre is Len. In the 

radio script, then, Len becomes the locus of the thematic 

ques~ions of relativity of perception, verification, and 

betrayal. While this refocusing is to some extent the result 
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of manipulation of content--conscious choices made by Tinter 

in the adaptation process--further analysis reveals that many 

of these choices could have been influenced by Pinter's 

recognition and exploitation of the limitations and 

possibilities opened up by radio. 

The major formal changes through dramatization can be 

attributed to the practical requirements of the new medium: 

Pinter needed to compress the novel into a short radio play 

format. The novel of The Dwarfs is made up of thirty-one 

chapters, which are divided into three parts to clearly 

demarcate the progress of the dramatic action. Part One 

introduces and explores the friendship of the three men and 

the relationship of Pete and Virginia, and contains the 

arrival of the dwarfs in the first of Len's five dwarf 

monologues. Part Two follows an increasing disintegration of 

this friendship and contains three more dwarf monologues. 

Finally, Part Three exposes the betrayal and finalizes the 

breaking of the triangle, concluding with the final dwarf 

monologue. Adapting the novel for radio, Tinter necessarily 

pares down the 183 page novel to accommodate the format of the 

26 page radio script. To this end, he chooses sixteen scenes 

or events from the novel's story--including Len's five dwarf 

monologues--which focus on Len and his experiences, and he 

created three further monologues for Len based loosely on 

events of the novel. The final product is a script that is 

unified through the flow of Len's inner monologue. This 



monologue is punctuated by nine scenes of dialogue: four 

between Len and Pete, four between Len and Mark, and only one 

between Pete and Mark without Len. The single voice of Len, 

then, encompasses the story and replaces the multi-voiced 

narrative structure of the novel. 

As opposed to the unified voice and perspective of the 

narrator/focalizer/character in the short story Tea Party, in 

the novel The Dwarfs the narrator is often distinct from the 

focalizer: a single narrating voice employs many different 

perspectives besides its own. The narrator of the opening 

chapter has an objective and authoritative voice: 

Just before midnight they went to the flat. It was dark and 
the blinds were down. Len unlocked the front door and pushed 
it open. A pile of letters lay on the mat. He picked them up 
and put them on the hall table. They walked down the stairs. 
Pete opened the living-room window and took a packet of tea 
from his pocket. He went into the kitchen and filled the 
kettle. (3) 

Throughout the novel this narrator remains outside or above 

the story, relating events in the third person. Employing a 

maximum of covertness, the narrator is apparent only through 

this basic act of description. Even the dialogue, which is in 

itself an indicator of narrator--as Rimmon-Kenan notes, the 

dialogue is "quoted" by someone, who identifies the speakers 

(96)--does not expose this "someone" since Pinter uses dashes 

rather than quotation marks to demarcate voices. The narrator 

also avoids adverbial indicators of direct characterization, 

omitting the attitude of expression through bald statements of 

"he said" or "he asked". 



Following from this objective voice is the objective and 

non-judgemental eye of the narrator, which presents the events 

with minimal interpretation. Pete's increasingly irrational 

and abusive treatment of Virginia, for example, is presented 

bare of any judgemental analysis. The potentially offensive 

qualities of this dominant/subservient relationship are 

graphically displayed through Pete's extremely negative 

reaction in Chapter Thirteen to Virginia's interpretation of 

Hamlet, which she has been discussing with Len and Mark in the 

previous chapter. Pete begins his recriminations indirectly, 

opening their conversation with innuendos of a sexually 

insulting nature, hinting at a lesbian relationship between 

Virginia and her friend Marie Saxon. He then continues into 

an invective against women in general: 

Yes of course, most women have minds like mouldy larders. It 
could hardly be otherwise I suppose. I remember the last time 
I saw Marie Saxon. She was in a swimming costume. Her 
breasts were flopping about like washing on a line. She 
exists within that framework, such as it is, of course. Her 
life naturally resolves itself into a neverending bout of 
selftitillation. That's what she understands by life. But if 
you're falling into that error, I'm disappointed, to be quite 
frank. (86) 

In response to this, Virginia runs across the room and falls 

at his knees, pleading, "What do you want me to do? What have 

I done? Please! What have I done? Tell me. Tell me," and 

Pete proceeds to rebuke her: 

I thought I told you to leave Shakespeare for a while? Don't 
you think it was for your own good? I've told you you're 
nowhere near the point where you can begin to absorb his 
implications, and not only do you ignore what I say but you 
lug the book about with you like a pissy fifthformer, and 
parade these stupidities. (87) 



The tirade continues relentlessly for three pages, culminating 

in Virginia's complete subjection: "I'm sorry, Virginia said, 

her head in her hands, I'm sorry. I won't do it again . . 
I'm sorry . . . I'm sorry" (891. The troubling dynamics of 
this relationship are presented matter-of-factly and in 

excruciating detail. While some could posit that the absence 

of judgemental framework on such displays of emotional abuse 

supports the misogynist representation, the deterioration of 

Pete's reasoning faculty, and indeed, the explicit 

offensiveness of his stance itself, work against such an 

interpretation. The point here, of course, is that Pinter's 

narrating voice provides no guiding or shaping interpretation, 

leaving the reader to his own resources for response. 

While this objective narrative voice is constant, the 

focalizer, or "who sees", varies. Sometimes, as in the first 

chapter, this narrator is the focalizer providing an external 

and objective view. At other times, however, the characters 

share this focalization, providing internal and subjective 

perspectives. Chapter Three, for example, opens with 

Virginia: 

I should like to dance tonight. It is quite natural. 
Virginia lay crouched on the sofa. The room was still. 

A shaft of sunlight fell across the carpet. There was no 
sound. 

She stood up. The posture of the room changed. The 
sunlight jolted. The room settled. The sunlight re-formed. 
But, she thought, I stand upright and the balance is 
disturbed. I have thrown a spanner in the works. I have done 
violence to normally imperturbable forces. 5 have inflicted a 
reverse. (23 ) 

Virginia's perspective throughout the novel ranges from this 



shared focalization with the narrator to Chapter Twenty-two's 

poetic monologue, which is an uninterrupted and uninterpreted 

stream-of-consciousness: 

~ook. The moon and the black leaves. I am smelling it out. 
The bright day is done. My slow dying dead, my dead dying 
slow, so long in its tooth . . . I am cold with the years of 
you. You came to me in that garden. I told you I was cold. 
You knew what I said. I am a bat. I must not be a bat. I 
shall leave you. (130) 

In an early statement about his unfinished novel Pinter 

suggested that "it incorporated too many styles, so that it 

became rather hotch-potch" ("Writing for Myself" 10). But 

this "hotch-potch" of styles, emerging from the different 

subjective perspectives of the characters, provides a rich 

tapestry of inner landscapes, a variety of viewpoints through 

which to explore the themes of the novel. 

Virginia's inner voice of Chapter Three, quoted above, 

serves on one level to introduce questions of perception. 

More importantly, however, in this chapter Virginia introduces 

Pete's role in the context of this issue, as she postulates 

his empiricist response to her relativist musings: "To 

attribute bias or active desire to a room was merely the 

projection of a sick or deluded mind or the symptom of an 

emotional binge" (23). This speculation of Pete's view of the 

world is verified later, as he himself explains to Virginia in 

a Chapter Eight: "a distance had always to be kept between 

what was smelt and your ability to weigh in the balance the 

located matter or event" (54). And at another point he asks 

her, "All this emotion business, what was it?" (24-25). Thus, 



Pete is established as the objective rational stance that will 

oppose Len's subjective relativism. 

In a tirade, Pete outlines for Len the dichotomy they 

embody: 

The apprehension of experience . . . must obviously be 
dependent upon discrimination if it is to be considered 
valuable. That's what you lack. You haven't got the faculty 
for making a simple distinction between one thing and another. 
Every time you walk out of this door you to straight over a 
cliff. What you've got to do is nourish the power of 
assessment. How can you hope to assess and verify anything if 
you walk about with your nose stuck between your feet all day 
long. (49) 

The multiple perspective structure of the novel, however, soon 

reveals that Pete's rigid distinction between objective and 

subjective is breaking down. In early chapters, Pete's 

disturbance is revealed through his description of his dreams. 

The first of these, related to Mark in Chapter Two, contains 

the bizarre image of steel midgets, suggesting that Pete has 

access to a dwarfish world similar to Len's. In Chapter Six, 

Pete describes a more disturbing dream in which he and 

Virginia wait on the platform a tube station: 

There was some sort of panic. When I looked round, I saw 
everyone's faces were peeling, blotched, blistered . . . When 
I looked at Ginny, I saw that her face was coming off in slabs 
too. Like plaster. Black scabs and stains. The skin was 
dropping off like lumps of catsmeat. I could hear it sizzling 
on the electric rails. (51) 

While his own response to the description of the dream--"one 

for the black book, eh?"--is distanced and emotionless, these 

images clearly indicate Pete's disturbed mental state 

Further than the evidence of these indirect hints within the 

objective narrative perspective, however, Pete's inner turmoil 



is explicitly revealed when we enter his privace landscape in 

Chapter Nine. This chapter employs a dual narrator/Pete 

focalization, moving from an objective perspective to an inner 

description of Pete's view: 

Later in the afternoon, the sun lowering on the city, Pete 
leaned on the wall at the foot of the stone flight, smoking, 
watching through the window red buses move under trees by the 
river. 

No alarm on the river. No sweat on the river. Steel 
only. 

Odour of steel. Steel glint on the tide. Armies of 
light on the metal water. Voices. 
Above him, voices. They played light, elusive, descending; 
dissolved into laughter, high-circling, lower: dwindled to a 
stone murmur. . . (66) 

Further in this scene Pete runs into an acquaintance, and the 

focalization of the other is entirely through Pete's 

perspective: "I'm your neighbour! rammed Derek, his face 

breaking, shoulderbanging" (60). The chapter continues in an 

increasingly surreal description, Derek's face undergoing 

fantastic contortions: "breaking", "folding", "shutting", 

"foaming", "scalding", "grinding", "flaking", "singing", 

"chanting", "sprouting", "ceasing" (60-62). The chaos of 

Pete's inner world reaches a climax in Chapter Seventeen, 

which again employs a dual narrator/Pete perspective. The 

chapter opens with objective description of the scene which 

juxtaposed with Pete's perspective, but as the chapter 

continues the distinction between perspectives breaks down. 

The narrative splinters into a series of incoherent images: 

Yes now you're the one dear only son only the open blood canal 
the only night and the one taped to be taped. What choking 
spit and the ornaments the makeshift grass the splintered 
grass. A riderless horse canal turn blowing. Blowing bubbles 



I am the only son the only son. Belay there to stern. Rind 
no yes ammonla. My throat his only rubbished son. (109) 

AS Pete says to Len in the following chapter, "The mind has 

slipped its leash. Without my warrant. Acting on its own 

volition. I am no longer in charge" (110-111). Pete's 

breakdown dissolves the dichotomy between his supposed 

"rational and objective" stance and Len's perspective. 

In the novel, then, Len's inner landscape is merely one 

of the many subjective perspectives of the story. Len's 

perspective is introduced in the opening passage of Chapter 

Four, in which he identifies and verifies the room around him 

in painstaking detail: 

There is a table. That is a table. There is the chair. 
There is the table. That is a bowl of fruit. There is the 
tablecloth. There are the curtains. There is no wind. There 
is the coalscuttle. There is no woman in this room. This is 
aroom. . . (29) 
The territorial anxiety he feels emerges through this 

obsessive definition of himself and his space, and through the 

increasingly paranoid imagery of ambush and betrayal: "I have 

my objects, I have my cat, I have my carpet, I have my land, 

this is a kingdom, there is no betrayal, there is no trust, 

there is no journey, they make no hole in my side" (29). Len 

is not only threatened by the objects surrounding him, but by 

the presence of people, by the potential invasion of both his 

inner and outer territories. Len's anxiety stems from his 

inability to verify and stabilize his reality: he cannot 

achieve an objective security through his subjective 

perception. As he says to Mark in Chapter Two, "The rooms we 



live in open and shut.": 

They change shape at their own will . . . I would have no 
quarrel, I wouldn't grumble, you see, if these rooms would 
remain the same, would keep to some consistency. But they 
don't. And I can't see the boundaries, the limits, which I've 
been led to believe are natural. That's the trouble. I'm all 
for the natural behaviour of rooms, doors, staircases, the 
lot. ~ u t  I can't rely on them. (11-12) 

In the end, this instability is most disturbing in its effect 

on his relationship with Mark and Pete. In Chapter Twenty-six 

of the novel, Len clearly describes the terrifying notion of 

unverifiable personality as he challenges Mark, "The point is, 

who are you?": 

It's no use saying you k n ~ w  who you are just because you tell 
me you can fit your particular key into a particular slot 
which will only receive your particular key because that's not 
foolproof and certainly not conclusive . . . What you are, or 
appear to be to me, or appear to be to you, at any given time, 
changes so quickly, so horrifyingly, I certainly can't keep up 
with it and I'm damn sure you can't either. (111) 

Unable to securely verify the "other", Len is increasingly 

suspicious and antagonistic toward Pete and Mark, and he 

eventually severs himself from the triangle. In response to 

his increasing anxiety--his inability to cope with the 

shifting threatening world around him--Len turns to the 

dwarfs . 

The dwarfs provide one of Pinter's most enigmatic images. 

In her very early critical work on this play, Arlene Sykes 

claims that "the real difficulty of the play is . . . who or 
what are the dwarfs?" (70). She suggests that: 

these dwarfs represent, not the poetic imagination, and not 
the unseen rulers of the world, but simply the miseries, 
jealousies and ignoblenesses of the dissolving friendship, 
ending when the relationship itself ends, leaving Len in the 



antiseptic state of dead emotions. (72) 

Critics generally agree that the dwarfs represent some aspect 

of Len's subjective vision, manifesting Len's attempt toward a 

resolution of his crisis. Further than this, the dwarfs 

appear to parallel the relationship between himself and Pete 

and Mark. But as Gale suggests, a final or closed 

interpretation seems impossible: 

Whether Pinter intends Len's vision to represent the truth, an 
allegorical explanation for the working of society; an attempt 
to create order; or merely the rantings of a madman is 
impossible to tell, and it may well be that the dwarf segments 
are composites of several or all of the implied alternatives. 
(Butter 116) 

In the context of this study, however, it is crucial to note 

that the dwarfs exist throush Len: through his words and his 

perspective. 

In the novel, the dwarfs emerge through five of Len's 

monologues. In the first, he describes the dwarfs' arrival to 

keep "an eye on proceedings", and their consent to take Len 

"into their gang, on a short term basis" ( 5 3 ) .  Their 

function, it would seem, is to help Len in observing Pete and 

Mark. At this point, Len describes his friendship with the 

two men in the unflattering terms of economic competition: 

And it is essential that I keep a close watch on the rate of 
exchange, on the rise and fall of the market. Probably 
neither Pete nor Mark is aware of the effect the state of his 
exchange has on my market. But it is so. And so I shall keep 
the dwarfs company and watch with them. They miss very 
little. With due warning from them I shall be able to clear 
my stocks, should there be a landslide. ( 5 3 )  

The dwarfs, then, begin as support for Len in keeping an eye 

on the threatening Pete and Mark. But they become 



progressively more of a burden through the third and fourth 

monologues, as they go on a picnic and leave Len to "sweep the 

yard, to pacify the rats . . . I can't do a good job. It's a 

hopeless job. The longer they stay the greater the mess" 

(106). After the final breakup of Mark and Pete, the dwarfs 

leave Len "in the lurch": having completed this particular 

assignment they leave Len to a changed landscape: 

The yard as I know it is littered with scraps of cat's meat, 
pig bollocks, tin cans, bird brains, spare parts of all the 
little dnimals, a squelching, squealing carpet, all the 
dwarfs' leavings spittled in the muck, worms stuck in the 
poisoned shit heaps, the alleys a whirlpool of piss, slime, 
blood and fruit juice. 

Now all is bare. All is clean. All is scrubbed. There is a 
lawn. There is a shrub. There is a flower. (183) 

In the novel, Len's five monologues appear as individual 

chapters. His journey with the dwarfs is clearly separated 

from the outer plot movement: he does not discuss the dwarfs 

in any of the objective dialogue, nor does the objective voice 

ever interrupt his monologues. As well, the dwarfs never 

appear in the other characters' perspectives. Within the 

larger structure of the novel, then, Len's inner landscape of 

the dwarfs remains one among many inner landscapes. With the 

adaptation to radio, however, this dwarfish realm encompasses 

the whole structure of The Dwarfs. 

In a very early interview, Pinter claims that he enjoys 

writing for the radio "because of the freedom": "When I wrote 

The Dwarfs a few months ago, I was able to experiment in form- 

-a mobile flexible structure, more flexible and mobile than in 



any other medium" ("Writing For Myself" 12). In her essay on 

The Dwarfs, Arlene Sykes comments on Pinter's effectiveness in 

working within this medium: 

The Dwarfs is a true radio play, not in exploiting the 
innumerable sound effects available to radio . . . but in 
usinq the intimacy of radio that allows characters to speak 
their. thoughts to us, quite naturally, in a kind of dramatic 
stream-of-consciousness; and as with most good radio plays, 
the effect is closer to narrative than to traditional stage 
play structure. (70) 

In the process of transferring The Dwarfs from novel into this 

stream-of-consciousness dramatic narrative, Pinter removes the 

perspectives of Mark and Pete. Pinter's notes from the 

adaptation process reveal Len's inexorable movement into the 

central focalizing positi~n.~ For example, Chapter Seventeen 

of the novel opens with an intercalaticn of the narrator's 

description and Pete's subjective response: 

Pete walked along the east bank of the river. Under the 
woodyard wall he stopped, peering. 

Cow's skull. Taken to root. No. A boulder. Dead lump 
of brass, battered. 
Battlements of white wood jawed over the wall, clamped in 
frames of iron. (107) 

Pete's point-of-view continues in the scene: 

. . . Through sliteyes he watched the slicing fall of a gull. 
The bird landed on pebble, padding to probe in the mud. 
Silently Pete moved along the shore. The gull tugged at the 
corpse, feet in its mouth. With a snap the cloth of the rat's 
head tore. The beak dug and pierced. (107-108) 

In his working notes, Pinter experimented first with 

translating elements of this chapter into a duologue between 

the voices of Len and Pete: 

Len - Pete walks by the river. Night. Under the woodyard 
wall stops, peering. 
Pete - Cow's skull. 



Len - Battlements of white wood jaw over the wall, clamped in 
frames of iron. . . ("Second Draft") 
In this early version, Len takes the. role of descriptive 

narrator whi1.r Pete expresses his own perspective of this 

reality: while Len controls the perspective, Pete interprets 

it for us. In the final version of this scene, however, 

pinter has subsumed everything into Len's perspective through 

a monologue: 

Pete walks by the river. Under the woodyard wall stops. 
Stops. The wood hangs. Deathmask on the water. Pete walks by 
the -- gull. Slicing gull. Gull. Down. He stops. Stone. 
Watches. Rat corpse in the yellow grass. Gull pads. Gull 
probes. Gull stamps his feet. Gull whinnies up. Gull 
screams, tears. Pete tears, digs, Pete cuts, breaks, Pete 
stretches the corpse, flaps his wings . . . (1963 107) 

In chis final version, Len's perspective takes over, and the 

reader loses access to an objective narrating voice or focus. 

A disturbing element in this vision is the unsettling power of 

Len's shaping perspective. In a parallel monologue of 

transformation two scenes later, Len describes Mark, who 

"lies, heavy, content, watches his smoke in the window, times 

his puff out, his hand fall [with qrowina disqustl smiles at 

absent guests, sucks in all comers, arranges his web, lies 

there a spider" (1963 109). From Len's perspective, Pete 

quite literally becomes a gull, and Mark a spider. However, 

in the scenes immediately following these monologues, Pete and 

Mark are back in human form responding to Len in realistic 

dialogue. The listener, having no objective or "normal" 

perspective through which to ground himself outside of Len's 

increasingly bizarre perception, must himself grapple with 



this unstable world. 

The impact of this world is most strongly felt through 

Len's evocation of the dwarfs. The five dwarf monologues are 

transferred intact from the novel to the radio play. Len 

conjures the dwarfs out of the darkness of the radio medium 

into a fantastic reality. Len's voice is never challenged by 

any other perspective. Indeed, in a sixth monologue that 

Pinter added to the radio play, Len's narrating voice 

literally writes the scene: 

Pete talks. Mark talks. I talk. We sit. He stands. 
The other stands. I stand. 
He sits. The other talks. He talks. The other sits. 
The other stands. I crouch. . . . 
I speak, from a squatting position. No one replies. 
I stand on my hands. They glance. They talk. 
He walks to the kitchen. The other talks, sitting. 
He comes back from the kitchen, places the teapot and cups. 
The other questions. He replies. 
I reply. 
They glance, and smile, and talk, and walk, and talk. 
I turn bump, ~icochet, dodge, retreat, pirouette. 
The dwarfs squash their noses on the pane. 
Pete and Mark drink their tea. 
We watch. (1963 103) 

The first movement of this monologue, up to Len's first 

crouching position, reveals Len's increasing alienation from 

Pete and Mark. The bizarre nature of Len's actions contrasted 

to the others' continued disregard destabilizes the audience. 

While clearly signifying the relationship dynamics--Lents 

desperate need and Pete and Mark's continued evasiveness--the 

scene takes us out of a realistic realm. At the height of 

Len's distraught antics in the face of Pete and Mark's 

complete indifference, the dwarfs are revealed to be watching 



the scene as well. And with the last two lines, Len 

effectively shifts camps, leaving Pete and Mark to drink their 

tea while he joins the dwarfs in their surveillance. 

Shifting the narrative structure to the internal 

perspective of a. single, unreliable character, Pinter focuses 

and intensifies questions of verification in The Dwarfs. The 

audience experiences the world of the play through Len's 

perspective: we see and hear the story through his eyes and 

voice. Even the scenes of dialogue could ultimately be 

interpreted as projections of Len's imagination, the two other 

men as fragmented aspects of his own personality. Radio 

exacerbates this tension, intensifying the dependence of the 

audience on the narrative voice for access to the story. 

Unlike television, then, radio eschews the objective 

perspective, offering instead a powerfully intimate connection 

between the text and the audience 

In "Radio Drama: the Stage of the Mind", Elissa Guralnick 

identifies an intimate, personal dimension that distinguishes 

radio from other dramatic media "that makes every encounter 

with radio drama an encounter with one's own imagination" 

(79). Francis Gray, as well, elaborates on the subjective 

nature of the radio performance, identifying "the radio play 

as an act of co-operation between the speaker and listener": 

the stage of radio is darkness and silence, the darkness of 
the listener's skull . . . The inside of the head, in other 
words, is both the agent that creates the exact image drawn 
from the words provided, and the place in which that image 
performs. (49-50) 
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Following this line of theorizing, many proponents of radio 

drama see writing for the radio as "much closer to writing for 

the printed page than it is to writing for television or the 

theatre" (Raban 81). Radio drama's fundamental verbal nature 

ties the radio art form closely to words and language, evoking 

a performance ground that is similar to the inner landscape of 

narrative fiction. Dramatizing narrative fiction for radio, 

then, does not involve the onerous movement from subjective to 

objective that the visual television form demands. Thus, with 

his adaptation of The Dwarfs for radio, Pinter is able 

intensify his focus on the thematic questions of subjective 

perspectives and verification. Furthering these effects, 

Pinter removes the objective narrating voice which had existed 

in the original narrative text. With the objective subsumed 

by Len's subjective in the radio play, Pinter exacerbates the 

original tension between the unreliable narrator and reader 

and more explicitly and formally explores the text's questions 

of verification. 

Pinter's adaptations--or dramatizations--out of narrative 

fiction, then, follow a similar pattern. In the first two 

cases of fiction to television adaptation, Pinter transfers 

his short stories "The Compartment" and "Tea Party" out of 

first-person intimate narrative and into the objective eye of 

the camera. Through this process, the narrative structure 

inevitably changes from the "telling" mode of fiction to the 



"showing" mode of drama. In both cases, however, Pinter 

successfully transfers the tensions between form and content 

of the original fiction into the dramatic structure of the 

adaptations. He manipulates the television camera further to 

explore the distinctions between his characters' inner and 

outer worlds, successfully clarifying or intensifying original 

questions of verification, subjectivity, and perception. In 

the final case of The Dwarfs, where the adapted dramatic form 

is expressed through radio, Pinter exploits the new medium to 

delve more deeply into his character's private landscape, 

until the objective perspective disappears altogether. We 

will, however, see this objective perspective re-emerge 

through Pinters adaptation of the radio version of The Dwarfs 

for stage production, as we turn in Chapter Two to consider 

Pinter's adaptations out of radio and into the visual media of 

the stage and television. 



Chapter : W t :  From Radio To Stage and Television: "Realization 

of the verbal Image" 

In Chapter Fourteen of the novel The Dwarfs, Len 

criticizes the academic or literary approach to poetry: "Do 

you know what these people do?" he asks Mark of Oxford 

students, 

They climb from word to word, like steppingstones . . . Like 
steppingstones. But tell me this. What do tney do when they 
come to a line with no words in it at all? Can you answer 
that? What do they do when they come to a line with no words 
in it at all? (97) 

As we have seen, Len's question resonates within his profound 

suspicions of language, his recognition of the slippery nature 

of the reality beneath the words spoken around and by him. 

Pinter himself expressed Len's doubts in a 1961 speech at the 

National Student Drama Festival in Bristol: 

We will all interpret a common experience quite differently, 
though we prefer to subscribe to the view that there's a 
shared common ground, a known ground. I think there's a 
shared common ground all right, but that it's more like a 
quicksand. Because "reality" is quite a strong firm word we 
tend to think, or to hope, that the state to which it refers 
is equally firm, settled and unequivocal. It doesn't seem to 
be . . . ("Writing for the Theatre" 12) 

The Oxford students, in Len's view, mistakenly assume that the 

concrete facade of reality built by words is the whole 

picture. "The point about these people," Len says, "is, that 

when they read a poem, they never open the door and go in" 

(96). In other words, they do not move beyond, or beneath, 

the word; they do not explore or question that which the 
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signifier, so to speak, is attempting (with or without 

success) to express. Thus, in a line with no words in it at 

all--in silence--the absence of those signs which concretely 

establish a "known common ground" would render these "knowers" 

helpless. 

Len, of course, for whom reality is a constantly shifting 

ground depending on the perspective from which one happens to 

view it, does not trust words to contain or convey reality, 

and his constant struggle to move linguistically with this 

shifting ground is clear throughout the novel. "I think he 

has one answer, that's all," Len says to Pete about Mark in 

Chapter Six, "Even if he hasn't, I think I think he has, and 

even if I don't think he has he may have or, if you like, 

someone with his name may have" ( 4 7 ) .  In his more lyrical 

moments, however, Len's voice attains a surety not apparent 

elsewhere. For example, he conjures up a striking image of 

the moon for Pete in Chapter Eighteen: 

Isn't that the moon up there? . . . I can see the moon where I 
stand. It's all right. The globe's turning. This is not 
night. This isn't night. It's the globe turning. Can you 
hear the moon? Eh? And these lights? There's a bell here. 
We're making this bell. We're making the light. Can you hear 
the moon, through the sound? It is in us. (115) 

Len breaks down the distinction between subject and object, 

takes the world into himself, and builds it into a poetic 

image of consolation and empowerment. Of course, Len's 

lyrical voice is heard most clearly and evocatively through 

his descriptive monologues of the dwarfs. In one instance he 

describes them: "They yowl, they scutter to the sandpit, 
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pinch, dribble, chew, whimper, gouge, then soothe each other's 

orifices with a local ointment . . . get out the nose spray, 
the scented syringe, settle down for the night with ginger 

beer and a doughnut" (120). In the manner of Len's ideal 

reader of poetry, the reader here is invited to move through 

and beyond the literal signification of the words to the image 

beneath, to revel in the pure sensory experience evoked by the 

words. In his dwarf monologues, Len's voice exhibits no 

anxiety about verification, about the shifting potential of 

the grounds of "reality" which his words are describing. With 

poetical confidence he builds images grounded in a subjective 

fantastical reality, a reality within which the Oxford 

students of his above criticism would rest as uneasily as they 

would "a line with no words in it at all". 

The vibrant image of the dwarfs is a phenomenon which 

seems very distant from the clumsy words through which Len 

attempts to communicate with Pete and Mark. Nonetheless, the 

dwarfs in these examples are and remain linguistic constructs 

within the narrative fiction form and the print medium. 

Through print, linguistic signs inevitably seek to establish 

reality based on common grounds of knowing, as this is the 

basis of the medium's existence. In the novel The Dwarfs, 

Pinter plays upon this condition to intensify his theme: 

within a purely linguistic medium he creates a protagonist who 

is profoundly suspicious of the linguistic process. But the 

narrative form also imposes certain limitations of expression: 



since silence must be indicated by the word which signifies 

it, it cannot be experienced in its pure presence. Martin 

Esslin, referring to the quotation which opens this chapter, 

suggests that to "write those lines of poetry that have no 

words at all in them, Pinter had to turn to drama" (Peo~led 

Wound 125). He expands on this idea in a later essay: 

On the written page, there is nothing poets can do when they 
come to a line that has no words at all in it. In spoken 
poetry they can remain silent and hold a pause; that pause can 
be filled up with the unspoken line, the line that has an 
import or a subtlety or an ambiguity that is beyond the power 
of words to be expressed. ("HP's Work for Radio" 62) 

Silences expose the shifting ground beneath the ambiguous 

verbal reference. The silence which for Pinter has become a 

trademark is most effectively explored through the action of 

the silence: through the dramatic genre. In the case of The 

Dwarfs, as we have seen, Pinter chooses the dramatic medium of 

radio through which to explore further Len's conundrum. 

Of the twenty-eight dramatic texts Pinter has written, 

five were originally produced on the radio: A Sliaht Ache in 

1958, A Niaht Out in 1959, The Dwarfs in 1960, Landsca~e in 

1967, and Familv Voices in 1980. As well, five of his ten 

Revue sketches, written in 1959, were also first performed on 

radio. Each of these was subsequently adapted to a visual 

performance medi-m: stage or, in the case of A Nisht Out, 

television. While the latter two radio plays were staged 

simply as "platform performances" with no textual changes, the 

first three radio plays were fully adapted for stage 

production. Indeed, the first two were published in their 



adapted form rather than the original radio text. This 

chapter will continue with an examination of Pinter's radio 

play The Dwarfs, which, as we concluded in Chapter One, 

exploits the inherent characteristics of radio to clear 

advantage. I will follow The Dwarfs through Pinter's 

adaptation of the play for the stage, considering in 

particular the effects of visually realizing the powerful 

verbal imagery of the original. A similar process of analysis 

will follow with two of Pinter's original radio plays, A 

Sliqht Ache and A Nisht Out, as he adapts them from radio to 

stage and television. In all cases, the crux of the 

adaptational process lies with the effects of moving from the 

subjective world of radio to the objective spaces of 

television and the stage. 

The Tradition of Radio Drama 

Pinter has clearly expressed his fascination with working 

in radio. "[Oln the radio there's a kind of clarity, a 

purity, I find, of the image which comes over", he stated in 

an interview with Carl Wildman in 1961: 

I was fortunate enough to hear very recently [Beckett's] All 
that Fall and I found in that all the best things in r a d i c  
and something which I think the stage finally must lack . . . 
I'm not a theorist but it seems to me that there's a certain 
uniqueness about radio. (qtd. in Wertheim 65, 69) 

In a conversation with Richard Findlater later in that same 

year, he spoke more specifically of his own process: 

I like writing for sound radio, because of the freedom. When 
I wrote The Dwarfs a few months ago, I was able to experiment 



in form--a mobile, flexible structure, more flexible and 
mobile than in any other medium. And from the point of view 
of content I was able to go the whole hog and enjoy myself by 
exploring to a degree which wouldn't be acceptable in any 
other medium. ("Writing for Myself" 12) 

Given the dependence of radio upon words for expression and 

pinter's focus on the "highly ambiguous business of language", 

this medium seems especially suited to his early style of 

drama. In his essay on Pinter's work for radio, Esslin 

suggests that: 

Pinter, the great master of the pause and the silence, had 
clearly realized at this early stage of his career that in 
radio silence is even more effective, even more suggestive, 
than on the stage. For in radio, silence is, in fact, the 
ultimate sound effect. In no other medium can the absence of 
beinq, nothingness, the total and absolute void, be fully 
represented. ("HP's Work for Radio" 48) 

While Esslin rightly points to the emphasizing effects of 

radio, his existential interpretation of silence seems gerhaps 

more applicable to the radio drama of Beckett than Pinter. 

Pinter's concern with silence has always suggested not an 

absence, but a presence: a seething level of communication or 

reality beyond words. For Pinter, silence contains a shifting 

universe of alternate meaning, underlying--and often 

undermin!r9 --the tangible linguistic signs. Silence 

intensifies the ambiguity which already exists in Pinterrs 

unverifiable dramatic universe. "There are two silences," 

Pinter suggests, 

One when no word is spoken. The other when perhaps a torrent 
of language is being employed. This speech is speaking of a 
language locked beneath it. That is its continual reference. 
The speech we hear is an indication of that which we don't 
hear. ("Writing for the Theatre" 14) 



Radio drama's emphasis on words--and the silences between 

them--intensifies Pinter's thematic concerns with the 

signifying process in his own work for radio. Pinter, then, 

uses what could be interpreted as a limitation of the medium-- 

its blind dependence upon words--to his own dramatic 

advantage. 

Questions of limitations have been a consistent focus for 

theorists of radio drama. As John Drakakis points out, 

radio's earliest and continuing dramatic role has been as "the 

largest single mediator of established literature and drama 

that we possess" (Radio Drama 131). Within this role, radio 

practitioners are largely concerned with questions of making a 

stage play or narrative fiction "radiogenic". In the cases of 

adapting stage drama for radio, radio dramatists compensate 

for the "blindness" of the medium, manipulating sound effects 

to build the visual setting of the stage. Drakakis, 

commenting on the "reality" reflected through the radio play 

in his introduction to British Radio Drama, suggests that "it 

reproduces, by means of a translation, the conditions of stage 

performance, with a dialogue replete with references to a 

physical world compensating for the absence of a visual 

dimension" (27). At the same time, many early critics saw 

this blindness paradoxically leading to a much richer reality 

than that of a visual medium. For example, in an article in 

Radio Times in June of 1924, R.E. Jeffrey wrote: 

The amazing advantage of listening without sight to words 
which are arranged to build emotion-compelling situations is 



that every person places che emotion in a setting fitted to or 
known by him. Thus, the emotion becomes a power interacting 
with a personal experience. Here the artificiality is 
entirely done away with, and if the ability of the speaker is 
of a high order, the emotion of the situation is universally 
accepted,--it becomes a personal picture adapted to the 
mentality of the individual and assumes a reality which can be 
far greater than any effect provided on an ordinary stage. 
(qtd. in Drakakis British ~adio Drama 19) 

Esslin echoes this in a much more recent essay, suggesting 

that "in radio drama the slightest verbal, musical or sound 

hint does powerfully activate the visual imagination" 

(Mediations 172). In this context, the relationship between 

the text and the audience of radio drama is more akin to the 

reading process of literature than to the visual dramatic 

media. In his introduction to Radio Drama, Peter Lewis likens 

the "imaginatively active process of listening to a radio play 

to that of reading a novel, rather than to the more passive 

process of watching a film or a play on stage" (10). Jonathan 

Raban uses a similar analogy in his essay "Icon or Symbol: the 

Writer and the Medium", insisting that the writinq process for 

radio is closer to writing for printed page than for 

television or the theatre. He compares reading Joyce's 

Ulysses, in which we "cannot literally see Bloom's kitchen on 

the page as we work our way through the print . . . the 
typography is there to be decoded, symbols to be translated 

into sights, smells, textures", to the "reading" process on 

the radio: 

So it is with radio. Writer, producer and actors create a 
skein of sound--noises, voices, music--which exists in order 
to be unravelled in terms of our own memory and experience. 
Much of it will be visible in the sense that Bloom's saucepan 
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is visible: the sound of a radio play, like the typeface of a 
book, invites the listener to exercise all his senses. (81) 

While active proponents of the radio drama form argue that 

this is an over-simplification of the radio process--that 

listening to radio is distinct from the reading of print-- 

scant theoretical analysis specifically focuses on the 

difference between the written (or read) image and the verbal 

(or aural) image.? Instead, radio theorists fall back 03 the 

distinction of genre to specialize: the dramatic nature of 

the radio text obviously differentiates it from the literary 

text. Thus, while radio drama's fundamental linguistic nature 

ties the radio art form closely to words and language--and 

thus narrative fiction--radio drama remains a performance art. 

Esslin focuses in a general way on the effects of radio 

performance, suggesting that "the voices, music, and sounds of 

the radio play are of a far greater immediacy, have an 

infinitely more powerful emotional and sensuous impact in 

themselves than the abstract symbols of print on the page" 

(Mediations 177). Other theorists have narrowed the point of 

performance further to focus specifically on the word itself: 

they suggest that there is a more specific and obscure 

distinction to be found between the written and the spoken 

word. In the introduction to his 1947 radio play The Dark 

Tower, for example, radio dramatist Louis MacNeice insists 

that on radio "alone can one listen to calculated speech 

divorced from all visual supports or interferences--even from 

a printed page" (12). However, analysis of these distinctions 



is often vague. Esslin, for example, simply describes the 

results of radio performance--"far greater immediacy" and 

"infinitely more powerful emotional and sensuous impactu-- 

without providing any concrete examination of the process, or 

difference of process, leading to these effects. The more 

profound distinctions of radio's verbal image requires further 

analysis 

In his work Readinq the Written Imase, Christopher 

Collins provides a helpful theoretical take-off point for a 

consideration of the orallaural linguistic sign with his 

analysis of the written/visual linguistic sign. Extrapolating 

from his theories on the semiotic process of descriptive 

imaging, we can examine more specifically the distinctions 

between the written word and the spoken word. Collins begins 

by outlining the basic differences between iconic, indexical, 

and symbolic signs, concluding that the last is pre-eminent 

because of its "capacity to convey abstract relationships and 

qualities" (4). For example, in comparing a picture of a 

landscape--an iconic sign--with a verbal, or symbolic, 

description of one, Collins suggests that "while the words 

instantly vanish into thin air, the representations they may 

evoke in the minds of listeners or readers dissolve more 

slowly" : 

With its protean ability to represent whatever it can name, 
symbol can simulate . . . the two other types of sign and 
absorb, but not wholly assimilate, their essentially non- 
svmbolic functions. These residual hnctions of icon and 
index within the play of symbolic signification allow language 
to simulate the same universe of objects that, without verbal 



mediation, the body knows and the senses engage. (4) 

~t is significant to note here that Collins is concerned not 

with the visual, but with the written image--the mental image 

invoked by written and read w0rds.O When he does refer to 

oral performance of the written text, he always assumes the 

visual presence of the speaker, which: 

occupies the visual attention of the spectator and tends to 
obscure any purely mental image the words might otherwise 
evoke. These descriptive words are heard but the images they 
form instantly evanesce as they are reacted to and acted upon 
by the interlocutors. The words and the images they 
momentarily signify vanish constantly into the dynamic 
temporality of the actions they incite. (72) 

While Collin's speculations are helpful in considering the 

effects of adaptation into a visual medium, they ignore the 

possibility of a purely oral/aural medium, such as radio. We 

can, however, extrapolate from his theories towards some very 

helpful conclusions in considering radio effects. 

Collins addresses the visual nature of the written word: 

. . . as long as we read, we will always visually address 
ourselves to sequenced pages of left-to-right symbols, the 
presence of which as printed page will in its own way also 
condition our mental imagery. In oral and in literate 
settings the mental image is mediated, and at the same time 
partially obscured, by perceptual orders . . . (19) 
In print, the text "is the primary object of attention; its 

qrammata are the visually coded &&, the symbolization of 

phonemic speech, which itself symbolizes through Siegesis a 

realm of sensibilia--of dramatic action and imaged objects-- 

that must be constructed in the mind of the reader" (21). The 

graphic code thus encodes the phonetic code: written words are 

symbols of spoken words which, in turn, symbolically evoke the 



mental image. In his historical survey of iconophobia, 

Collins suggests that early reactions to the increasing 

private use of written texts, specifically texts of scripture, 

reflected the increasing distance: " .  . . as a substitute for 
a face-to-face relationship of mutual presence, writing 

indicated absence, the separation of the sender from the 

addressee. As such it was a constant subtle reminder of a 

loss of presence" (73). Collins circumvents this problem of 

distance by suggesting that the enactment of the text--or the 

"play" of the reading--is in fact a re-oralizing of the text 

which restores the immediacy of the written image: 

. . . the reader in the act of construing the graphic signs 
and covertly articulating them in inner speech now 
incorporates the persona of the messenger . . . Since the 
messenger is now present in, rather than present to, the 
receiver and since the reader's res~onsibilitv is now to - 
deliver and to receive the message, its imagery is 
unobstructed by a mediating other. (170) 

Collins' theory of enactive interpretation incorporates the 

phenomenological presence of the mental image, emphasizing the 

experience of the image over the interrogation of it: "During 

the interior enactment of a text . . . the reader simply does 
not engage the text in colloquy--cannot do so, because the 

only language the reader 'for the moment' possesses is that by 

which he or she 'for the moment' is possessed" (182). In 

spite of his convincing argument, however, Collins himself 

finally calls into question the purity of this imagery. The 

effect of possession is problematic because of the visual and 

spatial nature of written text: "Since words are securely 



captured on the page . . . readers may stop at any k,oint to 
question a word or reread a phrase and may proceeb at a pace 

determined not by the text, but by the fluctuations of their 

interest" (182). The reader distances, or dispossesses 

himself, in a way that a radio audience, for example, caught 

in the "real" time progression of performance, would not. 

Indeed, it would seem that radio drama overcomes most of 

Collins' theoretical obstacles. In radio, there is no 

intermediary visual code--neither the visual presence of the 

speaker nor the printed words on the page--to distance the 

reader or obscure the mental image. In this sense, the 

immediacy of the radio medium is distinct from that of the 

stage or print. Through the evocative multi-semic nature of 

the symbolic linguistic sign (which radio shares with print 

and not stage) radio conjures up powerful mental images. 

Because of the unmediated process of symbolic signification 

(which is radio's alone), these images would have a unique 

immediacy and presence on the radio. Finally, because of the 

temporal, rather than spatial, expression of the radio 

performance (which again is radio's alone), the audience would 

remain possessed by these images as they are experienced. It 

would seem, then, that radio art--more specifically the s~oken 

word through radio drama--provides an ideal context for 

Collins' theoretical framework: the oral/aural exchange would 

evoke an "image" whose purity exceeded either print or the 

visual medium. 



One aspect of the oral/aural exchange which Collins' 

analysis does not address is the implication of the s~oken 

word on the image. Would the sound of the voice of the actor, 

like his visual presence, disrupt the pure interaction between 

listener and word, shifting emphasis away from the descriptive 

image? Rudolf Arnheim, in his passionate theoretical treatise 

Radio: An Art of Sound (1936), takes a radical stance on this 

issue, insisting that radio art is unique in its power on the 

performative level of the spoken word. In his chapter "In 

Praise of Blindness", he opposes emphasis on visual imagery, 

declaring that the wireless play is "self-sufficient: it 

doesn't need the supplement of something external such as the 

visual . . . it completes itself in the aural" (138). For 

Arnheim, the power of the aural experience lies in the pure 

sound effect of the word: 

We are inclined to give the first place in this world to the 
spoken word--that most noble species of sound--first 
introduced to the world by man. We must not forget, however, 
especially when we are dealing with art, that mere sound has a 
more direct and powerful effect than the word. The meaning of 
the word and the significance of the noise are both 
transmitted through sound, and have only indirect effects . . 
. in the work of art, the sounl of the word, because it is 
more elemental, should be of more importance than the meaning 
. . . (27-28) 

For Arnheim, the art form in which this elemental aural power 

is most fully realised is radio art: 

In radio drama, even more forcibly than on the stage, the word 
is first revealed as sound, as expression, embedded in a world 
of expressive natural sounds which, so to speak, constitute 
the scenery. The separation of voice and word occurs only on 
a higher plane. Fundamentally, purely sensuously, both are 
first and foremost sounds, and it is just this sensuous unity 
that makes possible an aural art, by utilizing word and noise 



simultaneously. (28 ) 

Arnheim here sets up a clear dialectic of text (meaning) and 

performance ("expressive character"), emphasizing the latter 

as the essential force in radio art. "The 'expressive 

characteristics' of sound," he elaborates, "affect us in a far 

more direct way, comprehensible without any experience by 

means of intensity, pitch, interval, rhythm and tempi, 

properties of sound which have very little to do with the 

objective meaning of the word or the sound" (29).9 According 

to Arnheim, then, the sound of the actor's voice--the purely 

sensual and aesthetic impact of the phonetic sign--would 

heighten and intensify the images' connection to the listener 

in a manner not possible through either print or the stage. 

The sound of the spoken word on the radio, however, has 

yet another order of signification: it is the sound effect-- 

the &--of an actor playing a character. In his semiotic 

analysis of stage performance, Marvin Carlson writes that "the 

one element which almost invariably involves iconic identity, 

no matter how stylized the production, is the actor, a human 

being who represents a human being" ( 4 1 .  While the actor in a 

radio drama is obviously not a material body, his voice is a 

sign of that body. Indeed, up to this point, we have been 

concentrating entirely upon the words of radio drama (as this 

is the common ground between print and radio), but the sound- 

scape of the radio play is often made up of a variation of 

sound signs, including noises and music as well as voices. 



These are the characteristics of performance the radio shares 

with other dramatic forms. The specific nature of sound 

effects in the radio sound-scape fixes the imagined landscape 

in a much more concrete manner than the symbolic signs of 

descriptive words. In his introduction to British Radio 

Drama, Drakakis considers the nature of the "reality" that the 

radio sound-scape refers to: 

A radio play, by its very nature, cannot present an analogue 
of experience in the same way that, for example, a 
photographic image can. Hence, its imagery must be rhetorical 
rather than simply iconic. This means that just as the 
structure of a radio play is man-made, so it refers to other 
structures of experience outside itself which are also the 
products of the human mind . . . its language, which it shares 
with the listener, is really a kind of mediating system of 
'sound-signs' which both parties agree will conventionally 
represent particular kinds of experience. (29-30) 

One of the examples Drakakis uses is the rattle of a tea-cup 

that "sisnifies 'kitchen', which the listener then complements 

from his own experience of what a kitchen is" (30). While 

these non-verbal sounds are non-arbitrary, however, Drakakis 

suggests that the process from signified to signifier on the 

radio is still a much more ambiguous process than the concrete 

iconic representatisn of a visual stage sign. While inherent 

aspects of the dramatic radio form generate a more specific 

signifying system than the purely linguistic, they do not 

completely diminish an ambiguity inherent in its signifying 

process. Indeed, radio drama's capacity to produce both the 

tangible and the incorporeal can be used to create very 

disturbing and innovative effects. 

Clearly then, radio offers dramatists a distinctive 



medium for expression with a capacity far beyond mere mediator 

of narrative texts and stage plays. Recognition of its 

singularity has engendered approaches to radio drama that are 

quite unique, producing dramatic material shaped and intended 

specifically for radio expression. When asked to put his 1957 

radio play All that Fall on stage, Samuel Beckett refused, 

insisting that he "cannot think of it in such terms": 

All that Fall is a specifically radio play, or rather radio 
text, for voices, not bodies . . . I am absolutely opposed to 
any form of adaptation with a view to its conversion into 
"theatre". It is no more theatre than End-Game [sic] is radio 
and to "act" it is to kill it. Even the reduced visual 
dimension it will receive from the simplest and most static of 
readings [ . . . I  will be destructive of whatever quality it 
may have and which depends on the whole thing's comins o;t of 
the dark. (qtd. in Van Laan 38) 

Like Beckett, pinter conceives his radio plays--The Dwarfs, A 

Slight Ache, and Nisht Out--with intentions specific to radio 

form. He approaches the limitations of the medium as 

possibilities, particularly drawing on the strengths of radio 

to explore ambiguity and verification through language, 

silence, and the 'purity' of the radio image. He also 

exploits the "expressive" effects of the radio, evoking vivid 

images through his language. Unlike Beckett, however, and in 

spite of the depth and breadth of his original medium 

intentions, Pinter has deliberately and methodically adapted 

his first three radio plays into fully realized dramas for 

visual media. 



The Dwarfs 

In an essay on the radio drama of Pinter, Mary Jane 

Miller addresses a fundamental problem both for the writers of 

radio drama and in the concept of adaptation in general: "For 

a radio play to receive serious attention now, it usually has 

to become something else--a stage play or a film . . .Yet is 
it a fundamental premise of dramatic criticism that the form 

and the content of a play would be inseparable" (403). 

Miller's position in her analysis of Pinter's radio drama is 

that a "radio play which uses the qualities of sound and 

silence to the fullest extent cannot be translated into 

another medium without damage" (403), and that Pinter's radio 

plays are "performed under ideal conditions only in the medium 

for which they were written--that is, on the radiou (403). In 

her focus on The Dwarfs, Miller points to the play as 

a work which pushes the verbal limits of radio to the limit; 
explores the important radio convention of interior monologue; 
uses the flexibility, indeed the very blindness of the medium 
and its adaptability to fantasy--and which makes heavy 
intellectual demands on its audience. (408) 

Miller highlights those aspects of the play she sees as 

lessened or lost through adaptation to a visual medium: the 

ambiguity of the existence of Pete and Mark outside of Len's 

own mind, which is alleviated through the physical presence of 

the actors on the stage; the elusiveness of physical objects 

(she uses the example of the toasting fork) in Len's 

subjective perspective, which again is reduced or rendered 

absurd through the real stage props; and the reduction of many 
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of the images and metaphors contained in Len's monologues. 

"Len is less the solitary focus of attention," she concludes, 

pointing to the inevitable movement from the subjective space 

of inner monologue to the objective space of the stage: "a 
Dwarfs is a major work for radio and therefore cannot be 

redone adequately with vision on--or with a complex theatrical 

lighting plot--and imagination off" (407). 

Scott Giantvalley's reading of the adaptational process 

of The Dwarfs does not directly challenge Miller's 

conclusions, but his analysis undermines the criteria upon 

which they are based. Giantvalley focuses his analysis on the 

textual revisions in considering the effects of adaptation on 

the meaning of The Dwarfs. The publication history of the 

text's adaptations and revisions is a nightmarish labyrinth 

for scholars of the play. Pinter has written three clearly 

distinct consecutive versions of the text which have been 

published by both Methuen and Grove Presses from 1961 to 1972, 

but many more minor revisions have accompanied re-printings 

throughout these years. Giantvalley's detective work uncovers 

the pattern of unacknowledged revisions to conclude with three 

distinct versions: the first is the original radio script 

(Dwarfs I); the second is the first published stage version 

(Dwarfs I1 ) ;  and the third is the second and final stage 

version (Dwarfs III).1° Giantvalley suggests that "in 

concentrating on the differing demands of the two media, radio 

and stage, Miller fails to perceive that it is chiefly this 



final version's lack of consistency that determines its 

failure as a work of art" (73): 

. . . Miller's judgements of unsuitability for the stage are 
based on Pinter's 'reworkings" of his original concept, 
especially the second, which not only does not appear to have 
been performed onstage uneer Pinter's aegis, but besides, 
stemming as it apparently does from Pinter's reaction to 
adverse criticism of the stage production and attempts to 
counteract that criticism, can hardly be regarded as such a 
completely conceived and unified work of art as Dwarfs I. (75) 

Thus, Giantvalley indicates the textual revisions, 

specifically the changes from Dwarfs I to Dwarfs 111, as 

evidence for the weaknesses Miller took to be effects of a 

medium shift. For example, he suggests that it is more than 

the "mere physical presence of the actors on stage that gives 

more concrete reality to Mark and Pete and takes emphasis away 

from Len's own consciousness," pointing to the textual 

addition of dialogue in the adaptation process which provides 

"information about Mark's and Pete's jobs, giving more of a 

notion of them as individuals apart from Len" (77) 

Exacerbating this, Pinter edits the first of Len's dwarf 

monologues into a dialogue between the three men in which he 

shares "his obsession with the dwarfs no longer only with the 

audience . . . but also with his friends" (77). In the radio 
play, Len describes the arrival of the dwarfs in monologue: 

The dwarfs are back on the job, keeping an eye on proceedings. 
They clock in very early, scenting the event . . . They wait 
for a smoke signal and unpack their kit. They're on the spot 
with no time wasted and circle the danger area. There, they 
take up positions, which they are able to change at a moment's 
notice. But they don't stop work until the job in hand is 
ended, one way or another. (1961 100)11 

In Dwarfs 111, this monologue has been broken up into a scene 



of dialogue between the three men." Len announces to Mark 

and Pete, who are absorbed in a chess game and don't look up: 

"The dwarfs are back on the job" (1972 102). Len then has to 

repeat his announcement to his unresponsive friends, who 

proceed with a series of doubting questions: 

MARK: The what? 
LEN: The dwarfs. 
MARK: Oh yes? 
LEN: Oh yes. They've been waiting for a smoke signal you 
see. I've just sent up the smoke signal. 

(Pause. ) 
MARK: You've just sent it up have you? 
LEV: Yes. I've called them in on the job. They've taken up 

their positions. Haven't you noticed? 
PETE: I haven't noticed. (To MARK) Have you noticed? 

Y i R K  chuckles. (1972 102) 

Beyond the obvious implications inherent in the shift into a 

visual medium--that Mark and Pete are visually verifiable and 

the dwarfs are not--the added responses of Pete and Mark are 

clearly sceptical of the dwarfs' presence, implying that Len's 

vision is at odds with objective reality. Pinter's textual 

adaptations follcw this pattern throughout: the main 

structural revisions of the radio play to stage consist of 

breaking up Len's monologues into dialogues, omitting bits and 

pieces of them, or omitting them entirely. Thus, by Dwarfs 

111, the second of the monologues is omitted entirely, and the - 
third and fourth are pared down from the original, combined 

and adapted to a dialogue between Len and Mark. Not only does 

this place the audience outside of Len's perspective, but, as 

both Giantvalley and Miller agree, "[tlhe role of the dwarfs 

is simplified here and considerably diminished from the 



earlier versions" (Giantvalley 77) 

But both Giantvalley and Miller examine this diminishment 

in a purely thematic context. "The relationship of Mark and 

Pete with the competent, disparate, all-gorging dwarfs is less 

complex", states Miller (410), and Giantvalley expands: 

[I]n eliminating from the play most of the content of Len's 
four dwarfs monologues, Pinter also drops many verbal and 
imagistic echoes that relate the dwarEs to Pete and Mark, and 
to the snrdid, decaying, rotting elements of Len's life and 
his relationship with his Lwo friends. (79) 

Neither Miller nor Giantvalley explores the nature of the 

of the dwarfs as produced in either medium: the 

presence, or lack thereof, of the dwarfs within the playing sf 

the text. Giantvalley hints at these effects as he moves into 

the conclusion of his study, suggesting that "the rich sense 

of catharsis and simultaneous feeling of loneliness are 

lacking, because we have not really come to know the dwarfs in 

this new version of the play, which still bears their name. 

The dwarfs in the new version are incidential (sic), not 

dominating presences . . . "  (80). But again, Giantvalley 
links this change to a weakness of content due to textual 

revisions, suggesting that a reader needs to "go back to one 

of the earlier two versions for a more complete and meaningful 

imagistic Context" (80). Significantly, Giantvalley 

interprets the dwarfs in the radio version as "symbolic 

nightmares that Len is narrating to himself, embodying the 

fears and obsessions of his life and relationships, through 

images culled from the events and impressions of his actual 



existence" ( 7 7 ) .  But as we will see, on radio these 

"nightmares" becorns real in a particularly vivid way--through 

language, silence acd the "purity of the image". 

In a very early essay on The Dwarfs, Arlene Sykes comes 

closest to recognizing these,effects: 

The Dwarfs, like A Slisht Ache, has far more vivid descriptive 
writing than any of the stage plays, as Pinter, like every 
good radio playwright, Instinctively seeks to compensate for 
radio's blindness by evoking the scene in words. The moments 
of The Dwarfs that remain in the mind tend to be visual . . . 
The weight of evocative description, the flexibility and sense 
of intimacy, make The Dwarfs a radio play to its very bones. 
(75 )  

The Times review of the 1960 radio broadcast of The Dwarfs 

echoes these sentiments, as it enthusiastically describes the 

effects of hearing "what is going on inside [Len's] mind, 

where he lives with . . . .the dwarfs": 

. . . Mr. Pinter has taken us behind the mask and managed to 
write directly and explicitly without losing his hypnotic grip 
on our imagination: the terrifying dream in The Dwarfs, where 
passengers' faces rot and fall away in a transfigured, 
apocalyptic Underground station, and the myopically detailed 
and unemotionally precise accounts of the ant-like dwarfs and 
their activities are some of the most subtly effective writing 
he has ever produced. ("Mr. Pinter at His Most Subtle") 

In this article, Pete and Mark are briefly referred to as "two 

'typical Pinter characters' who carry on a desultory 

conversation about which hover a mysterious and portentous 

ambiguity". The force behind the reviewer's strong impression 

of the play, then, is the fantastical image of the dwarfish 

landscape. Ronald Bryden's dismissive review in the New 

Statesman of the staged version of The Dwarfs three years 

later does not even mention the dwarfs: "Three lower middle 



class boys drift around together," he writes, "their casual 

friendship giving their lives what small structure they have" 

(420). The Times review, entitled "Mr. Pinter Pursues an 

Elusive Reality", also focuses primarily on the three men: 

The Dwarfs concerns a boy's relationship with two enigmatic 
friends, both of whom he mistrusts: to resolve the situation 
he allies himself with one imaginary gang of dwarfs with whose 
help he severs himself from the influence of the other 
characters. (16) 

In the adapted stage play, it would seem the dwarfs have a 

secondary impact on the audience. 

In analyzing the revision of the first dwarf monologue in 

the context of image, we see that the effects of adaptation 

are clearly more profound than a simple shift from subjective 

to objective space. As we have seen, this monologue sets up 

the thematic connection between the dwarfs and Pete and Mark, 

introducing the shifting patterns of loyalties and betrayals 

which are to follow. Further than the thematic content, 

however, this monologue introduces the image of the dwarfs. 

It is, in fact, the first instance that the word "dwarf" 

itself is spoken. The word may suggest an image of small or 

stunted beings; but the more disconcerting connotation is that 

of mythic suggestion. According to teutonic mythology, dwarfs 

were considered a special class of elves: as E. Tonnelat 

notes, they "were of small stature, lived in secret places, 

usually underground, and were endowed with supernatural 

intelligence and foresight". More disturbingly, however, 

"they were almost always deformed; they were hunchbacked or 



twisted, they had big heads, pale faces and long beards" 

(279). ~sslin connects the dwarfish presence in a more 

general way to the fairy world, describing Len as "plagued by 

the vision of being surrounded by a nation of 'little people', 

or leprechauns" ("HP's Work for Radio" 55). The elvish 

spirits of these myths, as Tonnelat remarks, were "by and 

large cruel spirits who delighted in doing harm to men"(279). 

While a North American audience--having imported rather than 

inherited dwarfish knowledge--may conjure a fairly innocuous, 

or even absurd, image of Len's dwarfs, a British or European 

audience will bring more disturbing echoes of pre-Christian 

folklore to the image: dark stories and superstitions of the 

dangerous power of the natural and supernatural worlds. 

The audience of the radio play has already been exposed 

to Len's inner chaos and Pete's unsettling nightmare vision 

prior to the first dwarf monologue. Nonetheless, the dwarfs' 

actual intrusion into the familiar London landscape is 

extremely disconcerting. The strangeness is exacerbated by 

the incongruity of their businesslike demeanour: they "clock 

in very early", are "skilled labourers", they're "on the spot 

with no time wasted", and "don't stop work until the job in 

hand is ended, one way or another" (1961 100). The second 

dwarf monologue moves into a more lyrical mode, and the dwarfs 

begin to take more distinct shape before us: 

What are the dwarfs doing? They stumble in the gutters and 
produce their pocket watches. One with a face of chalk chucks 
the dregs of the daytime into a bin and seats himself on the 
lid. Be is beginning to chew though he has not eaten. Now 
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they collect at the back step. They scrub their veins at the 
running sink, now they are gorged in the sud. Spruced and 
preened, in time for the tuck. Time is kept to a T. (1961 102) 

pinter heightens the effects of this description using sound 

and rhythm. The alliteration of the words further sustains 

the movement onto a more poetic level. From complete and 

prosaic sentence structure, Len moves into a poetic line 

rhythm pattern: "They eat, too, in a chuckle of fingers. 

Backchat of bone, crosstalk of bristled skin" (1961 103). 

Here, Pinter exploits Arnheim's primeval forces, playing on 

the powerful effects of the sound of the words, beyond their 

literal meaning, to heighten the image of the dwarfish 

landscape. 

The hint of the grotesque in this vision is sustained and 

intensified through the next two dwarf monologues. In the 

third, the dwarfs have gone on a picnic and Len is left "to 

attend to the abode, to make their landscape congenial" (1961 

104). In the context of the thematic movement of the play, 

the function of this monologue seems awkward. Len clearly 

expresses discontent with the dwarfish community he has 

previously embraced: he complains that he is being taken 

advantage of, which implies a parallel between the dwarfs and 

the manipulation he perceives in Pete and Mark. While this 

monologue reveals Len's deep suspicion of social 

interaction--which will culminate with his final satisfaction 

in a completely sterile and isolated existence--the primary 

significance of his words seems to lie less in literal 



interpretation than in the powerfully descriptive imagery of 

the language. The dwarfs' landscape, in which "all their 

leavings pile up, pile mixing with pile", explodes into vivid 

and grotesque presence: 

They yawn, they show the blood stuck between their teeth, they 
play their scratching game . . . What about the rats I saved 
for you, that I plucked and hung out to dry, what about the 
rat steak I tried all ways to please you? They won't touch 
it, they don1t see it. Where is it, they've hidden it, 
they're hiding it till the time I can no longer stand upright 
and I fall, they'll bring it out then, grimed then, green, 
varnished, rigid, and eat it as a victory dish. (1961 104-5) 

I£ we are to use the terms of Collins' concept of enactive 

interpretation, the audience of such a description would 

remain entirely possessed by the images evoked, a possession 

that  inter sustains through to the final movement of the 

play. In the fifth monologue. Len is abandoned by the dwarfs: 

"Not even a stale frankfurter, a slice of bacon rind, a leaf 

of cabbage, not even a mouldy piece of salami, like they used 

to sling me in the days when we told old tales by suntime" 

(1961 116). In the wake of their departure, Len provides a 

final sweeping vision of the dwarfs' landscape: 

The yard as I know it is littered with scraps of cat's meat, 
pig bollocks, tin cans, bird brains, spare parts of all the 
little animals, a squelching squealing carpet, all the dwarfsf 
leaving spittled in the muck, worms stuck in the poisoned shit 
heaps, the alleys a whirlpool of piss, slime, blood, and fruit 
julce. (1961 116) 

Thematically, the departure of the dwarfs parallels the 

departure of Pete and Mark, symbolizing Len's successful 

retreat from the perils of human interaction: from the threat 

and invasion of the "other". According to Sykes' 
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interpretation: "The dwarfs represent . . . simply the 
miseries, jealousies, and ignoblenesses of the dissolving 

relationship, ending when the relationship itself ends, 

leaving Len in the antiseptic state of dead emotions" (72). 

The unsettling implications of his final position, however, 

are fully comprehended only through the loss of the dwarfs' 

vivid presence. From the richness of their landscape, Len 

turns to his final image: "Now all is bare. All is clean. 

~ l l  is scrubbed. There is a lawn. There is a shrub. There 

is a flower" (1961 116). This vision, while beautiful in its 

tranquillity after the chaos, is disturbingly sterile after 

the lively presence of the dwarf community. Radio, then, 

yields a purity of image which allows the dwarfs a unique 

presence. Of course, the dwarfs are a silent presence in The 

Dwarfs. Their silence underlines the ambiguity of their 

existence or reality, which is the central question in the 

play's theme of verification. But this ambiguity is 

counteracted by the vividness of their presence through Len's 

verbal images: the dwarfs' silence is not fore-grounded, it is 

filled with Len's words. Since there is no concrete 

mediation--beyond the inflection and tone of the actor's 

voice--to contradict or shape our imagination, the dwarfs' 

very silence encourages their presence. 

Of course the landscape of the radio play is not composed 

entirely of Len's words. Pinter incorporates sound effects 

into his text, whose specificity could alleviate the ambiguity 
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of the subjective/objective blurring. The first scene of the 

radio script, for example, includes the recognizable sounds of 

opening cupboards, the milk bottle, and the final slamming of 

the door, thus placing Pete and Len into a concrete space. 

clearly, however, Pinter intended the linguistic sign to 

dominate his sound-scape, as he includes only one sound effect 

beyond this opening scene: in a later scene taking place in 

Pete's apartment, Len remarks upon Pete's toasting fork and 

I1The fork drops on the hearth" (1961 102). In this instance, 

however, Len's following words immediately distort any 

realistic picture of a toasting fork the sound may conjure. 

"Don't touch it!," he exclaims to Pete, "You don't know what 

will happen if you touch it! You musn't touch it!" (1961 

102). Through Len's disturbing reaction to the ostensibly 

innocuous object, Pinter shifts back into Len's unstable and 

threatening perspective. Throughout the play, Len's words 

override the iconic sound-signs, taking the audience beyond 

the question of what is real and what is not into the pure 

experience of his vision. And, paradoxically, the fantastical 

or unrealistic characters of the play attain a vivid and 

concrete presence in the radio play that is much more powerful 

than the supposedly real characters of Pete and Mark. 

The first and most obvious changes in staging The Dwarfs 

arise from the visual nature of this latter medium. Len and 

Pete and Mark are immediately objectively verifiable while the 

dwarfs are not. We have seen that text changes exacerbate 
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this shift, moving Len's descriptions of the dwarfs from inner 

monologue into objective scenes of dialogue between the three 

men. As with the first dwarf monologue, by the final stage 

version the third and fourth dwarf monologues are radically 

cut and then incorporated into a scene of the three men: Len 

thus describes the dwarfs' contradictory actions--leaving him 

to sweep the yard and then their games with "beetles and 

twigsu--in the presence of Pete, who ignores him and reads the 

paper, and Mark, who urges Len "Why don't you settle down?" 

(1972 106). Giantvalley would suggest that these cuts in the 

descriptive passages cause the weakening of the dwarfs' 

presence: that, in fact, a stage performance of the first 

script adaptation, which includes the five dwarf monologues 3 

monologues, could be as effective as the original radio play. 

Extrapolating from Collins' theory of the image, however--in 

which "oral transmissions of narratives and oral performance 

of written text tend to inhibit the presence of verbal 

imagery" ( 4 7 ) ,  and the "verbally generated mental image . . . 
is necessarily forced into the background by the sensory 

object-- the speaker" (12)--the visual presence of the actors 

on the stage in itself would interrupt Len's verbal images. 

For example, Pinter indicates that Pete and Mark remain 

visible on stage throughout Len's fantastical monologues 

describing their transformations: Pete into a gull and Mark 

into a spider. In the first of these monologues, "PETE is 

seen vaquelv, standins downstase below LEN'S room. MARK is 



seated in his room. Unlit. LEN crouches, watchins PETE" (1972 

107). The mental image is disrupted not only through the 

narrator's presence, but by the other two bodies on stage, 

neither of which undergoes any visible physical changes. The 

transformations of Pete and Mark, then, do not take place in 

objective reality--a reality that the audience shares--but in 

Len's mind. A disjuncture opens up between the word image and 

the visual image, and the audience remains ensconced in the 

objectively verifiable visual perspective. Complicating the 

process, a stage director must confront the problem of Len's 

focus in his monologues: will the actor directly address the 

audience or muse to himself, reflecting upon an inner vision? 

Will he actually see the dwarfs outside of himself, or 
contemplate them as though a dream image? Whatever the 

directorial decision, the visual presence of the speaker 

himself disrupts the mental images of Pete and Mark and, more 

significantly, of the dwarfs. Bamber Gascoigne's Observer 

review of the original stage performance supports this 

prediction: 

As a picture of a state of mind "The Dwarfs" convinces but 
doesn't involve me . . . Len merely recites his fears in a 
stream of poetic prose, much of it magnificent on the printed 
page; but in the theatre I found the images soon became 
muffled and blurred by boredom, in spite of an engaging 
performance by John Hurt as Len. (25) 

The actor's presence, then, dominates and "muffles" the word 

image, inhibiting the realization of the dwarfs that was 

achieved through radio. 

Visual realization of the verbal images, then, inevitably 



lessens their original effects. The purity of the verbal 

image of radio cannot be achieved on the stage due to inherent 

differences between radio and stage. This fundamentally 

changes the effects of the original text. However, many of 

Pinter's choices in the adaptation process--editing or 

breaking up Len's dwarf monologues into dialogue and including 

Mark and Pete during Len's transformation monologues--attempt 

to work with the inevitable shift of meaning rather than 

against it. As a result, The Dwarfs on stage is much more 

focused on the relationship between the three men than on Len 

and the dwarfs, a shift in meaning which we have seen 

reflected in the critical reviews of the original stage 

performance. 

A Sliaht Ache 

In his analysis of The Dwarfs, Austin Quigley focuses on 

the use of language in the play, suggesting that the "ultimate 

power" is, in fact, "linguistic control" (417). He then 

expands this theme to include all of Pinter's work: 

The fundamental battle is for linguistic dominance, for 
control of the means by which identity, sanity and reality are 
created for a given community. The central linguistic issue 
in the Pinter world is not, as has generally been supposed, 
one of communication, but one of control. Language has an 
important role in establishing those normative concepts that 
define social reality and which in turn have a controlling 
power over individual identity and growth. (421) 

Since language creates and shapes the reality it describes, it 

can be a powerful weapon in manipulation of that reality. 

More specifically, to "control what someone is able to say is 
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to control to a considerable extent what they are able to be" 

(417). This aspect of language is powerfully explored in 

pinter's first radio play, A Sliqht Ache, written and produced 

on the BBC in 1959. The central concern in this play is not 

the unverifiable nature of reality--which has become an 

assumption in itself--but rather the controlling power of 

language in shaping this reality. Complicating the question 

of verification, the characters in A Sliqht Ache vie for 

linguistic control, presenting competing images both of 

themselves and of the world around them. The play thus 

explores the perpetual threat of linguistic warfare and 

finally exposes the assailable nature of human identity 

itself. 

The original radio script of A Sliqht Ache is accessible 

only through the files of the BBC Radio Drama Scripts, and 

differs from the published stage version mainly in the absence 

of all stage description and direction. Significantly, in his 

radio version Pinter indicates lo sounds other than spoken 

words through the entire first scene of the play. As in The 

Dwarfs, then, words are the fundamental fabric of A Sliqht 

Ache. In the original radio production the play, produced by - 
Donald McWhinnie in 1959, the voices of Maurice Denham and 

Vivien Merchant alone realize the presence of the wasp, the 

tea, and the marmalade pot in the opening scene. Pinter 

indicates minimal sound effects throughout the rest of the 

text: footsteps, doors (knocking, opening and closing), the 



creak of the gate latch, chairs moving, blinds and curtains 

opening and closing, and the sounds of the matches on the 

tray, first dropping and finally being handed to Edward. These 

effects, however, remain embedded in a sound-scape dominated 

by the voices of the two main characters. Complicating this 

linguistic fabric, of course, is the thematic question of 

verification. Edward, like Len, struggles to maintain an 

objective grip on the shifting and changing world he perceives 

around him. Thus, once again, the words themselves 

interrogate the stability of--or their ability to fix--the 

very landscape they are creating. 

In the final scene of A Slisht Ache, Edward says to the 

Matchseller, "[Elvery time I have seen you you have looked 

quite different to the time before". He further analyzes this 

predicament: 

~dmitted that sometimes I viewed you through dark glasses, 
yes, and sometimes through light glasses, and on other 
occasions bare eyed, and on other occasions through the bars 
of the scullery window, or from the roof, the roof, yes in 
driving snow, or from the bottom of the drive in thick fog, 
or from the roof again in blinding sun, so blinding . . . 
(197)13 

The source of Edward's anxiety, however, is more profound than 

mere relativism. He continues to analyze the situation: 

Not that I had any difficulty in seeing you, no, no, it was 
not so much my sight, my sight is excellent . . . no, it was 
not so much any deficiency in my sight as the airs between me 
and my object--don't weep--the change of air, the currents 
obtaining in the space between me and my object, the shades 
they make, they shapes they take, the quivering, the eternal 
quivering . . . (198-199) 

Like Len in The Dwarfs, Edward experiences a breakdown in the 



connection between subjective perception and objective space: 

he finds he cannot fix the object in his perception of it. 

The anxiety incurred by this instability of perception 

manifests itself in the mysterious "slight ache" in his eyes, 

much like Disson's blindness in Tea Party. Edward, like many 

of Pinter's characters, is defined by his need to m, as he 
insists to the Matchseller earlier in the above scene: "God 

damn it, I'm entitled to know something about you!"(194). 

Edward represents the human desire for verification, driven to 

seek the security of objective definite truths. Indeed, 

Pinter parodies his obsessive quest for knowledge in an 

earlier scene: 

EDWARD: . . . The man's an imposter and he knows I know it. 
FLORA: I'll tell you what. Look. Let me speak to him. I'll 

speak to him. 
EDWARD: (auietlv) And I know he knows I know it. 
FLORA: I'll find out a11 about him, Edward. I promise you I 

will. 
EDWARD: And he knows I know. (189) 

Edward insists that prior to the Matchseller's invasion his 

reality was fixed: "Yesterday now, it was clear, clearly 

defined, so clearly . . . .The garden, too, was sharp, lucid . 
. . My den, too, was sharp, arranged for my purpose . . . 

quite satisfactory" (195). But the mysterious presence of the 

Matchseller challenges and destroys Edward's structure. His 

final question, "Who are you?", whispered to the Matchseller, 

cannot be answered. Edward, then, is trapped in paradox: his 

nature drives him to verify the Matchseller, who is finally 

unverifiable 
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Flora, on the other hand, is more preoccupied with 

actively shaping the reality around her. More specifically, 

she manipulates her perceptions--and thus her world--through 

her words: she is a namer, a definer. At the opening of the 

play she builds the scene, describing their surroundings and 

naming the flowers. "Have you noticed the honeysuckle this 

morning?" she asks Edward, "The whole garden's in flower this 

morning. The clematis. The convolvulus. Everything. I was 

out at seven. I stood by the pool" (169). Flora delights in 

her manipulation of language: the voluptuous shape of the 

exotic names of the flowers heightens the image of them, 

suggesting her luxurious pleasure in the sounds themselves. 

Her images, however, are immediately and consistently 

challenged by Edward. Upon her first observation of the play, 

for example, he queries, "Is that honeysuckle?". Eventually, 

though, he is defeated by her indomitable image: 

FLORA: You know perfectly well what grows in your garden. 
EDWARD: Quite the contrary. It is clear that I don't. 

(Pause. ) 
FLORA: I was up at seven. I stood by the pool. The peace. And 

everything in flower. The sun was up . . . (170) 
More significantly than the setting, however, Flora defines 

and names the other two characters of the play. Edward again 

resists this process. "Don't call me that!", he objects to 

her childish endearment "Beddie-Weddie"(178); and later he 

claims, "You're deluded. And stop calling me Edward" (189). 

It would seem he recognizes and rejects the control Flora 

seeks by naming him, by defining him for herself. As well as 
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naming Edward, however, Flora also names the Matchseller. 

"I'm going to keep you. I'm going to keep you, you dreadful 

chap, and call you Barnabas . . . .My husbend would never have 
guessed your name. Never" (192). Unlike Edward, who 

struggles to uncover the "trueM identity of the matchseller, 

Flora takes linguistic control and creates the identity of the 

Matchseller for herself. Flora thus becomes a powerful and 

threatening force: she manipulates her reality through the 

shaping power of words, through her linguistic control. 

The central conflict of A Sliaht Ache, then, is 

manifested through this linguistic power play. Flora and 

Edward's words and the images they evoke clash with each other 

on the battle ground of the play's verbal landscape. Further 

than realizing the physical world around them, Flora and 

Edward use language to create and maintain images of 

themselves. Through their words to the silent Matchseller, 

they seek to maintain their own definitions of self against 

the threat of the other's invasion and manipulation. More 

specifically, each seeks to establish a successful self-image 

in a relationship with the Matchseller, and they do this 

through stories, memories, and clich6d or romanticized 

imagery. 

In his early scenes with the Matchseller, Edward takes a 

jocular sportsman-like tone, which is quite distinct from his 

surly and rough manner with Flora. "Don't stand out there, 

old chap," he invites, "Sit down, old man. What will you 



have? Sherry? Or what about a double scotch? Eh?" (182). 

His rhetoric is full of the cliched wisdom of shared masculine 

experiences: 

oh yes, I know what it's like--the weather, the rain, beaten 
from pillar to post, up hill and down dale . . . the rewards 
were few . . . winters in hovels . . . up till all hours 
working at your thesis . . . yes, I've done it all. Let me 
advise you. Get a good woman to stick by you. Never mind 
what the world says. Keep at it. Keep your shoulder to the 
wheel. It'll pay dividends. (184) 

Edward establishes a position of economic and personal power, 

situating himself in the upper class. He tells the 

matchseller that he "entertainsv the villagers annually, not 

often going "down to the village" himself, and all their 

friends "summer abroad". He presents himself as an 

adventurer, a traveller and explorer--"Africa's always been my 

happy hunting groundo--and as an academic who writes 

"theological and philosophical essays" (182-3). He defiantly 

describes his courage to the matchseller. "I was not alarmed 

by the look of you. I did not find you at all alarming. No, 

no. Nothing outside this room has ever alarmed me," he 

insists to the Matchseller, moments before fleeing the room in 

terror. (187) The stories Edward shares with the Matchseller 

are like fairy-tales, as he remembers the squire of the 

village whose three daughters with "flaming red hair" were the 

"pride of the country". In his later scene with the 

Matchseller, he attempts to incorporate the Matchseller into 

his own memories of sporting: 

Kept wicket and batted number seven. Man called--Cavendish, I 
think had something of our style. Bowled left a m  over the 



wicket, always kept his cap on, quite a dab hand at solo 
whist, preferred a good round of prop and cop to anything 
else. (194) 

He later changes his mind, musing "Perhaps you never met 

Cavendish and never played cricket," but this manoeuvre 

indicates his increasingly desperate attempts to establish an 

identity through which to reconcile the Matchseller's 

mysterious presence. Indeed, in a ploy matching Flora's, 

Edward attempts to define the Matchseller for himself. "Why 

did I invite you into this ronm?" he asks him in the final 

scene: 

Well, why not, you might say? My old acquaintance. My 
nearest and dearest. My kith and kin. But surely 
correspondence would have been as satisfactory . . . more 
satisfactory? We could have exchanged postcards, couldn't we? 
Views, couldn't we? (196) 

Unlike Flora, however, Edward is unable to sustain this 

imagined relationship with the Matchseller. In his final 

desperate confrontation with the Matchseller, Edward attempts 

to create a successful and powerful self image: 

I could stand on the hill and look through my telescope at the 
sea. And follow the path of the three-masted schooner, 
feeling fit, well aware of my sinews, their suppleness, my 
arms lifted holding the telescope, steady, easily, no 
trembling, my aim was perfect (196) 

Edward's description here is an act_ of power. He actively 

creates and situates himself within his own perspective. 

However, he proves unable to sustain this image. Moments 

later he returns to the decimating effects of the "eternal 

quivering" on his vision: 

And then I no longer heard the wind or saw the sun. Nothing 
entered, nothing left my nook. I lay on my side in my polo 



shorts, my fingers lightly in contact with the blades of 
grass, the earthflowers, the petals of the earthflowers 
flaking . . . . but it is only afterwards I say the foliage 
was dark, the petals flaking, then I said nothing, I remarked 
nothing, things happened upon me, then in my times of shelter, 
the shades, the petals, carried themselves, carried their 
bodies upon me, and nothing entered my nook, nothing left it. 
(198) 

Here, Edward has become a completely passive entity within the 

shifting grounds of his landscape. He exhibits no force of 

self and possesses no definite identity. Things happen "upon" 

him, he no longer has the strength to act upon them: he can no 

longer struggle to fix or define the world around him and he 

sinks into its eternal quivering. As the scene continues, his 

words become more and more fragmented and disjointed. His 

final image is poignant and abrupt: "The pool must be 

glistening. In the moonlight. And the lawn. - remember it 
well. The cliff. The sea. The three-masted s .ooner0 (199). 

Edward's identity completely disappears into his final 

silence. 

Unlike Edward, Flora easily manipulates both her own 

self-image and the image of the Matchseller. She moves 

fluidly between expressions of maternal concern and sexual 

desire. Her memories of the past--of the days of the floods 

in which "we lived on our own preserves, drank elderberry 

wine, studied other culturesw--immediately include the 

Matchseller. She says to him, "Do you know, I've got a 

feeling I've seen you before, somewhere. Long before the 

flood" (190). She clearly identifies the Matchseller with the 

poacher--whose alleged "rape" of her evokes an absurdly 



nostalgic tone--thus germinating their sexual connection 

through creative memory. In Flora's final version of herself, 

of course, she becomes all that the Matchseller, or Barnabas, 

could desire: 

~t's me you were waiting for, wasn't it? You've been standing 
waiting for me. You've seen me in the woods, picking daisies, 
in my apron, my pretty daisy apron, and you came and stood, 
poor creature, at my gate, till death us do part. Poor 
Barnabas. I'm going to put you to bed. I'm going to put you 
to bed and watch over you. But first you must have a good 
whacking great bath. And I'll buy you pretty little things 
that will suit you. And little toys to play with. (193) 

Flora creates a fluctuating mother/lover identity for herself 

through which to ensnare the Matchseller. She triumphs over 

the rigid Edward through her ability to define the Matchseller 

to her own ends and through her own fluidity of identity: she 

shifts and changes to meet what she perceives to be the 

Matchseller's desires. 

The confrontation of Flora and Edward is not played out 

directly but rather through the figure of the Matchseller. 

The Matchseller occupies the centre of the play in terms of 

both theme and structure. He represents the eternally 

quivering object of Edward's anxiety, the unknown and finally 

unknowable; and he also provides the means through which Flora 

finally annihilates Edward. Esslin sees the Matchseller as "a 

catalyst of the private anxieties and fears of Edward and 

sexual fantasies and wish-fulfilment dreams of Florav ("HP's 

Work for Radio" 49). Beyond thematics, however, the 

Matchseller literally becomes the experience of ambiguity 

through his silent presence. In A Slight Ache, Pinter 
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foregrounds the effect of silence, focusing very specifically 

on the relationship between words and reality. The silent 

Matchseller, whose image endlessly fluctuates within the 

verbal landscape, & finally unknowable--not merely to Edward 

and Flora but to the audience as well. 

The Matchseller first appears in the radio play through 

Edward's sighting of him: "Blast and damn it, he's there, he's 

there at the back gate" (174). Edward's clearly threatened 

response is countered by Flora's casual words, "Oh, it's the 

matchseller". Immediately, then, the audience is juggling two 

different perceptions of the Matchseller's presence. The 

nature of Edward's expressed fear of the Matchseller, whom 

Flora finally insists is "a quiet harmless old man, going 

about his business" (176), is also ambiguous. As with the 

opening description of the setting, however, the first image 

of the Matchseller is finally defined by Flora, as Edward 

quickly denies his fears and falls in with her conclusion: "I 

didn't say he wasn't harmless. Of course he's harmless. How 

could he be other than harmless?" (176). Flora's words in the 

following scene, however, disturbingly challenge her own 

definition of the Matchseller. She looks out of the scullery 

window: 

Good Lord, what's that? Is that a bullock let loose? NO. 
It's the matchseller! My goodness, you can see him . . . 
through the hedge. He looks bigger. Have you been watching 
him? He looks . . . like a bullock. (177) 
She defends him again as a "poor, harmless old man" on the 

following page, but Edward picks up on her first reaction, 



using the word "bullock" himself to describe him standing at 

their back gate. The incongruity of these descriptive words-- 

a frail old man and a bullock--leads to an absurd and 

unsettling image, perhaps not quite as harmless as Flora would 

have us believe. 

Throughout the first of Edward's conversations with him, 

the image of the Matchseller emerges through bits of casual 

observations. "You look a trifle warm. Why don't you take 

off your balaclava? I'd find that a little itchy myself" 

(1851, Edward suggests at one point. And later he 

disconcertingly observes, "Do forgive me peering but is that a 

glass eye you're wearing?" (185). In a following scene, Flora 

will look into the same eyes and croon to the Matchseller, 

"your eyes, your eyes, your great big eyes" (192), 

destabilizing the image once again. Flora's sexual attraction 

in itself strains the image: there is tension between her 

description and her reactions. "You've got a vile smell. 

Vile. Quite repellent, in fact," she observes while 

encouraging seductively, "Tell me all about love. Speak to me 

of love" (192). The image she creates is very specific and 

physical : 

. . . what have you got on, for goodness sake? A jersey? 
It's clogged. Have you been rolling in mud? (sliqht ~ause) 
YOU haven't been rolling in mud, have you? And what have you 
got under your jersey? Let's see. (sliqht ~ausel I'm not 
tickling you, am I? . . . Lord, is this a vest? That's quite 
original. Quite original. Hmmmnn, you're a solid old boy, I 
must say. Not at all like a jelly. All you need is a bath. 
A lovely lathery bath. And a good scrub. A lovely lathery 
scrub. (192) 



Flora's image of the Matchseller, which culminates in a vision 

of this "bullocku sitting in a "lovely lathery bath", is much 

less threatening than Edward's earlier ominous suggestions. 

As Edward moves into his final "conversation" with the 

Matchseller, however, the instability of image no longer seems 

a result of Edward and Flora's differing perspectives. In a 

more profound disjuncture, Edward's perception of the 

Matchseller changes within his own perspective. Early on in 

his monologue, Edward perceives the Matchseller to be 

grinning, and interprets a mocking malevolence: 

You find that funny? Are you grinning? 
(Pause. ) 

(In dissust.) Good Christ, is that a grin on your face? 
(Further dissust.) It's lopsided. It's all--down on one 
side. You're grinning. It amuses you does it? (195) 

Edward's perception of the Matchseller shifts again soon after 

this, when he perceives that the Matchseller is laughing at 

him. " (Slowlv, in horror.) You are laughing. You're 

laughing. Your face. Your body. (Overwhelmina nausea and 

horror.) Rocking . . . gasping . . . rocking . . . shaking . 
. . rocking . . . heaving . . . rocking . . . You're laughing 
at me!" (199). This process of shifting perspective 

culminates in the opening words of Edward's final speech, 

which were cut from the original radio script in the 

adaptation process: 

Silence. 
(~almEmmentins. ) You're getting up. (Pause. ) You're 
up. (Pause.) Moving of your own volition. Taking off your 
balaclava. You look younger. You look extraordinarily . . . 
youthful. (Pause.) You're serious. Very grave. (-.I 
you want light. You want to open the curtains. (Curtains are 



pulled.) The blinds. (Blinds qo UP.) The moon. (BBC) 

This physical transformation of the Matchseller occurs in his 

final movement to usurp Edward's place. In an interview with 

Carl Wildman's BBC Network Three Series "Talking of Theatre", 

Pinter comments on the cutting of this speech: 

We only had to make one alteration really. That was the point 
of climax in the play where the tramp, who doesn't speak, does 
make a positive action. On radio what I had to do was to 
emphasize his action, which was the turning-point of the play, 
the climax, to make him go through various motions, stand 
against the curtains, draw the curtains, take off his hat and 
do various things which were reported by the other man. (Mm) 
On the stage we found this was quite unnecessary and that a 
simple gesture, i.e., just standing, was quite enough. (qtd. 
in Wertheim 66) 

Further than functioning to describe the silent character's 

actions, however, Edward's words in the radio text highlight 

the "eternal quivering" of reality that radio allows. 

Throughout this final scene, the Matchseller shifts and 

changes within Edward's perception; and, as we share this 

perception--relying on his words for the mental image--the 

Matchseller shifts and changes for the audience as well. 

Albert Wertheim states that: "The question of the reality 

of the Matchseller is one on which A Slisht Ache hinges" (64). 

The Matchseller's silence has raised doubts about his very  

presence in the dramatic reality of the play. In "Harold 

Pinter's Work for Radio", Esslin suggests that: 

it seems safest to assume that, in fact, the Matchseller is a 
product of the two characters' fevered imaginations rather 
than a real person and that the play is an extended and 
complex poetic metaphor, a concertized image of the feelings 
and emotions of a middle-aged married couple in the face of 
the actual, imagined, or longed-for death of the male partner. 
(50) 



Imaginary or not, the Matchseller's physical existence within 

the play is clearly intended, as Pinter includes sound effects 

as concrete signs of his presence. For example, as the 

Matchseller mounts the stairs to Edward's study: 

FLORA: Just . . . up those stairs. The door at the . . . 
(She listens. Watches him move.) 
the door . . . 
(Pause. ) 
the door at the top. I'll join you . . . later. 
(Stem UD the stairs.) 

EDWARD. (Mutterinq.) One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, 
eight . . . come in. (182, with BBC additions) 

Edward listens and counts the steps on the stairs approaching 

the study, verifying the Matchseller's approach. Furthermore, 

we later hear the tray fall and the matches spill. However, 

Pinter does not indicate sound effects for either the weeping 

or the laughter of the Matchseller as they are later described 

by Edward. Esslin has suggested: 

No utterance comes from him, but there are noises 
emanating from thinss he might be handling or touching. But 
such noises might be caused by other influences, or they might 
exist merely in the imagination of the two characters of the 
play. ("HP's Work for Radio" 49) 

Of course, Pinter allows--perhaps intends for--the radio 

audience to remain within this ambiguity 

On the stage, the physical body of the actor resolves any 

ambiguity of the Matchseller's presence. A Slisht Ache was 

staged at the Arts Theatre in London in January of 1961, a 

year and a half after the BBC radio production. The play was 

first published by Methuen in 1961 in its stage version, which 

is the version still published by Faber and Faber today. 

Pinter divides his stage into three areas: the kitchen, the 



scullery and the studio, and "A  larqe well kept qarden is 

suqqested at the back of the staae with flower beds, trimmed 

hedqes, etc.' (169). The audience does not actually see the 

flowers described by Flora. Therefore, unless the set 

designer chooses to include the convolvulus, japonica, and 

honeysuckle as a visible part of the garden, the images of 

these flowers are still realized through Flora's words. More 

significantly, the "sarden sate, which cannot be seen bv the 

audience, is off riaht" (169). As a result, the audience does 

not actually see the Matchseller until he enters the garden 

with Flora. Again, this allows the audience to share the 

contradictory descriptive images of the Matchseller through 

the first two scenes of the play. In the Wildman interview, 

Pinter comments on the effects of adaptation of the play: 

On the stage, the tramp is there and the audience has him in 
the fore-front all the time and they're constantly switching 
their eye, I suppose, from one to the other, from the tramp to 
the man. On radio you just have the voice of the man and the 
woman, so there's a possibly more distinct, clearer image on 
the radio. (qtd. in Wertheim 651 

~t seems, however, that Donald McWhinnie was aware of and 

played down the disruptive effects of the visual in his 

staging of the play. In the New Statesman review of the play, 

H. A. L. Craig observed: 

Donald McWhinnie has produced Harold Pinter's A Sliqht Ache 
with the three actors doing what comes unnaturally: effacing 
themselves. They are sound waves made man. Ehlyn Williams 
speaks his opening lines with a newspaper up in front of his 
face and that obduction sets the pace for the most standstill 
performing we have seen outside the Palace Guards. Except for 
a brief flurry of sexual body blows . . . his wife (Alison 
Leggatt) is equally still; while the third of this rigid trio, 
a match-seller (Richard Briers), neither speaks, nor twists, 



nor lights a match, nor shows his face, nor offers a single 
projection for the length of the play . . . Mr. McWhinnie 
almost rubbed them out. (152) 

Wertheim notes that in the stage production, "the Matchseller 

was given form by an actor who stood with his back to the 

audience during the performance" (65). As a result, the stage 

audience's image of the Matchseller's face is still built 

through Edward's descriptive words, and the "truth" of the 

Matchseller's attitude remains ambiguous. The general 

criticism of the staged version of A Slisht Ache, however, 

inevitably focuses on the loss of the ambiguity of the 

Matchseller's presence. Interestingly, Pinter defends the 

physical presence of the tramp on the stage: 

. . . the tramp whom we can see on the stage, therefore we 
know that he is an old tramp, you know, and that closes the 
door somewhat--on the other hand, it doesn't, I think, 
ultimately because the audience unhappily still go through 
great tearing of their souls wondering who he is. (qtd. in 
Wertheim 66) 

In the final analysis, it is perhaps not so significant that 

the ambiguity of the Matchseller's actual presence is 

reconciled on stage, for he retains his significance as the 

central focus and manifestation of Edward and Flora's 

conflict. The ultimate loss through adaptation is the 

disruption of the intensely focused linguistic battle for 

power which existed in the radio play, and in particular, the 

competing images of the matchseller and of Flora and Edward 

themselves. The manipulative power of Edward and Flora's 

evocative words and descriptive images is diminished by the 

visual images of the concrete stage. 
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Through the adaptation process of both The Dwarfs and A 

Sliqht Ache, then, the visual realization of the central 

silent figures shifts the thematic focus of the plays. The 

original ambiguity of the dwarfs allowed them a powerful 

presence, as Len's descriptive images vividly filled their 

silence. The Matchseller's silence, on the other hand, 

allowed the audience of A Slisht Ache to focus on Edward and 

Flora's linguistic battle: his silence provided the space for 

their competing images, both of the matchseller and 

themselves. In both cases, Pinter actively plays with the 

radio form, exploring questions of verification and the 

subjective/objective rift. In both cases, the stage versions 

largely clarify these questions. In the first, the dwarfs' 

presence is lost and the main focus becomes the conflict 

between the three objectively verifiable characters on the 

stage. In A Slisht Ache, the Matchseller's physical presence 

alleviates much of the ambiguity that is central to the 

original thematics and also diminishes the linguistic power- 

play between Flora and Edward. 

A Nisht Out 

A Nisht Out was first performed on BBC radio on March 1, 

1960 and was televised by ABC Armchair Theatre on April 24 of 

the same year. Methuen published the television version of 

the text in 1961 and BBC Radio Drama Scripts holds the radio 

script used in the original broadcast.ld In many ways the 



success of this radio play relies on the audience knowinq the 

truth, making the play quite distinctive among Pinter's radio 

plays in the quality of image it conjures. Albert's night out 

occurs in a much more concrete objective space, the stability 

of which is never questioned by the characters. Paul Ferris' 

review in The Observer notes: 

After his previous radio play, "A Slight Ache," which 
consisted of a lot of arbitrary words done up in a parcel that 
kept coming loose, Harold Pinter's latest, ANiqht Out, had 
the immediate merit of identitv. You could have taken the 
other and put it through a mincing-machine, an3 all you would 
have done would be to mince up what was mince already. "A 
Night Out" was solid, fresh and nicely bloody in places. (23) 

Steven Gale suggests that A Nisht Out is "one of the few 

Pinter plays in which there is no problem in determining the 

meaning", and he elaborates: "the action remains realistic 

throughout" (Butter 97). In this radio play, Pinter 

establishes a clearly defined conflict within a concrete 

dramatic world. In fact, A Nisht Out seems written with the 

intent of visual realization, as it actively works against 

ambiguity toward clarity of both theme and structure. In 

"Harold Pinter's Work for Radio", Esslin suggests that A Nisht 

Out "is equally effective on television and radio" ( 5 3 1 ,  and 

Miller submits that this Pinter radio play "does not 

particularly exploit the medium of sound" (406). While it is 

true that in A Niqht Out Pinter is not fore-grounding 

questions of verification and ambiguity in the manner of The 

Dwarfs and A Slisht Ache, he nonetheless subtly exploits radio 

to heighten and deepen the central conflict, particularly as 



it is manifested through the characters' struggle for 

linguistic power and control. 

Both the situation and the space of A Niqht Out are 

straightforwardly recognizable. Albert Stokes is a victim, 

both of a possessively dominating mother and of his peers. 

The play's action presents Albert's "night out", during the 

course of which these pressures come to a head: first through 

a scene of public humiliation, and then through Albert's acts 

of rebellious violence against his peers, his mother, and 

finally, a stranger. Albert's central act of defiance against 

his mother is ultimately revealed as ineffectual, and he 

remains trapped in this smothering and manipulative 

relationship. Thus, the actions and motivations of this 

character are clearly delineated, and Albert's anxiety (unlike 

that of Len and Edward) is grounded in obvious and concrete 

conflict. This thematic clarity is reflected on the 

structural level of the play as well. Pinter grounds his 

characters in a concrete and realistic sound-scape in A Niqht 

Out, incorporating many more sound effects than in his 

previous radio plays. The opening sequence of sound effects, 

for example, immediately situates the audience in Albert's 

world: 

(The kitchen of the Stokes house. Sounds of shoes beinq 
brushed. ) 
MOTHER: Albert! 
(Brush stops. Continues.) 
MOTHER: Albert! 
(Mother's steps descendinq stairs. She enters kitchen.) 
MOTHER: Albert, I've been calling you. . . (BBC) 
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A few lines later, we hear the "Brush dropued in box. Ouenins 

of drawers. Rummaoins in them", and through the rest of the 

scene a succession of kitchen noises: the kitchen cabinet 

opened, saucepan lids lifted and replaced, and the oven door 

opened and closed. Pinter continues with specific sound 

effects throughout the radio play. Further than this, and as 

the opening sequence of sound effects illustrates, Pinter 

painstakingly clarifies the spatial relationships of the 

characters in the play. The play opens with Albert close to 

the audience and his mother farther away before she moves 

towards him. At the end of the scene, Albert runs up the 

stairs away from the kitchen, and his mother remains close to 

the audience, calling after him. These effects of close-up 

and distance suggest a camera's point-of-view. The movement 

of bodies in space, which is specified throughout the radio 

script, creates a very concrete image of the dramatic world 

for the audience. 

This play, then, resists ambiguity in a new way for 

Pinter. Indeed, at times it seems that Pinter is labouring to 

overcome the ambiguity of radio's "blindness", resulting in 

effects that seem self-consciously contrived. In the central 

final scene of Act One, for example, Albert suffers his 

pivotal public humiliation. While attending an office party 

Albert is accused of touching one of the women, an act for 

which he has clearly been framed. The action in this scene is 

central in terms of both theme and plot: Albert's humiliation 



is the motivating force behind his ensuing violence. While 

Esslin seems content that "in the radio version, some doubt 

must remain as to whether Albert might have been tempted to 

make a timid sexual approach to one of the girls" ("HP's Work 

for Radio" 53), the injustice of Albert's victimization is a 

important factor, justifying the intensity of his reaction and 

arousing audience empathy. Pinter's concern with audience 

recognition of Mr. Ryan's guilt is also evident through the 

structure of effects in this scene up to the "touching" of 

Eileen. In order to draw the attention of his audience to 

ensure recognition of this plot manoeuvre, Pinter uses a sound 

effect in a self-consciously artificial way, producing a 

jarringly contrived sound in an otherwise realistic sound- 

scape.15 Pinter builds a repeated pattern of sound effects-- 

"RYAN: (Chuckles and qrunts.)"--throughout the scene to 

identify the presence of the otherwise silent Mr. Ryan. This 

sound occurs seven times as Mr. Ryan's response to different 

questions prior to the incident with Eileen. The sequence of 

events leading up to Albert's crisis begins with Mr. King's 

speech, in the middle of which Eileen screams and then insists 

that "someone" touched her. When asked "who did?" there is a 

silence followed by Albert's voice asking "What are you 

looking at me for?'' : 

EILEEN: (in a voice of reproach, indiqnation and horror): 
Albert ! 

ALBERT: What do you mean? 
KEDGE: Wonder what he did. Made her jump didn't he? 
ALBERT: NOW look, wait a minute, this is absolutely 

ridiculous. 



GIDNEY: Ridiculous, eh? 1'11 say it is. What do you think 
you're up to? 

EILEEN: Yes I was just standing there, suddenly this hand . . 
JOYCE: I could tell he was that sort. 
RYAN: (Close to the mike, isolated from the other voices, 

chuckles, qrunts, liahtlv to himself.) (BBC) 

While it remains ambiguous whether Eileen truly thinks Albert 

touched her or is deliberately humiliating him, it is clear 

that Mr. Ryan is the guilty party. In the original 

performance, Mr. Ryan's chuckle and grunt has a lecherous and 

imbecilic quality. The sound is distinctly artificial, 

beginning very abruptly on each cue and mechanically following 

the same constructed sequence of rising and descending tones 

in every instance. Mr. Ryan's chuckle and grunt draws 

attention to itself a sound effect, catches the audience's 

attention through its repetition, and thus flags a plot 

manoeuvre that is essential to the central conflict. In the 

television adaptation of this scene, the visual medium 

overcomes any awkwardness of recognition with ease. In the 

shots leading up to the incident, Mr. Ryan's "chuckle" and 

"grunt" have simply become a shot of his face, nodding and 

smiling. The camera moves freely throughout the scene, 

focusing on small groups of people in conversation to 

emphasize the patterns of conspiracy against Albert, and 

lingering on the image of Albert ''left standing" alone to 

intensify his isolation and awkwardness. While Pinter does 

not go so far as to show us Mr. Ryan touching Eileen, the 

camera directions make the situation very clear: 



The camera closes on MR. RYAN'S hand, restins comfortablv on 
his knee, and then to his face which, smilins vaquely, is 
inclined to the ceilins. It must be mite clear from the 
emression that it was his hand which straved. (305) 

On television Pinter allows no ambiguity about the identity of 

the culprit, and so Albert's position as a victim is 

confirmed. 

In spite of Pinter's efforts towards clarity in his radio 

play, the action remains equivocal at times. The above 

example depends upon the audience's close attention to 

specific detail in the sound effects. The circumstances of 

Albert's fight with Gidney, as well, lack clarity: 

Albert hits him. A scuffle. Seelev tries to Dart them. 
Thev rock back and forth. Confused blows. Words, 
qrunts. Voices from room. Door o~enins, confusion. 

KING: What in heaven's name . . . 
Silence. 
Outqoins breath. Ouick stew to door. Door slam. Fade 
into kitchen. (BBC) 

The final rather vague sequence of sound effects suggests a 

stalemate, but it is unclear how Albert stands up against 

Gidney: is the outgoing breath Albert's sigh of released 

tension or disgust with the situation, or is it the outgoing 

breath of Gidney being punched in the stomach? Is Albert 

further humiliated, or does his success in the fight encourage 

him to further physical violence? This state of ambiguity 

seems to hinder rather than advance the play, and it seems to 

spring out of the limitations of the medium. In the 

television version of the text, the fight ends in a clear 

stalemate: when Mr. King comes out: "The scuffle stous. A 

short silence. ALBERT opens the front door, qoes out and 
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slams it behind him. He stands on the doorstep, breathinq 

heavilv, his face set" (308). Albert has not been vindicated, 

injustice prevails, and the empathetic audience is excluded 

with him as he stands on the doorstep, his expression clearly 

indicating his distress. 

The only instance in which ambiguity is intended in this 

play, in both the radio and the stage versions, is when Pinter 

uses it as a central device to create suspense. The 

conclusion to the central action of the play--Albert's violent 

reaction against his mother--remains a mystery throughout the 

second half of the play. In the scene following his fight 

with Gidney. Albert returns home (defeated? elated?) only to 

find himself overwhelmed by his dominating and manipulative 

mother. In the radio text, Albert remains ominously silent 

through three pages of Mrs. Stokes' accusations and 

complaints, until: 

ALBERT: (Inarticulate shout.) 
Scrape of clock on table. Clock raised. 

MOTHER: (Stifled scream.) 
Tick of clock close to mike. Fade in coffee stall. (BBC) 

While Albert's action of picking up the clock must be clear to 

the audience, and his threatening posture is revealed through 

his mother's response, the ambiguous conclusion to the scene 

serves to create suspense through the rest of the play. The 

television version of the play works towards the same effect: 

"ALBERT lunaes to the table, picks UD the clock and violentlv 

raises it above his head. A stifled scream from the MOTHER." 

(311). At this point, the scene cuts to the coffee stall. 



140 

The audience is left with the same question in both versions: 

did he or did he not strike, perhaps kill, his mother? ~sslin 

and Miller, however, distinguish between the radio and 

television effects in this moment of the play. Miller 

suggests that the surprise denouement is more secure in the 

radio play as "a listener completes Albert's action in his 

mind" (406), while the television viewer's visual image is cut 

off, allowing him to ponder alternate conclusions. Esslin 

suggests a more subtle difference affecting the level of 

perceived contrivance of the device: ". . . in that visual 
version, the audience is clearly told that the writer and 

director simply did not want_ them to know that happened, 

whereas in the radio version, they remain uncertain simply 

because it was impossible to tell what happened" ("HP's Work 

for Radio" 54). Esslin's interpretation here is intended to 

support the presence of ambiguity in the play, which he sees 

as yielding "an extra element of Pinteresque chiaroscuro" 

(53). Rather than intensifying any larger question of 

ambiguity, ILowever, the uncertainty of this sequence only 

fore-grounds the limitations of radio. The fact that it was 

"impossible to tell what happened" does not imply that we can 

never know what happened (in the same way, for example, that 

Edward can never know the Matchseller), merely that we are 

being frustrated in our access to what really did happen. 

With A Nisht Out, then, Pinter consistently resists the 

ambiguity inherent in the radio medium, and those instances 
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where he intends ambiguity, he uses it as a strategy to create 

suspense: the truth & there, the playwright is simply 

withholding it. Miller has suggested that the play does not 

seem to be specific to the radio: the medium does not 

obviously intensify or heighten thematic concerns. Indeed, it 

often seems to hinder their expression through its nonspecific 

nature. 

The general critical conclusions with regard to A Niqht 

Out point to its clarity and realism. The characters' words - 
seem clear signifiers of specific and obvious signifieds, 

their descriptions conjuring up concrete recognizable images. 

The characters exhibit no anxiety about the relationship 

between their words and reality. However, when we compare the 

radio text with Pinter's television version, a subtle but 

profound difference in the effects of language emerges. In A 

Nisht Out, language is used as a weapon, an active force of 

power; and because the fundamental fabric of radio verbal, 

these speech acts have a much more profound effect in the 

radio version. This is particularly evident in the character 

of Mrs. Stokes, whose voice constantly seeks to weaken and 

manipulate Albert. Furthur than this, the girl in Act Three 

of the play uses language--much like the characters in A 

Slisht Ache--to create and sustain a powerful identity through 

which to control Albert. 

In a significant turn of phrase, The Times review of the 

radio broadcast of A Niqht Out describes Albert Stokes as 



"dominated by his mother's ceaseless flow of accusatory talk" 

("Comically Dreadful World" 13). His mother's words, then, 

rather than her person, are seen to be the controlling force 

in the play. Mrs. Stokes' voice eventually becomes a 

meaningless deluge of sound. She speaks at Albert rather than 

to him, never listening to his response. "I told you last 

week. I told you this morning," he insists in vain as she 

continues to ignore him, "I've told you, honestly, three 

times. Honestly, I've told you three times I had to go out 

tonight" (283). Her repetitive patterns of nit-picking, as 

she returns to the same trivial issues over and over (such as 

the lightbulb that Albert has failed to replace in "Grandma's" 

room), emphasize the function of language to control rather 

than to communicate. Every statement she makes to Albert has 

ominous connotations beyond the literal meaning of the words. 

Accusations of Albert's neglect resonate through her words in 

the first scene: "We were going to have our game of cards," 

she complains about his going out, and she repeats "What about 

your dinner?" twice. All of her complaints are summed up and 

levelled at Albert in a final volley as he leaves the room: 

Well, what am I going to do while you're out? I can't go into 
Grandma's room because there's no light. I can't go down to 
the cellar in the dark, we were going to have a game of cards, 
it's Friday night, what about our game of rummy? (286) 

This emotional manipulation becomes more disturbing when Mrs. 

Stokes' warnings take on sexually repressive undertones. When 

Albert comes home after the party, her sexual jealousy and 

disgust are explicitly apparent, as she derides him: "What 



have you been doing, mucking about with girls? Mucking about 

with girls, I suppose" (309). On the deepest level, she 

manipulates him by invoking the judgement of his dead father, 

who had "high hopes" for Albert, and who she insists is 

"living! (Touchinq her breast.) In here! And this is his 

house!" (285). She uses his father to evoke further guilt: 

"Your father would turn in his grave if he heard you raise 

your voice to me," she says to him, "You're all I've got, 

Albert. I want you to remember that. I haven't got anyone 

else" (284). All of her words to Albert, then, are intended 

to manipulate him. Through the first scene of Act Two, her 

incessant flow of grievances, accusations, and warnings 

eventually become one concentrated assault upon Albert, and he 

retaliates into defiant physical actions. 

In the radio play, of course, Mrs. Stokes exists only 

through her whining, anxious voice. With the shift to 

television, the addition of her visual image changes our view 

of her radically. In Scene Five of the radio play, for 

example, Mrs. Stokes sits waiting for Albert to come home: 

(Cut to kitchen. Oven door opens. Plate scrapes.) 
MOTHER: (Muttering) It'll be all dried up . . . dry up . - - 

all hours . . . 
(Closes oven. ) . . . uh . . . anyway . . . where's the . . . uh . . . 
(Loud tick of clock. Clock placed on table.) 
. . . sit here . . . all of it . . . dry up . . . rummy . 
. . anyway . . . sit here . . . have to sat down . . . 
it'll be dried up . . . I know . . . dry . . . dry . . . 
yes . . . anyway . . . sit down here . . . sit here . . . 
(Loud tick of clock. Fade in Mr. Kinq's house . . .(BBC) 

In the original broadcast performance, Mary O'Farrell's 



disjointed muttering--played very close to the microphone-- 

effectively conveys Mrs. Stokes' anxiety over and obsession 

with her son. The scene ultimately seems contrived, however: 

because Mrs. Stokes1 spoken words are so obviously necessary 

to establish her presence in this scene, they draw attention 

to the mechanics of the medium. If we juxtapose the above 

scene with its adapted version for television: 

The kitchen. The MOTHER is puttins ALBERT'S dinner into the 
oven. She takes the alarm clock from the mantelpiece and pucs 
it on the table. She takes out a pack of cards, sits at the 
table and besins to lay out a same of patience. Close up of 

-- 

her, broodinslv settins out the cards. Close UD of the clock. 
~t is seven fortv-five. (295) 

The close-up of her brooding face could express, albeit less 

specifically, the inner monologue voiced in the radio version 

of the scene. What emerges much more clearly with the visual 

image, however, is a sympathetic sense of the isolation and 

abandonment of the silent character. The adapted scene, then, 

subtly changes the presentation of Mrs. Stokes. The visual 

impact of her loneliness to some extent assuages her excessive 

attempts to manipulate and control Albert. 

Like Mrs. Stokes, the Girl in A Nisht Out uses language 

as a weapon, as she consistently complains, threatens, and 

berates Albert in order to control his behaviour in her room. 

Further than this however, and in a manner similar to Edward's 

in A Slicrht Ache, she uses language to build an identity in 

order to maintain a powerful position in her relationship with 

Albert. From the moment Albert enters her room she takes a 

controlling position; her first three statements to Albert, in 



fact, are imperatives: "Come in," she says, "Don't slam the 

door. Shut it gently" (312). In her next two lines, she 

further instructs him--"don't walk so heavilyn--and then 

implies his inadequacy: "Oh, God, you'd think you'd have a 

match" (313). As the scene progresses, she begins to build an 

identity of upper class gentility for herself. At the opening 

of the scene, Pinter indicates that her "manner has changed 

from the seductive" tone to one that is "brisk and nervous" 

(313). In the original production of the play, Vivien Merchant 

brilliantly teeters on a contrived upper class accent, which 

ebbs and flows with the girl's attention. She mimics clichQd 

turns of phrase and conduct, exclaiming dramatically, "I die 

without the fire. I simply dieu (313), and later justifies 

her request of a cigarette: "I'm fond of a smoke. After 

dinner. With a glass of wine. Or before dinner, with sherry" 

(314). She harps continuously back to questions of class and 

breeding, proclaiming to Albert: 

I could tell you had breeding the moment I saw you. You 
looked a bit washed out, perhaps, but there was no mistaking 
the fact that you had breeding. I'm extremely particular, you 
see. I do like a certain amount of delicacy in men . . . a 
certain amount . . . a certain degree . . . a certain amount 
of refinement. You do see my point? Some men I couldn't 
possibly entertain. Not even if I was . . . starving. (315) 
Her profession--she openly solicits Albert on the street--is 

entirely glossed over, as she insists urbanely, "I used to be 

a continuity girl. But I gave it up" (315). She reveals the 

most significant detail of her identity early in the scene, 

when she shows Albert a photograph of her "little girl" 



"She's staying with friends," she tells him, "Rather fine, 

isn't she? Very aristocratic features, don't you think? 

She's at a very select boarding school at the moment, 

actually. In . . . Hereford, very near Hereford" (313). 
Ensconced in the respectability provided by her role as a 

mother, she defends herself to Albert later in the scene: 

Don't know why you had to pick on me, at this time of night, 
really rather forward of you. I'm a respectable mother, you 
know, with a child at boarding school. You couldn't call me . 
. . anything else. All I do, I just entertain a few 
gentlemen, of my own choice, now and again. What girl 
doesn't? (319) 

In an interesting adaptational change, Pinter adds a moment in 

the television text in which Albert breaks the frame of the 

photo to reveal that it is, in fact, a photo of the woman 

herself: "That's not your daughter," he cruelly taunts her, 

"~t's you! You're just a fake, you're all lies" (322). In 

the original radio version, the Girl's projected identity 

remains in place, albeit precariously, through to the end of 

the scene. In this latter version, then, the identity that 

the Girl has carefully built up through the scene is 

destroyed, as Albert reveals the truth through the visual 

proof of the photograph. 

In his final confrontation with his mother, Albert 

remains silent. His physical presence is established through 

a sequence of sound effects at the top of the scene: 

Front door opens, closes. 
ALBERT: (Whistlinq liqht melodv, chanqes to hum.) 

Into kitchen, takes off jacket sicrhins with relief. 
Pulls chair up, stretches arms, vawns luxuriouslv. 
Makes various noises of comfort and ease. 



MOTHER: Albert. 
ALBERT: (Indrawn breath.) 

Mother's steps descend stairs. 
MOTHER: (Comina into room.) Albert. (Pause.) Do you 

know what the time is? . . . (BBC) 
Albert remains silent through the rest of the scene, while his 

mother reproaches and then cajoles him, manipulating him back 

into her possession. Her final words become an incantation of 

definition and creation: 

~t's not as if you're a bad boy . . . you're a good boy . . . 
I know you are . . . It's not as if you're really bad, Albert, 
you're not. . . you're not bad, you're good . . . you're not a 
bad boy, Albert, I know you're not . . . 

(Pause. ) 
you're good, you're not bad, you're a good boy . . . I know 
you are . . . you are, aren't you? (325) 

Beneath the verbal onslaught of his mother, Albert is finally 

and completely nullified, signified through a radio silence 

that becomes a "total and absolute void". 

In the final scene of the television version of A Nisht 

m, Pinter does not specifically indicate a final shot of 
Albert: his final two stage directions describe the actions of 

Mrs. Stokes moving a chair close to him and then stroking his 

hand. But in the original ABC television production, the 

final shot of Tom Bell as Albert is devastating: Albert sits 

with his mouth open and his eyes closed in a state of utter 

imbecility, completely powerless in the presence of his 

mother. Other moments of the television play as well are 

effective in projecting a visual image of Albert's 

powerlessness. The nuances of Albert's isolation through the 

visual image of his body--at the party, under the bridge, in 
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the kitchen with his mother--are unrealizable through his 

silence on the radio. Furthermore, throughout his mother's 

interminable speech in the first scene of Act Two, the camera 

focuses on Albert's twitching and grimacing face: as a result, 

the significance of this scene is shifted from the words 

themselves to what they are doing to Albert. 

In the transfer of A Niaht Out from radio to television, 

there is a significant loss of focus on the linguistic power- 

play which the radio play exploited. As in The Dwarfs and & 

Slisht Ache, the power of words is diminished in the transfer 

of the text to the visual medium, particularly in the 

characters' use of language to control and manipulate. In 

particular, the virulent impact of Mrs. Stokes' verbal 

presence is radically diminished through the physical presence 

of both herself and Albert. Unlike those of The Dwarfs and 

Sliqht Ache, however, the themes of A Nisht Out are not so 

specifically tied to the form of the original medium. Pinter 

is not primarily exploring questions of verification or the 

subjective/objective rift with A Niaht Out: Albert is acting 

out his conflict within a concrete objective space. In 

effect, the verbal images of A Nisht Out represent the visual 

images of this objective space. Thus television provides a 

form which realizes these spaces with no fundamental shift of 

thematic focus. Indeed, the clarification of space and of 

Albert's position within this space intensifies the audience's 

perception of his helpless victimization in the central 



conflict of the play. 

In The Dwarfs and A Sliqht Ache, then, Pinter continues 

to focus on questions of verification and perspective through 

the subjective narrative structure of radio, using the medium 

to explore the rift between his characters' subjective and 

objective worlds. Further than this, with The Dwarfs he 

realizes the purity of image generated through radio, and in 

Sliqht Ache and A Niaht Out he exploits the powerful potential 

for linguistic power-play that radio provides. Adaptation to 

stage and television inevitably lessens the original 

ambiguities and linguistic battles as the visual realization 

of objective reality shifts the focus away from the subjective 

words and perspectives of the characters. Pinter, however, 

moves to embrace the characteristics of the new media, leaving 

much of the ambiguity of the originals behind to focus on 

secondary themes, those more rooted in the objectively 

realistic landscapes of the plays. 

We have seen how Pinter successfully manipulates 

television in A Nisht Out in order to heighten and emphasize 

tensions and conflicts of the original radio text. The 

television image increases our sense of Albert's persecution, 

exclusion, and isolation. The next chapter extends the 

analysis of Pinter's television images, turning to examine his 

original television plays and their adaptations to the stage. 



Chapter Three: From Television to the Stage: "Reproduction 

to Representation" 

In the three years following his success with the 

television adaptation of A Nisht Out, Pinter wrote three 

original television dramas: Nisht School (1960). 

Collection (1961) and The Lover (1963). In 1965 and 1967 he 

produced television dramatizations of Tea Partv and 

Basement. The last four of these plays, as well as A Niqht 

Out, were subsequently adapted for the stage. Niqht School, - 
however, was adapted from television to radio for a BBC 

broadcast in 1966, which makes it unique among Pinter's works 

in its transference from a visual to a sound medium. While 

The Collection was also adapted for a BBC Radio broadcast in 

1962, the adapted text is available only through the BBC Radio 

Drama Archives and is merely a "radiogenic" version of the 

original, in which Pinter replaces all of the stage directions 

with analogous sound effects. Nisht School is the only Pinter 

play fully adapted from the visual stage of theatre to radio; 

indeed, in an interesting quirk of publication, Methuen's 

first printing of Nisht School, in the 1967 collection Tea 

Party and Other Plays, was of the adapted radio version of the 

play rather than its original television form. As such, an 

analysis of the effects of Pinter's adaptational process with 

this play is uniquely revealing of the fundamental 
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significance of his visual image: in other words, we can 

examine what happens to the meaning of a Pinter play written 

specifically for visual realization when the lights are shut 

off. 

Niqht School 

In his July 1960 review of Associated-Rediffusion's 

broadcast of Niqht School, Maurice Richardson observes that 

this play "is more straightforward than Mr. Pinter's 

television average, much simpler and less equivocal than 

either 'The Birthday Party' or 'A Night Out'" (24). As in 

Niqht Out, the ambiguity in Nisht School is an effect of 

Pinter's manipulation of plot to create mystery and suspense, 

rather than a thematic exploration of the condition of 

amibguity itself. Within this play Pinter once again 

investigates the power-play of territorial possession and 

exclusion. Walter returns home after nine months in prison to 

find that his two aunts have rented his room to Sally, an 

apparently respectable young school teacher who spends her 

evenings at night school. The central territorial dispute 

over the room leads to a power struggle between Walter and 

Sally, which is complicated by sexual tension and Walter's 

insecurities. In the opening scene of the play, the central 

conflict is established through dialogue: the circumstances of 

Sally's invasion are revealed through the conversation between 

Walter, Annie, and Milly. Once the aunts have reluctantly 
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broken the news of Sally to him, Walter repeatedly and vainly 

claims ownership of the room. The bed on which Sally is 

sleeping is his, he reminds his aunts, "You bought it, you 

went out and chose it, but who gave you the money to buy it?" 

(1981 206). Later, he interrupts their praise of Sally with 

another possessive reminder: "You should see the beauty cream 

on her dressing-table," says Milly, but Walter interjects, "My 

dressing-table" (1981 207). It soon becomes clear, however, 

that Walter has lost more than mere physical objects and 

space. The opening image of the play indicates the past 

pattern of Walter's relationship with his aunts: he sits 

comfortably drinking tea and eating cake xhile they focus 

their actions and attention upon him. He sincerely expects to 

slip comfortably back into his place, as he tells Annie, "I've 

been thinking for months . . . you know that? . . . months . . 

. I'll come back here . . . I'll lie on my bed . . . I'll see 
the curtains blowing by the window . . . I'll have a good 
rest, eh?" (1981 200). A short time later, he reassures 

Milly, who has been complaining about her health, "Well, I'm 

back now, eh?"(1981 201), assuming that her "middling" health 

has been due to her worry over him. With the intrusion of 

Sally, however, Walter has been displaced from this centre of 

attention. Annie and Milly reveal an almost obsessive focus 

on the girl, spilling over with details of her actions and 

character: 

ANNIE. Oh, you should see what she's done to her room. 
MILLY. She's made it beautiful, she's made it really pretty. 



. . 
ANNIE. She's fitted up a lovely table lamp in there, hasn't 
she. 
MILLY. She's always studying books. 
ANNIE. She goes out to night school three nights a week. 
MILLY. She's a young girl. 
ANNIE. She's a very clean girl. (1981 204) 

The details become more specific and personal, much to 

Walter's growing alarm, as their glowing praise continues. 

She's not merely a clean girl, according to Milly, shels 

apparently "never out of the bath": "Morning and night. On 

the nights she goes to night school, she has one before she 

goes out, other nights she has it just before she goes to 

bed"(1981 207). Walter's fear of Sally's territorial invasion 

deepens even further when he hears that his aunts have given 

Sally not only his room and their affection, but access to his 

secrets. The aunts reveal that they have told Sally that 

Walter has been "in the nick", and that she had been "terribly 

interested" in this information. 

At this point in the television text, Sally is revealed 

to the audience for the first time. Walter "looks UP at the 

ceilinq slowlv" and asks, "She was, was she?", and the scene 

cuts to: 

Interior. Sallv's bedroom. Eveninq. Sally's leqs. She 
sits, kicks off her shoes, picks uw a small pile of exercise 
books, puts them on her knee and starts makins corrections. 
We do not see her face. (1981 208). 

The scene cuts immediately back to the living room, where 

Walter protests his eviction. Through this brief 

juxtaposition of imeges, Pinter subtly suggests the complex 

layers of conflict that will follow. On its most obvious 
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level, the camera sets up the space of territorial conflict. 

Sally's very comfortable possession of the room, as she 

casually "kicks off her shoes" to mark papers, contrasts with 

Walter's dispossessed state in the public space of the living 

room, where he contemplates the humiliating discomfort of 

sleeping on the 'put-u-up'. Later in the play, Pinter again 

uses juxtaposing images to heighten the theme of territorial 

conflict. In the scene directly preceding Walter's invasion 

of Sally's room, for example, Pinter inserts contrasting 

images of space to reinforce their dispute: 

Interior. SALLY'S bedroom. Niqht. SALLY is lvinq on the bed 
smokina, lookinq up at the ceilinq. 

Interior. Livinq room. ~iqht. WALTER is sittinq at the 
table with a pile of post-office savinqs books. He is 
carefullv copvins siqnatures onto a sheet of paper. He stops, 
leans back, looks up at the ceilinq. (1981 217) 

By this point in the play, of course, the tension of the 

territorial struggle between the two spaces is intensified by 

Walter's possession of Sally's secret, and by the power he may 

or may not have to expose her secret and thus expel her from 

his space. 

The focus on Sally's legs in the play's first image of 

her also introduces an unsettling element of tension in our-- 

and later Walter's--perception of her. By lingering on the 

potentially erotic view of her near-naked legs and feet and 

refusing to reveal her face, the camera objectifies Sally. 

The audience is made aware of only parts of her body and is 

denied access to her as a full person. This fetishistic gaze 



of the camera is later taken over by Walter, when he enters 

the room himself to invite Sally to have a drink with him. In 

this later scene, Walter first subjects Sally to a subtle 

interrogation regarding her job, providing an exaggerated 

fabrication of his own past. He then moves through an 

increasingly suggestive series of implications regarding the 

"night school" she attends. At the end of the scene, Walter 

attempts a more direct physical manipulation of her body. 

Like the camera in the first shot of Sally, Walter focuses on 

her legs : 

WALTER. Sit down. (Pause.) Cross your legs. 
SALLY. ?4mnmm? 
WALTER. Cross your legs. 

Pause. 
Uncross them. 

Pause. 
Stand up. 

Pause. 
Turn Around. 

Pause. 
stop. 

Pause. 
Sit down. 

Pause. 
Cross your legs. 

Pause. 
Uncross your legs. 

Silence. (1981 226-227) 

Walter's status in this scene is dependent upon Sally's 

response to his series of commands, which Pinter leaves open 

to interpretation. Sally may reject the manipulations; 

indeed, her actions within the pauses could conceivably play 

directly against his commands. Or she may passively allow 

herself to become the object of Walter's obsessive gaze (and, 

through implication, his sexual actions). Conceivzbly, she 
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could also actively and seductively take part in this rather 

bizarre ritual of foreplay. What is clear is that the visual 

image of the two bodies in relationship to each other is 

crucial to the meaning--to the expression and our 

understanding--of the play of power between these two 

characters. In the radio version of the play, Sally's 

response to Walter's commands can never be fully expressed. 

While Guy Vaesen's 1966 BBC production of the play 

incorporated slight sound effects of Sally's movements into 

the pauses of the scene, the full impact of their interaction, 

dependent as it is on their physical relationship, is severely 

diminished. Pinter leaves the power relations between the two 

characters undefined. On radio this ambiguity is felt as a 

frustration rather than a thematic intention, stemming as it 

does from a limitation of the medium. 

The central plot device of Nisht School is dependent upon 

a visual image. Sally's secret is contained and revealed 

through the image in a photograph. In their first scene 

together, Walter is searching through the cupboard in his room 

for his "life's work" when his eye "catches a photoqraph": 

He picks it up, looks at it. It is SALLY, her hair up, 
sittins at a table with two men. She is wearins a tight, low- 
cut blouse. One of the men we will later recoqnize as Tullv. 
In the ~hotosra~h, her rioht hand is on one of the men's 
faces. Her left holds a slass. (1981 211) 

While the precise context of the photograph remains ambiguous, 

its disreputable connotations are very apparent. The irony of 

the play's title becomes clear; Walter immedAtely recognizes 



that Sally's "night school" is not what it appears to be, and 

he sets out to clarify and expose the truth. The adapted 

version of this moment in the radio play is revealing in its 

paucity. When Sally leaves him alone in the room, Walter 

grunts and mutters to himself while he searches: 

He ouens the cupboard and rmases. 
(Mutterinq.) Where's that damn case? Wait a minute . . 
What's this? 

Sound of a larse envelope tearinq. 
(Softlv.) Gaw . . . huuhh! 
SALLY. All right? 
WALTER. Yes. Thank you. 

Sallv enters the room. (1967 92) 

The radio audience knows he has found something that has 

surprised him, but his discovery is inaccessible. The fact 

that he does not mention it to her suggests it may be 

compromising, but it could be compromising to either Sally or 

himself. Immediately following her entrance back into the 

room, Walter asks her, "What do you teach--ballet?", which 

hints that his discovery may undermine her claims of 

profession. But until he actually describes the photo to Mr. 

Solto in the following scene, Walter's new advantage over 

Sally remains a mystery. 

Niqht School, then, hinges on visual evidence or truth. 

The camera shots juxtapose images of space, emphasizing the 

inclusive and exclusive borders of disputed territory. Within 

this space, the relationship between Walter's gaze and Sally's 

body defines their power relationship. And, of course, the 

photograph itself most obviously acts to both mystify and 

illuminate the actions of the characters. In an interesting 
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and ironic move, Pinter closes the play with a second 

photograph, an image which undercuts our assumptions about the 

first. After Sally's disappearance, Milly discovers a 

photograph in her room and describes it to Walter: 

ANNIE: A-ah. Doesn't she look lovely holding that netball. 
Look, Wally. 
She shows WALLY the photoara~h. 

MILLY. I never knew she was the games mistress. She never 
told us. 
WALTER puts the photoqraph down. (1981 238) 

We are, perhaps, meant to ask which is a truer picture of 

Sally. Each is true within its own context. The second 

version of Sally as "games mistress" could have been just as 

convincing as her nightclub hostess persona had Walter found 

it first. Like the camera in the first shot of Sally of the 

play, however, Walter focuses his whole attention on one 

"part" of Sally, that which was revealed through the first 

photograph. And while he seems to come to a recognition of 

his short-sightedness, urging Solto in the second last scene 

that the photo is a fake and that the girl does not exist, his 

betrayal has forced Sally's departure. The whole truth, Niaht 

School finally tells us, is much more complicated than an 

image in a photograph. 

The Stage Image versus the Television Image 

In her study of Pinter's screenplays, Joanne Klein points 

to his skill as an "incisive maker of pictures": 

Each of the eight scripts testifies to his skill at converting 
language into image and to his success at distilling ideas 
into essence and form. We have seen that the significance of 
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visual images has been seminal in Pinter's work for stage and 
screen throughout his career, and that his aptitude for 
stating theme in form has been a consistent feature of his 
writing. (196) 

~ u t  the particular resonance of Pint r's images seems to 

suggest a more complex process of si nification than, as Klein 

would have it, evidence of his skill in converting language or 

ideas into visual form. The preceding analysis of Nisht 

school alone raises serious questions about the relationship-- 

the priorities of signification--between the language and the 

visual images of Pinter's drama. In Pinter's dramatic worlds, 

meaning is very often made through disjunction rather than 

correlation between language and image. In these situations, 

the tension between the characters' words and their physical 

actions (or inaction) is much more significant than either the 

words or the actions alone. Complicating this relationship is 

the ambiguous nature of Pinter's language. The overwhelming 

play of sub-text in Pinter's work--his emphasis on the 

performative rather than the literal intentions in linguistic 

communication--shifts the weight of signification to the 

image. The audience relies on the image--the physical 

relationship of the characters, eye contact, gestures--to 

follow the dramatic action taking place below or beyond the 

literal words. Thus, in a scene such as the one above between 

Walter and Sally, the words alone have little impact: the 

effectiveness of the scene depends upon the image of their 

bodies on the screen. The visual image, it would seem, is 

particularly integral to meaning in Pinter's work in the 



visual media. 

In his work The Ase of Television, Martin Esslin suggests 

that the pre-eminence of the visual image over language is an 

inherent characteristic of all drama: 

Drama does contain an element of the linear and abstract, but 
everything that is said on the stage emerges from human beings 
who are perceived primarily as images and, accordingly, what 
they say is merely a secondary function of those images. The 
verbal element will of necessity either reinforce or 
contradict the primary message of the image to which it is 
subordinate. (20) 

In his application of this concept of the dramatic image, 

Esslin conflates all media--stage, television, and film-- 

through which drama can be expressed. "The frame of the 

television screen," according to Esslin, "turns everything 

that happens on it into a stage and everything that is seen or 

heard upon it into a sign" (27). Certainly the sign systems 

of the stage and television have more apparent similarities 

than those of the stage and radio. As Esslin points out, 

. . . a large portion of the material [television] transmits 
is in the form of traditional drama, consisting of fictional 
material mimetically represented by actors and employing plot, 
dialogue, character, gesture, costume--the whole panoply of 
dramatic means of expression. (Aqe of Television 7) 

Both the stage and television express dramatic meaning through 

a physical representation of the world, in which the actor is 

the central iconic sign. Esslin defines drama itself as this 

"mimetic reproduction of the world" (19); for Esslin, it is 

the complex, multi-layered image of the stage sign, mirroring 

the situation in our "real" lives, that distinguishes dramatic 

communication from other narrative genres, regardless of the 



whether the "stage" is a theatre or the frame of a television 

screen. 

John Fiske and John Hartley, however, would contend that 

'Ithe very same visual image will mean slightly different 

things, or convey different kinds of meaning, dependiug on the 

medium through which that image is channelled" (52-53). In 

their seminal theoretical work Readins Television, they 

recognize the "primacy of the iconic sign" on television, but 

their anxiety to define the boundaries of this iconic 

representation hints at the distinctive nature of the 

television image. "The primacy of the iconic sign on 

television," they write, "can tempt us to ignore the arbitrary 

nature of much of the medium's signification . . . the 
arbitrary or conventional dimension is often disguised by the 

apparent natural iconic motivation or realism of the sign" 

(39-40). Fiske and Hartley thus caution the television 

audience: 

that an apparently direct or iconic representation of reality 
is more accurately a metaphorical reconstruction of that 
reality in the terms of the television medium. The similarity 
we perceive between signifier and signified should be thought 
of as a constructed eauivalence; the metaphorical real world 
shown on television does not dis~lav the actual real world, 
but displaces it. (48) 

Their emphasis on clarifying the nature of the "reality" of 

the represented world on television points to a significant 

distinction in the visual imaging of this medium: its 

essential realism.16 In his introduction to British 

Television Drama, George Brandt provides a historically-based 



context for this semiotic interpretation of the television 

sign/image, tracing the development of this "surface realism" 

of the genre to the increasing use of lightweight film 

equipment in the late 1950's in England, which allowed the 

television camera to "poke its eye into any situation 

anywhere" : 

The new flexibility made it possible, in the manner of Italian 
neo-realism, to bring in non-professionals, to tap greater 
spontaneity in the actors, and to give a greater feeling of 
verisimilitude to a production all around . . . In practice 
the studio wasn't to vanish as a drama venue by any means; but 
the whole world was potentially becoming a stage for 
television drama. (19) 

While the theatrical image is traditionally produced on a 

stage--an illusion conjured in a space quite explicitly 

distinct from the "real" world--the television image is often 

of the space of the real world itself. Television drama is - 
set in real rooms of real buildings, and often on recognizable 

streets of familiar cities. The television image of the 

dramatic world carries an authenticity, a higher degree of 

verisimilitude, than the stage. To this extent, it seems more 

"real" than the stage drama. 

Paradoxically, of course, the stage drama exists in real 

time and space through live performance in a manner that 

electronically reproduced drama cannot share. The stage image 

is distinct in its presence. As Walter Benjamin suggests, 

"Even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is 

lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its 

unique existence at the place where it happens to be" (220). 
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The term "image" in the theatrical context, then, seems to 

mean something quite different from the image we speak of on 

the television screen. In his treatise on the phenomenology 

of theatre, Bert. 0. States describes "image" as "any 

likeness, or representation, made out of the materials of the 

medium (gesture, language, decor, sound, light)" (24). The 

stage picture reproduces, or mimics, the fictional reality of 

the dramatic narrative (which is itself a re~resentation of 

the real world) using the physical actuality of the actors and 

stage. Within this stage image is always the tension between 

the above mentioned presence, or action, of the play and the 

distance, or condition of imitation, of that action. The 

stage image, then, hovers in the space between present-ness 

and illusion, the audience fluctuates between the experience 

of immediacy and the potentially disruptive recognition of 

representation. 

While the stage image mirrors reality with the presence 

of live bodies in real space, the television drama is 

obviously and inescapably reproduced. The image here is the 

television screen's photographic reproduction oi the drama. 

The television picture, then, becomes an image or reproduction 

of the theatrical image: a reproduction of a representation. 

While the television play is not present in either the time or 

space of medium expression, however, the audience is engaged 

at the point of transmission through the immediacy of the 

medium itself. Because the physical actuality of the dramatic 
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location of television is often grounded in reality itself, 

the tension between illusion and reproduction which we find in 

the stage presentation is mostly absent in the television 

transmission. Television, unlike the stage, does not demand a 

suspension of disbelief in order to sustain an illusion of 

reality: the television writer does not have to worry about 

what will and will not on stage. These distinctive 

grounds of "reality" have significant implications when 

considering cross-media adaptation, a fact effectively 

illustrated through one aspect of Pinter's television play The 

Collection. In this play, the character of Stella is 

identified with a white persian kitten, which appears with her 

in three lengthy scenes. Within the television play, the 

presence of the kitten is entirely unobtrusive: it quite 

naturally takes its place within the real space of the 

apartment, among Stella's real things. In this context, the 

more subtle connota~ions of the image of the kitten are free 

to play amongst the larger meanings in the text: the white 

persian kitten heightens the sensuality in Stella's scenes, 

suggests femininity or elusiveness, and reverberates with more 

explicit connotations of Stella's sexuality, particularly when 

Harry fondles it in her presence. In the space of live 

theatre, however, animals will disturb the stage image. Or, 

as States puts it, they "resist" being images, as he points 

out: "If an image, by definition, is a likeness or a 

representation of something, how can it be the thing itself?" 
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(34).17 The "realness" of the kitten represents a very real 

threat to the illusion of the play, creating an extra level of 

unsettling awareness. It becomes a source of metatheatrical 

distancing which may, in the end, distract the audience from 

Pinter's originally intended connotations. 

Of course, these distinctions of dramatic space-- 

television realism versus stage illusion--are inherent to 

these media only so far as current trends and styles of 

realism control their production. Pinter often works self- 

consciously aqainst medium expectations. While The Collection 

exploits the realism of the television medium, significantly 

containing the only animal appearance of his entire dramatic 

oeuvre, Pinter subverts the essential realism of the image in 

his explorations of subjective fantasy in later television 

plays such as The Basement and Tea Party. As Christopher 

Hudgins suggests, "Pinter's work does seem always to be 

stretching formal boundaries, expanding the possibilities of 

theater, radio, film, and yes, even television" (71). 

In spite of Pinter's prolific energies adapting texts 

from other media to film, including his own major stage plays, 

he has chosen to concentrate his own vision on the small 

screen of television. Like BBC radio, BBC television has a 

long tradition of dramatic production, and Pinter would 

certainly be aware of the extensive reaches of this popular 

mass medium. Referring to an interview in The Daily Teleqraph 

of 1960, George Brandt notes that "Harold Pinter estimated 



that in order to match the audience of 6,380,000 viewers who 

saw his A Nisht Out on Armchair Theatre, his stage play The 

Caretaker then running at the Duchess Theatre would have to 

stay on for thirty years!" (1). While Pinter must surely have 

been aware of these practical strengths of television as a 

vehicle for his drama, his aesthetic investment in exploring 

this electronic medium is also clear. As noted above, the 

arrival of videotape in 1958, along with the increasing use of 

lightweight film equipment, shifted television onto a much 

more flexible and sophisticated formal level. Television 

drama escaped from the spatial and temporal confines of the 

live studio-stage, and its writers and producers could now 

experiment with montage, cutting, and editing. Pinter's 

familiarity with filmic techniques through his screenplay work 

allowed him to take advantage of the potential offered through 

television. 

Television offers the artist powerful connotative 

control of his images through the technical apparatus of 

mechanical reproduction. Fiske and Hartley provide a 

clarifying framework in considering levels of directed meaning 

in the process of televising the dramatic image. In their 

semiotic investigations, they refer to Roland Barthes' concept 

of the photograph to illuminate their position: 

Barthes . . . argues that in photography the denoted meaning 
is conveyed solely through the mechanical process of 
reproduction (denotation is visual transfer), while 
connotation is the result of human intervention in the process 
--camera distance/angle, focus, lighting effects, etc. (44) 



These connoting devices, then, provide a framework through 

which to manipulate the meaning of the dramatic image. Of 

course, the television play is not a photograph. As Klein 

points out, "cinematic language . . . includes not only the 
contents of image, but also the codifications of montage, the 

ordering of images in time" ( 5 ) .  Television shares this 

codifying apparatus with film: camera angle and perspective, 

cutting and editing, lighting, and background music all serve 

to direct meaning. Many of these methods are of course 

accessible to the stage, and can be used through the 

performance process to express, interpret, focus, or heighten 

meaning. The stage play connotes through the whole gamut of 

its design: lighting, music, setting, and director and actor 

interpretation. But the mechanical framework of television 

(re)production clearly provides an invisible but powerful 

potential for manipulation of meaning that the stage lacks 

The television image can be finally much more determined than 

the stage image. 

Roland Barthes suggests that the inherent polysemic 

nature of visual images, which both the television and stage 

share, can create a terror of uncertainty: 

[images] imply, underlying their signifiers, a 'floating 
chain' of signifieds, the reader able to choose some and 
ignore others. Polysemy poses a question of meaning and this 
question always comes through as a dysfunction . . . Hence in 
every society various techniques are developed intended to fix 
the floating chain of signifieds in such a way as to counter 
the terror of uncertain signs. (39) 

Whether one subscribes to this negative view of the state of 



uncertainty--Pinter, the master of ambiguity, would possibly 

revel in Barthes' condition of "dysfunctionv--it seems clear 

that television has access to techniques which will much more 

specifically fix the floating chain of signifieds in its 

images. While lighting effects and acting techniques can to 

some extent focus the audience's attention on stage, the 

audience's perspective of the stage picture remains 

consistently distanced and total. The audience members see 

the 'whole picture' of the stage and the entire bodies of the 

actors. This fated polysemic nature of the theatrical sign 

has been touted by theatre semioticians as its defining 

characteristic. Kier Elam, for example, sees the "extremely 

powerful generative capacity on the part of the theatrical 

sign-vehicle" as the foundation for the richness of the stage 

image (11). In Elam's The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama, 

Barthes' "terror of uncertainty" is turned on its head, as 

Elam warmly expounds the strengths of the uncertain polysemous 

image, suggesting that the "resulting semantic ambiguity is 

vital to all but the most doggedly didactic forms of theatre, 

and especially so to any mode of 'poetic' theatre which goes 

beyond 'narrative' representation" (11). Whether the 

inherently polysemous nature of stage image is an advantage to 

exploit or a limitation to overcome, however, it is clear that 

the stage cannot focus or fix meaning with the specificity of 

a camera shot. The additional framework of connoting 

apparatus provided by television allows the television writer 



and director more control over the perception of the 

signified. Specifically, the camera allows directorial 

manipulation of perspective shots and editing. 

While television shares this apparatus in a general way 

with film, differences are inevitable and significant, and a 

consideration of these distinctions reveals the unique 

characteristics of the television image. In Visible Fictions, 

John Ellis suggests: 

Cinema offers a large-scale, highly detailed and photographic 
image to a spectator who is engaged in an activity of intense 
and relatively sustained attention to it. Broadcast TV offers 
a small image of low definition, to which sound is crucial in 
holding the spectator's attention. (24) 

The television image is less central and more dependent upon 

sound for obvious and practical reasons. As Ellis points out, 

"sound radiates in all directions whereas view of the TV image 

is sometimes restricted"; thus "sound tends to anchor meaning 

on TV, where the image tends to anchor it with cinema" (129). 

Also, except for the close-up shot, the television image 

necessarily shows things smaller than in actuality. In spite 

of the fact that the television image is "pared down", 

however, Ellis points out that it carries a strength of 

"immediacy" which the cinema lacks. (112) 

It is as though the TV image is a 'live' image, transmitted 
and received in the same moment that it is produced . . . 
Immediacy is the effect of the directness of the TV image, the 
way in which it constitutes itself and its viewers as h ~ l d  in 
a relationship of co-present intimacy. (132) 

The frequent use of close-up in television both compensates 

for the "stripped-down" image of the television screen and 



exploits further this nature of immediacy: 

Whereas the cinema close-up accentuates the difference between 
screen-figure and any attainable human figure by drastically 
increasing its size, the broadcast TV close-up produces a face 
that approximates to normal size. Instead of an effect of 
distance and unattainability, the TV close-up generates an 
equality and even intimacy. (131) 

Extending from this, the close-up also allows for much more 

detailed focus on specific elements of the whole image. In 

his 1956 essay "The Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles", Roman 

Jakobson refers to some advantages of the cinematic picture in 

terms which are illuminating for television: 

. . .the art of cinema, with its highly developed capacity for 
changing the angle, perspective, and focus of 'shots', has 
broken with the tradition of the theater and ranged an 
unprecedented variety of synecdochic 'close-ups' and metonymic 
'set-ups' in general. (59) 

The camera's ability to intimately focus on an attribute or 

part of an object rather than presenting the whole object 

itself can forcefully influence its meaning in representation. 

We have already seen Pinter's exploitation of this aspect of 

the image in his presentation of Sally in Nisht School. 

Rather than introducing Sally as a whole person, the camera's 

metonymic or synecdochic image of Sally's legs--sexually 

connotive parts of her body--creates a perception of her as a 

sexual desirable object, a perception that we see blinding 

Walter to Sally's other attributes later in the play. 

The close-up is not the only camera technique that Pinter 

employs in his exploration of television. In his essay on 

Pinter's 1967 television play The Basement, Hudgins points to 

Pinter's recognition of the subtle shades of perspective 



opened up by the camera: 

The most important asset that Pinter grasps from his work in 
television is the camera's ability, in the right hands and 
with the right script, delicately to suggest subjective 
perception, fantasy and memory. He gradually begins to 
structure his television plays to take advantage of the ease 
with which the camera, and editing, can focus or suddenly 
shift an audience's attention. (71) 

In the specific context of The Basement, Hudgins sees Pinter 

using the camera to "emphasize the narrator's perspective or 

fantasies through a subjective camera". As a result, "rapid 

cutting and filmic subtext . . . suggest that more than half 
of what the audience sees on the screen represents what occurs 

in Law's mind, his fantasies or wish-fulfilling daydreams" 

(74). Pinter here is playing directly against the inherent 

"realism" of the television image which Fiske and Hartley 

describe. By playing against the tendencies and expectations 

of the medium in plays such as The Basement and Tea Party, 

Pinter undermines the very foundations of our assumptions of 

reality itself. The effectiveness of television--and of 

Pinter's manipulation of television--in the expression of 

these two plays becomes particularly evident when we consider 

Pinter's attempts to adapt them for the stage. Before moving 

to an analysis of Pinter's original works for television, 

then, a consideration of the critical response to the 1970 

Duchess Theatre double-bill of The Basement and Tea PartV 

reveals Pinter's adept manipulation of the television image 

and the difficulties inherent in transferring them to stage. 



The Basement and Tea Party 

The central tenet of Hudgins's essay "The Basement: 

Harold Pinter on BBC-TV" is that the stage adaptations of The 

Basement and the three other television plays written between 

1960 and 1967 are "of central importance to [Pinter's] 

artistic development, for they taught him what techniques 

would and would not work via more or less direct transfer 

between the media" (72). The most significant technique 

Hudgins sees in this process of cross-media fertilization 

arises from Pinter's experiences with the above mentioned 

ability of the camera to "suggest subjective perception, 

fantasy and memory" (71). From this, Hudgins traces Pinter's 

development of a new type of "realistic expressionism" in his 

later stage work, which evolves into the theatrical interior 

monologue. In spite of these positive assertions of cross- 

media fertilization, however, Hudgins disconcertingly 

concludes that Pinter's adaptation of The Basement for the 

stage is "largely regarded as a failure", suggesting that the 

"rapid set changes are too bewildering, and too concrete, for 

an audience to follow or to understand as metaphor" (81). It 

would seem then that the "realistic expressionism" of the 

television images, through which the camera so effectively 

suggests subjective perception, fantasy and memory, was not in 

this case successfully transferred onto the stage. 

Hints from reviews of the first stage production of The 

Basement suggest that the television pltiL,-, consisting of over 



fifty short scenes or shots, was translated onto the stage 

with very little textual change. D.A.N. Jones of The 

Listener, for example, states that The Basement, along with 

its double-bill partner Tea Partv, were "translated to the 

stage of the Duchess Theatre with great fidelity, as though 

they were holy writ. Scarcely a cut" (433). The review in 

Drama also observes that both pieces were "performed with - 
little adaptation in the wrong medium": 

Little or nothing has been done to adapt them for the stage, 
yet in James Hammerstein's well-timed direction their spell is 
inescapable. The many scene-changes required, especially in 
The ~asernent, which wanders from flat to field to seashore to 
cafe terrace and back to re-decorated flat, are ingeniously 
contrived in Una Collins' designs - though no amount of 
ingenuity can make these filmic fades and flashes seem other 
than primitive in the theatre. ("Plays in Performance" 23) 

Critical evaluations of the effects . physical transformation 
from television to stage contradict each other. For example, 

J. R .  Taylor asserts that "The Basement, with the help of some 

ingenious designs by Una Collins, flows effortlessly, never 

losing momentum, from one short scene to the next . . . "  (36). 
In The Times review, on the other hand, Irving Wardle observes 

that while the rapid cuts between scenes are accomplished with 

short blackouts, the effect "is only approximate and sometimes 

obscure. It may be imporssible to find any wholly 

satisfactory solution" (6). As a rule, those reviews that 

found the stage version of The Basement a failure blamed it on 

the medium shift, pointing to the formal awkwardness of 

translating such swift filmic movement onto the stage. 

Complementing the evaluations of the formal structure of 



the stage adaptation of The Basement, reviews also differ in 

their estimate of the play's success in transferring the 

contents of the original text. For Jones, the television 

play's thematic concerns with subjective perception and 

paranoid fantasy remain clear on the stage: 

. . . both plays were made for mixing, fading and close-ups, 
quick shifts of time and scene, with attention sometimes 
narrowly focused on small objects, with events presented now 
objectively, now through the private, perhaps distorted vision 
of a singular character . . . Tersely, we are offered 
startling glimpses of what people see in each other, 
inconclusive comments on their conspiracy theories and 
persecution manias - which might, after all, have a factual 
basis. ( 4 3 3 )  

Taylor as well seems to have had no trouble plumbing the more 

enigmatic depths of Pinter's thematic exploration in the stage 

play: 

. . . not only do the characters of the three people rather 
uncomfortably sharing a basement bed-sitting room shift 
alarmingly from moment to moment, but even their physical 
surroundings, the coveted flat, changes completely from scene 
to scene, in a world of so many reflections we cannot even 
start to do the sum. (36) 

In his review in The Spectator, however, Kenneth Hurren 

observes "some mild confusion in the interplay of reality and 

fantasy, stemming from the difficulties in transposing to the 

stage a work originally conceived for television" (341). Many 

of the reviews either do not observe or ignore this thematic 

element in the meaning of the play, referring only to the 

realistic level of territorial struggle. 

The critics of Pinter's stage adaptation of Tea Party, 

which was double-billed with the above performance of The 

Basement, expressed similar concerns regarding the transfer of 



essential thematic layering. Tea Partv focuses on questions 

of subjective perception, which Pinter explores using the 

television camera in a very specific manner (see Chapter One). 

In his positive review, Jones isolates and describes 

particularly effective moments in the play's exploration of 

subjective perspective as they were adapted to the stage: 

In Tea Party, there is an important table tennis match: one 
player sees two balls coming at him. Later, he saws a piece 
of wood, in such a way as to endanger his little son's hand. 
All these sights are easily shown on a screen: they are more 
difficult on a stage, and all the more enjoyable, like circus 
tricks which might go wrong. ( 4 3 3 )  

According to Jones, the audiencz feels pleasure in the 

recognition of the production's formal adroitness. This 

metatheatrical element, however, could interfere with clear 

expression of the thematic import of these moments in the 

play. Like the presence of the kitten in The Collection, 

these moments of stage trickery break the illusion of reality 

on the stage, alerting the audience to the condition of 

illusion itself. As a result, they distance us from the play. 

In the television version of Tea Partv, Disson's troublesome 

distortions of perception create an atmosphere of suffocating 

anxiety and paranoia. The television audience shares his 

perceptions through the intimacy of camera perspective, and so 

experiences the same disorientation. In a. scene in which 

Disson watches his secretary move about the office, for 

example : 

Suddenly WENDY'S body appears in enormous close-uo. Her 
buttocks fill the screen. 
His hands cro UP to keeo them at bay. 
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His elbow knocks a round table liqhter from his desk. 
Picture non-111.. (129) 

This moment of distorted perspective captures and expresses 

Disson's increasing anxiety in his obsession with Wendy, and 

the television audience shares Disson's point-of-view. On 

stage, the audience members remain outside observers of the 

action, viewing the whole space and Wendy's whole body. 

Disson's distorted perception can only be implied through the 

actor's reactions of disorientation and shock. 

Of course, the stage is quite capable of effectively 

presenting fantasy sequences. The image of the two women and 

Willy lying on Disson's desk in the final scene of the play, 

for example, could be staged and lit so as to suggest that it 

is a subjective vision of the main character. However, the 

stage would have difficulty presenting the juxtapositioned 

images of subjective and objective perspectives which is at 

the heart of Tea Party. While the stage could effectively 

present the final paranoid vision of Disson's fantasy, then, 

it would be difficult to parallel this subjective point-of- 

view with objective mundane reality. Even Taylor, whose 

positive review of the stage production praises the director's 

juggling of point-of-view, expresses reservations about the 

final sequence of the play, in which he feels "just a little 

more knife-edge sharpness is needed in the transitions from 

normal chatter to the inserts of silent fantasy to make it 

quite clear that the scene is part objective and part 

subjective" (39). In general, reviews were much less 



forgiving than Taylor's. Benedict Nightingale in the New 

Statesman concludes: 

would [those who had not seen the original scene in its proper 
medium] have realised that the women who climb on top of 
Disson's desk in Tea Partv, to lie provocatively together, are 
acting out one of his sexual fantasies, no more? Very likely 
not. At any rate, the director, James Hammerstein, is unable 
to make the kind of distinction between levels of reality that 
come easily when you can h hoot obliquely, cut in 
conventionally, play with focus, and so on. (394) 

And while Wardle praised Donald Pleasance's excellence "in 

showing the odd routes in which [Disson's] fear and 

desperation break surface", his review concludes that the play 

was unable to convey the "shifts between naturalistic action 

and Disson's own distorted perception of the events. Only the 

camera can properly transmit this" (6). 

In these two television plays, then, Pinter's original 

exploration of form is so closely tied to content that the 

shift of formal expression has changed the plays' essential 

original meanings. The technical apparatus of television 

allowed Pinter more control of the dramatic image. Through 

very precise and specific camera shots, Pinter easily 

manipulated the image to explore the disjunction between 

subjective and objective perspectives, and the immediacy of 

television allowed the audience to share the characters' 

unsettling perceptions. The stage image, on the other hand, 

is non-specific and unmediated. Attempts to create similar 

visual effects on stage serve to distance the audience, 

drawing their attention to the illusory nature of the dramatic 

image. In both The Basement and Tea Partv, Pinter's 



exploration of the subjective/objective rift loses clarity 

through adaptation. In both cases, this change blurs the 

thematic focus of the original texts, shifting weight to the 

more obvious themes of class conflict and territorial power- 

play. 

Pinter's earlier original works for television, The 

Collection and The Lover, do not challenge television's 

traditional mode of realism in the same way as Tea Party and 

The Basement. As we turn to consider these texts and their 

stage adaptations, however, it remains clear that Pinter's 

investment in the original medium is always fundamental to his 

meaning. As a result, the tensions in his adaptational 

process from the visual media of television to stage 

consistently centre on the distinctive images of each medium. 

The Collection 

A review in The Times from June 23, 1962 entitled "A 

Slight Case of Conversion" considers the cross-media 

relationship of the three versions of Pinter's play The 

Collection. The play was first produced for Associated 

Rediffusion Television in May 1961. A year later (June 1962) 

it was adapted for a BBC radio broadcast. On June 18, 1962, 

it was finally transferred onto the stage for a production at 

Aldwych Theatre in London. The review concludes that "the 

stage version comes out as, practically speaking, the most 

successful of the three, though a suspicion remains that 



ideally television is the best medium for it" (4). Evidence 

for this judgment is revealed through analysis of the play's 

different "meanings": 

In the original television production the play emerged very 
decidedly as a social comedy, an elaborate game played upon 
the audience in which every possible means of finding out 
what, if anything, happened between two of the characters . . 
without actually putting together the only people whose 

confrontation would tell us. On the stage of the Aldwych it 
comes out as something very different: a drama about the 
unknowability of people, the impossibility of establishing the 
unquestionable truth about anything, in which the comedy, 
though clearly present, plays a quite subordinate role. (4) 

The review indicates an awareness of the integral function of 

medium in the production of meaning through its suggestion 

that there is an ''ideale'--or alternately an "unsuitable"-- 

medium for expression of a text. It would seem, however, that 

the ideal medium does not necessarily produce the ideal 

performance of the text. The review recognizes the more 

complicated interplay between the text and the medium and the 

interpretive processes of production, pointing out that "a 

good, accurate, unaffected production in a basically 

unsuitablc medium may well, after all, convey more of a play's 

true nature than a quirky, perverse reading in the ideal 

medium" (4). These conclusions regarding the shift of 

emphasis in the meaning of The Collection, then, downplay the 

inherent implications of medium in the expression of that 

meaning. Rather, the review suggests that interpretive 

choices in the production process of the text were solely 

responsible for changes in the play itself: 

This change of emphasis must be deliberate; presumably Mr. 



Pinter felt that there was considerably more in his play than 
the original television production by Miss Joan Kemp-Welch had 
brought out, and set out determinedly to extract it himself. 
This he has undoubtedly done: it now seems a far more complex 
and substantial piece than it did then, though perhaps in the 
process the comic side has been undervalued and the whole 
production made a trifle ponderous . . . ( 4 )  

But perhaps the shifting of emphasis does not represent, as 

the review suggests, "successive corrections on the author's 

part of things which he has felt wrong before". Indeed, why 

is a social comedy necessarily inferior to a more serious 

"drama about the unknowability of people"? Perhaps Pinter, 

recognizing the distinctive shaping forces of the new medium, 

simply focused on the production of an inherently "different" 

play rather than a "better" version of the original. 

The central question in the story of The Collection is 

whether or not Stella and Bill had an affair in Leeds. This 

question is never answered in the play: the evasions, denials, 

and conflicting versions of the circumstances in Leeds are 

never resolved into a "true" account. The two people directly 

involved present different, and often conflicting, pictures of 

what happened. The audience is left with four possibilities: 

that they had an affair, as James claims Stella confessed to 

him; that the whole story is a fantasy of James, as Stella 

tells Harry; that they just kissed in the lift, as Bill first 

tells James; or finally, that they just sat on the sofa in the 

lounge and talked about it, as Bill confesses in the final 

moments of the play. The fifth possibility is, of course, 

that none of the above represents the truth. Obviously, these 
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very specific questions of plot resonate with larger questions 

of verification and the universal implications for all human 

relationships. Can anyone ever really know the whole truth 

about another? On how many levels can betrayal occur? Does 

it matter in the end that it might not have happened: have 

they made it happen through discussion of it, through putting 

the act into words? Interestingly, the original working title 

of the television text was "A Glass Eye", a reference which 

plays on questions of perception and ~erification.'~ The 

purpose of a glass eye is to deceive, to create the illusion 

of a real eye for the outside observer. The first title could 

also suggest blindness: the essential blindness in all human 

beings when it comes to truly seeing or knowing another. 

Like Niaht School, the first published text of The 

Collection was of the adapted script rather than the original. 

Indeed, the original television script is accessible only 

through the Pinter's manuscript collection in the British 

Museum Archives. Pinter made several fundamental formal 

changes in his adaptation of the text from television to 

stage. While his removal of close-up shots from the script 

was a practical necessity, Pinter also cut two substantial 

outside scenes from the play--the first in the boutique of 

Stella and James, and the second of Harry in a waiting taxi 

cab--as well as a sequence of rapidly alternating shots 

between the flat and the house. Most significantly, however, 

in the adapted stage version Pinter excluded a sequence of 
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hotel images interspersed throughout the original television 

play. 

Pinter uses camera close-ups sparingly but to very 

specific and subtle e f Z ~ c c  in The Collection. The intimate 

focus of close-up occurs most commonly during moments of 

revelatory suspense, where the potential for disclosure of 

truth is strongest. Pinter, however, exploits the intimacy 

created through these close-ups to ironic effect: the camera 

invites the audience to share the private space of the 

character and heightens our expectations of disclosure at the 

precise moments of the characters' most explicit evasions-- 

through silence or lies. The full effect of Pincer's camera 

close-up relies on this ironic edge: the tension created 

through the disjunction of simultaneous formal intimacy and 

textual withholding. Significantly, the camera lingers in 

close-up almost exclusively on Stella and Bill, the supposed 

holders--and withholders--of the truth. 

The first of two significant close-ups on Bill comes at 

the end of his confrontation with Harry at the midpoint of the 

play. Harry, suspicious and jealous, demands to know the 

identity of the man who has been pursuing Bill. His final 

question is a clear attempt to assert power over and 

possession of Bill: " .  . . the fact of the matter is old chap, 
that I don't like strangers coming into my house without an 

invitation. (Pause.) Who is this man and what does he want?" 

(140). In the television script, Bill's response to this 
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direct question is a long silence, after which the camera 

closes in on Bill's face before cutting abruptly to the next 

scene, frustrating the audience's desire for disclosure (BM). 

Ironically, Bill's evasion occurs at the moment when the 

formal set-up--the camera close-up--creates expectations of 

private revelation. The tension generated through this 

focused moment of close-up in the television play creates an 

intense suspense, and the camera's abrupt withdrawal from che 

potential disclosure--which may or may not occur after the 

conclusion of the scene--heightens the ambiguity in much of 

the following action. The audience does not ---is not 

allowed access to--the present versions of the truth, much 

less the truth of the past. In the adapted stage text, Bill 

responds to Harry's question by pausing and then rising: 

BILL. Will you excuse me? I really think it's about time I 
was dressed, don' t you? 
BILL qoes up the stairs: 
HARRY, after a moment, turns and follows. He slowly ascends 

the stairs. 
Fade to blackout on house. (141) 

On stage, the audience focus on Bill remains distanced and his 

hesitating pause is quickly followed by a response--albeit an 

indirect response--to Harry's challenge. Bill's actions here 

could be interpreted as defiance, his exit as a decisive 

rejection of Harry's possessive stance. On the other hand, 

Bill's retreat in the face of Harry's pursuit could be seen as 

weakness. Within either interpretation, his evasive actions 

on stage offer a much less ambiguous conclusion to the scene 

than in the television text, allevieting to some extent the 



frustration created through the original unresolved close-up. 

The audience can proceed to the next scene with the clear 

knowledge of how much, or little, information has passed 

between Harry and Bill. 

Bill's second significant close-up in the television 

script occurs at the climactic moment of the penultimate scene 

of the play. Under the pressure of Harry and James, Bill 

suddenly announces, "I'll . . . tell you . . . the truth." 
pinter calls for a close-up on Bill through this final version 

of what happened in Leeds: 

BILL. I never touched her . . . we sat . . . in the lounge, on 
a sofa . . . for two hours . . . talked . . . we talked about 
it . . . we didn't . . . move from the lounge . . . never went 
to her room . . . just talked . . . about what we would do . . 
. if we did get to her room . . . two hours . . . we never 
touched . . . we just talked about it . . . (156-157) 

The camera intimately focuses on his face as he tells us "the 

truth". However, this story is the second version of the 

truth Bill has offered in the course of the play; in an 

earlier scene he has confessed to James that the "truth . . . 

is that it never happened . . . what you said anyway" (136) 

At this earlier point, Bill insists that he and Stella had 

exchanged "just a few kisses" in the lift and nothing more. 

The close-up on Bill while he tells the truth heightens the 

suspense of the moment and--given his past performances-- 

increases our suspicions of his story. The confidential 

nature of the shot would normally lead the audience to expect 

the truth; however, based on textual evidence, this truth 

could be an exercise in story-telling, a further evasion. 
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The camera's treatment of Stella follows the same pattern 

of ironic disjuncture; but unlike Bill, Stella is mostly 

silent and passive regarding what happened at Leeds. In his 

confrontation with Bill, James asserts that Stella has 

confessed the whole thing--a very detailed confession it would 

seem given the extravagant picture of the event that James 

paints for Bill. That Stella has made some confession of 

betrayal is implied through the opening constraint in their 

relationship, and in her immediate understanding when he 

states "I'm going to go and see him" in the first scene. (141) 

Confronted by Harry about James' accusations, however, Stella 

insists to Harry that James has "suddenly dreamed up . . . .a 
fantastic story, for no reason at all" (148). But she is 

markedly silent about the affair in her scenes with James 

during the action of the play. Stella's silence, which could 

be construed as either subjection or assertion, constitutes 

the central ambiguity of the play. A positive feminist 

reading of the play would suggest, as Marc Silverstein does in 

Harold Pinter and the Lanquaae of Cultural Power, that 

Stella's power in the play "finally lies in her refusal to 

utter the speech that patriarchy would impose on her" (72). A 

negative interpretation, however, could read her 

inarticulateness as a loss of power, the power that lies with 

linguistic control. Whatever the reading, Stella's silence, 

surrounded as it is by the excess of linguistic power-play of 

the other characters, resonates profoundly within the play. 
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Pinter uses the camera both to emphasize and ironize these 

moments of silence, and to heighten the ambiguity and mystery 

of Stella's position. 

The first close-up of Stella in the television play 

occurs at the end of the boutique scene, a scene which is 

later cut for the stage version. In response to the question 

of whether James will be in to work, Stella responds "Mmnn? 

No . . . he's . . . not very well this morning" (BM). The 
camera closes in on her face as she tells this lie. James had 

not indicated illness in the earlier scene; indeed, he had 

deliberately and provocatively evaded her questions regarding 

his plans. Pinter indicates another close-up at the end of 

Harry's visit to Stella in the middle of the play, after 

Harry's final line, "Oh, Mr. Lloyd asked me if I would give 

you his best wishes . . . and sympathies" (150). A close-up 

of Stella as she stands alone after his exit heightens her 

vulnerability. It also, however, alerts us to possible 

further deception, for she has offered a new version of the 

truth in this scene. Stella insists that the whole affair is 

a fantastic story of her husband: "Mr Lloyd was in Leeds, but 

I hardly saw him, even though we were staying in the same 

hotel. I never met him or spoke to him . . . and then my 
husband suddenly accused me of . . . it's really been very 
distressingu (1981 148). In her previous close-up, the camera 

caught Stella in a lie; the similar structural pattern of this 

scene suggest that this story is yet another fabrication. 



187 

Finally, of course, Stella's most significant silence closes 

the play. As James asks, almost begs, for confirmation of 

"the truth" of what happened, she "looks at him, neither 

confirminq nor denyinq. Her face is friendly, smoathetic" 

(157). The television script ends with a close-up on her 

face, behind which is locked the answer of the play--an answer 

to which, in spite of our intimacy with her through camera 

manipulation, we will never be privy. 

Pinter uses the camera close-up for more subtle and 

specific manipulations of our perception of Stella as well. 

Thematically, Stella is the central focus in the play. She is 

the object of desire, the object to possess. Even Harry's 

visit to Stella, with his exaggerated petting and nuzzling of 

the kitten, takes on sexually provocative overtones. Pinter 

uses the camera to establish and emphasize Stella's position 

in the play. The first scene of Stella alone in the flat, for 

example, opens with a shot focused first on her legs, then on 

her hands, and finally on her face kissing the kitten. The 

camera's lingering perspective both objectifies and 

subjectifies her image: the audience is introduced to Stella 

in a plainly sexual light, but also shares her enjoyment of 

the sensual pleasure 0.' he kitten (whose sexual connotations 

with regard to Stella are obvious). Pinter is obviously able 

to establish an intimate atmosphere with this scene much more 

easily on the television screen than on stage, where Stella 

enters the flat and has a fair amount of stage business before 



lying back on the sofa nuzzling the kitten. As suggested 

earlier, the kitten itself becomes a distancing device on 

stage as its essential "realness" disturbs the stage illusion. 

This stage image is further distanced from the audience by its 

distracting juxtaposition to a scene playing simultaneously in 

Harry's house. Within the television frame, on the other 

hand, Stella is able to remain the centre of our undivided 

attention. 

The most powerful image of Stella occurs in the 

concluding scene of the play. This scene opens in a similar 

fashion to the one above: 

FLAT. 
Hand strokinq kitten. Hand to comb. Stella at dressinq table, 
in neqliqee, combinq her hair. She looks up. 
James at door. 
Silence. Camera on James. 
JAMES. You didn't do anything, did you? (BM) 

Again, the slow, lingering gaze of the camera as it approaches 

her hair and face, combined with the intimacy of the setting 

and costume, is obviously intended to arouse a fetishistic 

desire: Stella is the object of a masculine gaze. At the 

same time, however, Pinter turns the tables on this negative 

feminist interpretation through Stella's powerful wielding of 

silence against the masculine demand for affirmation: 

JAMES. He wasn't in your room. You just talked about it, in 
the lounqe. 
Pause. camera on STELLA. 
That's the truth, isn't it? 
Pause. Camera on JAMES. 
You just sat and talked about what you would do if you 
went to your room. That's what vou did. 
Pause. 
Didn't you? 



Pause. - 
That's the truth . . . isn't it? 
close-up on Stella. (157, BM additions) 

The object of the camera's metonymic manipulation here is 

resistant to codification: once again, Pinter's image 

frustrates expectations. The camera's specific focus on 

Stella, as it both opens and closes this final scene, 

reinforces her power, her centrality to the meaning of the 

play. On stage, the final image as the lights fade is "The 

four fiqures are still, in the half liqht" (157). This image, 

encompassing the whole stage, lessens the power of Stella's 

original concluding position as the final focus is split among 

all four characters. 

In the adaptational process from television to stage, 

then, the excising of close-ups has subtle but profound effect 

on the meaning of the play. The encompassing stage image does 

not sustain the ironic tension of the original television 

close-ups, alleviating some of the ambiguity surrounding the 

central question of verification. Stella's central position 

within these questions is also weakened. Pinter's further 

changes with regard to manipulation of space in the transfer 

between media include cutting two full scenes from the 

television play and also consolidating a' series of 

justapositioned shots of the two main territories: Stella and 

James' flat and Harry and Bill's house. In both cases, the 

nature of the stage image seems to dictate the adaptational 

process, Pinter choosing to simplify the theatrical picture by 
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narrowing the focus to three distinct locations on the stage. 

In these cases, however, adaptation seems to work to an 

advantageous effect, as the stage much more naturally supports 

the simultaneous playing of scenes--a layering of space and 

time--which the original alternating shot sequences seemed to 

be striving towards. The swift cuts between locations of the 

earlier television sequence seem awkward and contrived and, 

indeed, in a later version of the television script, Pinter 

cuts them altogether. Pinter's stage image much more 

successfully creates an effect of simultaneity which 

emphasizes the similar patterns of behaviour, jealousy, and 

evasion between the scenes. 

Much more interesting to questions of adaptation, 

however, is Pinter's most extensive formal change in the 

movement from television to stage: he excises a series of 

silent images of the hotel in Leeds which are interspersed 

throughout the television play. Notes from an early working 

draft of The Collection reveal that Pinter carefully planned 

out the "shot progression - Hotel" in his early conception of 

the television play. In his first notes, the images move from 

the lobby to the lift, then the corridor, the key hole, inside 

the room "minutely", and finally return to the sofa in the 

lounge. By juxtaposing these concrete images of the past--of 

the site of potential "truthu--with the unfolding versions or 

stories of what happened in Leeds, Pinter adds a framework 

through which to intensify questions of verification and 
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truth. With its photographic recollection, the camera puts 

the audience into the space of the disputed scene, responding 

to the desire for verification. But, of course, nothing 

actually happens in this space. While the hotel sequence 

could be seen as a demystification of the past for the 

audience--to the extent that the images, like photographs, 

concretely realize the past--it remains cloaked in silence and 

ambiguity. The images tease and intrigue us with an empty and 

silent set when we desire explanations and verification. Far 

from answering any questions, they raise more. For instance, 

whose point-of-view do we follow with the camera? Is the 

camera revealing the perspective of the characters in the 

play, or is it driven by the audience's own desire to know, to 

creep through the hotel corridors and peer through keyholes? 

In the end, the sequence of images could simply be a product 

of the collective imagination, a conjuring of image through 

the stories being told throughout the play. 

Pinter inserts five progressing shots of the hotel 

throughout the television play. The play opens in the "foyer 

of a five-star hotel": 

Empty. Still. Camera tracks over emDtv quest lounqe, rests 
on sofa and sofa table, a~~r0aChes stationary lift, stops. 
"The Silent Lift". and camera tracks back and mixes. 
TO house . . . (BM) 

Through this image, the audience is introduced to the scene of 

the liaison before hearing abo~t it. This corresponds with 

the narrative progression of the story, as Stella has 

supposedly confessed the truth to James before the play 



192 

begins, a truth which is not disclosed to the audience until 

the seventh scene of the play. Perhaps, then, the opening 

image takes place in James' imagination, as he visualizes the 

scene his wife has described to him. At the end of the second 

scene of the play, which is the first scene between Stella and 

James, James is left alone in the room staring at the ashtray 

when the camera cuts away for a second view of the hotel: 

The Hotel. The automatic lift. Brief silence. The lift 
starts. Ascends. Camera qoes with it. Cut to hotel corridor, 
third floor. Lift arrives. Doors open. Camera looks into 
emotv lift. (BM) 

This progression corroborates the above hypothesis: James sits 

and imagines the scene of his wife's infidelity. Of course, 

there has been no disclosure of the affair up to this point, 

only a mysterious tension between the two characters. The 

third hotel image occurs just after the boutique scene, which 

is the fourth scene of the play; it cuts into the closing 

close-up shot of Stella: 

Hotel. Empty corridor. The camera moves down the silent 
corridor to the kevhole of a room. The kevhole fills the 
screen. (BM) 

The final line of dialogue previous to this shot is a 

reference to James: Stella explains to her employee that James 

will not be coming in to work because he is not well. The 

hotel image, then, is once again connected to James: it is a 

manifestation of his "illness" perhaps, his obsession to know 

what happened in Leeds. In an interesting parallel, as the 

camera tracks into the keyhole towards possible disclosure of 

the real truth, James contacts Bill in his need to verify 
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parallel of action between the images and the plot-line 

continues through the next three scenes. Stella enters the 

flat and calls out for James. There is silence and the camera 

cuts to: 

Hotel. Bedroom door open. Camera moves in. A well appointed 
room with private bathroom. The room is clean, tidv, 
unoccupied. Shots of two armchairs, the qas fire, net curtains 
on the window, writins desk, wardrobe mirror, bedside lamp, 
telephone. Into bathroom, bath, back in room, the bed. (BM) 

Here, the scene of the affair is finally fully revealed. The 

image once again seems to be closely connected to James' 

imaginative point-of-view: Stella's reference to James leads 

into the shot, and then the shot is followed by a scene of 

James sitting in the cab watching Bill's house. When he sees 

Bill drive up, he enters the house and in the ensuing scene 

Stella's story, like the hotel bedroom in the preceding hotel 

sequence, is finally revealed. The fifth and final hotel 

sequence occurs after the scene in which James tells Stella 

that he has been to see Bill. After James' sarcastic speech 

to Stella, thanking her for opening up a "whole new world" for 

him through her infidelity, the scene cuts to: 

Hotel. Sofa in lounae. The camera examines it from one side. 
then the other. The camera looks at it from level of sofa 
table, with a lame slass ashtray in the centre of the screen. 
(BM) 

The camera has returned to the opening moments of the hotel 

sequence, in the lounge on the sofa. Perhaps James, having 

had Stella's story denied by Bill, must build the scenario up 

again from the beginning. It is interesting that the image of 
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the sofa in the lounge corresponds to what will be the last 

version of what happened in Leeds. In the penultimate scene 

of the play, Bill reveals the "truth": they never left the 

lounge but sat on the sofa and "talked about it". This 

version of the truth, of course, is never corroborated by 

Stella. 

In the television play, the images of the hotel ground 

the plot in concrete and specific questions of space and time. 

As a result, the thematic questions of the television play 

converge on the specific actions and characters of the play-- 

did they or didn't they? As this is a question Pinter 

refuses to answer, the television play could very well seem 

"an elaborate game played upon the audience", as The Times 

review described it. In the stage play, the actual events at 

the hotel gradually lose their immediate significance without 

the specific and grounding images of the hotel framework to 

sustain them. It becomes clear that the truth of the 

situation is an unattainable desire. The thematic questions 

resonate beyond the specific action of the play into more 

philosophic concerns. As The Times review suggests, the stage 

play becomes much more of "a drama about the unknowability of 

people, the impossibility of establishing the unquestionable 

truth about anything" ("A Slight Case" 4). The factors behind 

this shift, however, are much more dependent upon 

characteristics of the new medium than the review indicates: 

as Pinter moves the text from the television screen's 



specificity of close-up and concreteness of image to the 

polysemous presence of the stage, the shifting images create 

new meaning. 

The Lover 

While the theme of sexual betrayal is common to both 

Collection and The Lover, in the latter play it does not hinge 

on larger questions of ambiguity and verification. The Lover 

admittedly opens up larger themes of role-playing and 

identity, but it remains grounded in a very specific and 

unambiguous dramatic reality. The truth of the play's 

situation quickly and necessarily becomes clear for the 

audience. Sarah and Richard have been married for ten years, 

and for five of these years have been playing an elaborate 

game of make-believe: Richard poses as Sarah's lover, Max, who 

comes to visit her in the afternoons while Richard is at work. 

It soon becomes clear that Richard's role-playing has reached 

a level of near-schizophrenia: he is acting and reacting 

within each persona as though Max is as real as Richard. The 

games become cruel, as Richard reacts to what he now perceives 

as Sarah's infidelity and betrayal with Max. In the final 

scene of the play he confronts Sarah and refuses to acquiesce 

to her liaison with Max any longer: 

Take him out into the fields. Find a ditch. Or a slag heap. 
Find a rubbish dump. Mmmm? What about that?. . . .if you want 
your lover so much, surely that's the obvious thing to do, 
since his entry to this house is now barred. I'm trying to be 
helpful, darling, because of my love for you. You can see 
that. If I find him on these premises I'll kick his teeth out. 
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(1963 81) 

~t this point, Richard has either chosen a rather circuitous 

route to end the charade, or else he has become completely 

enmeshed in the illusion itself. The full impact of the 

clever and unsettling irony of the play, however, depends upon 

audience's eventual recognition of the true foundation upon 

which this fantasy has been built. Richard's disclosure that 

he daily visits a mistress and Max's reference to his poor 

unsuspecting and deceived wife are effective only if the 

audience understands that both are references to Sarah 

herself. Richard's cruel insults aimed indirectly at Sarah, 

such as when he describes his mistress as "a common garden 

slut", can be understood only within a clear reading of the 

whole context. 

This play was first produced by Associated-Rediffusion 

Television on March 28, 1963. Three months later, it was 

adapted for stage and performed at the Arts Theatre Club in a 

double-bill with The Dwarfs. The text of the play was 

originally published in its television version by Methuen in 

1963, but by 1967 Grove Press was printing the stage version. 

In the publication of the Methuen collection Pinter Plavs: Two 

in 1977, Methuen had also revised the play to its stage form. 

While the thematic concerils of this play are quite distinctive 

from The Collection, the formal changes Pinter made in 

adapting it for stage follow a similar pattern, particular11 

in his manipulation of space. Where the original setting 
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includes scenes in all parts of the house--the living room, 

hall, bedroom, kitchen and outside on the balcony--Pinter 

limits the stage image to two spaces: the living room and the 

bedroom. Pinter also shifts from an episodic movement of 

scenes, where clear cuts between spaces indicate time jumps 

between scenes, to a much more fluid and continuous movement 

of action in the stage play. The entire dinner sequence in 

the television version, for example, is edited out of the 

stage play. The television play is clearly divided into two 

acts, whereas the stage play has no such demarcation. All of 

these changes, like those in The Collection, take the stage 

play closer to a unity of time and space. 

As in The Collection, throughout the original version of 

The Lover Pinter adeptly and provocatively manipulates the 

television camera, intensifying the tension not only between 

the two lovers but between the characters and their personas. 

The manipulation of camera images in the third scene of the 

television play, for example, exposes questions of identity 

and role-playing in a ingenious manner. This is a wordless 

scene which takes place between the time Richard leaves in the 

morning and returns in the early evening, during which Sarah 

prepares and waits for her lover. The camera focuses 

intimately on details of Sarah's body and her provccative 

clothing as she changes into a tight dress, "tishtens her 

sus~enders. smoothes her stockinqs, hips, and hair". She 

gazes at her body in the hall mirror, regarding her "flanks 
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and leqs" while turning. She changes into higher heeled 

shoes, and then arranges herself provocatively on the sofa, 

where "she strokes her shoulder and crosses her leqs." (1963 

50) In short, we are privy to her transformation from wife to 

mistress, observing the actual mechanics of the role-playing. 

The scene ends with the ringing of the doorbell: "She stands 

and qoes to the door. Shot of her hand about to open the 

door. Cut" (1963 50). Joan Kemp-Welch, who directed the 

original television production, emphasizes Pinter's stage 

directions in this scene through a series of close-ups of 

Sarah. Kemp-Welch opens the scene with a close-up of a 

woman's leg. The camera then follows up her stockings and to 

her dress, focusing specifically on the body. Sarah's 

identity is withheld until her body is dressed and poised in 

front of the mirror, when we finally see her face. Through 

this sequence, the audience becomes intensely aware of this 

woman as a sexual object; we share the focus and desire of the 

anticipated lover himself. The jolting revelation of Sarah's 

identity at the end of the shot--juxtaposed as it is with the 

previous image of Sarah as domestic homemaker and wife-- 

brilliantly exposes the central themes of the play. When 

Pinter cuts this scene from the stage play, the audience loses 

the intriguing image of Sarah's transformation--we no longer 

have access to the juxtaposing images of Sarah as wife and 

Sarah as mistress. In fact, the only indication of Sarah's 

alter-ego in the first act of the stage play is the pair of 
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high-heeled shoes she has accidently worn into the evening. 

Kemp-Welch's use of the camera in this scene complements 

Pinter's employment of close-ups later in the television play. 

close-ups heighten the sexual tension between Max and Sarah, 

emphasizing the schizophrenic edge of their games. Each time 

the camera focuses on the faces of Max/Richard and Sarah, the 

audience is teased with recognition of their dual-identities 

as the lover/husband and mistress/wife. In an interestingly 

teasing move, Pinter chooses not to show the audience the 

first moment of physical contact between them. In their first 

game of the afternoon, during which Max pursues the unwilling 

Sarah, he persists in asking her for a light for his 

cigarette, moving closer and closer to her. The sexual 

tension of the scene builds until finally: 

MAX. Why are you so shy? Eh? Where's your lighter? 
camera on- him. 
He touches her bodv. An indrawn breath from her. 
Here?. . . . Where is it? 
He touches her bodv. A sasp from her. (1963 66) 

By focusing on Max and leaving the actual touch to the 

imagination of the audience, Pinter intensifies audience 

involvement in the playing out of the scene. (In the 1963 

television production, Kemp-Welch chose to digress from 

Pinter's specific directions in this moment of the play, 

closing in on Sarah's body rather than on Max. In a pattern 

similar to the third scene of the play, her camera closes in 

on Max's hand on Sarah's stomach and hip and then follows his 

hand up to her breast. When she moves away, the camera 
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follows, as does Max.) In all cases of close-up throughout 

the play, then, the original emphasis on the faces and bodies 

of the lovers underlined the unsettling ironies at work. 

These tensions are clearly diminished through the transfer 

from television image to stage image. 

Pinter's most severe structural change in The Lover, 

however, is his reduction of the framing sequence of images. 

The television play opens with a shot of a bongo drum over 

which the lovers' fingers wrestle and entwine: 

A man's hand liqhtlv tappins a bonqo drum. A woman's finqers 
scratch across it. The man's hand still. The woman's finqers 
taD liqhtlv, then still. The hands face each other on the 
drum. The woman's finqer scratches between the man's finqers, 
stretchinq. The man's finqer scratches between the man's 

- 

finqers, stretchinq. A sudden beat of finqers, tanqlinq on 
the drum. (1963 49) 

This sequence is repeated at the beginning of Act Two, 

immediately after Max has been revealed to us as he arrives at 

the door for the afternoon. In this repetition, however, the 

sequence reaches a conclusion rather than cutting away. After 

the fingers tangle: 

The woman's hand withdraws. Follow her bodv. Her hand takes 
a ciqarette from a box, liqhts it. Her body moves aqain. The 
man's bodv, movinq to the ciqarette-box, takes a ciqarette. 
He holds it. The man's face, MAX. lookinq across the room. 
SARAH standinq bv the blinds, lookinq throuqh a slit. (1963 
65) 

As in the earlier scene of Sarah dressing, Pinter leaves these 

two "bodies" unidentified until after they have established 

their roles: as sated lovers. In the closing image of the 

play, however, the process is reversed: while Richard and 

Sarah kneel very close together, she "finds the drum with her 
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hand and brinqs it between them. Close-up of drum. She 

scratches between his finqers. He does the same. Sudden beat 

of finqers, tanalinq" (1963 86). Here, the two characters at 

the end of the play very self-consciously take on the roles of 

lovers prior to the drum game. After this, the camera closes 

in on the drum rather than pulling back from it. Through the 

course of the play, then, a significant shift in the power of 

the drum occurs: its power wanes as fantasy and reality merge. 

The image of the bongo drum lies at the heart of Max and 

Sarah's relationship, becoming a metaphor for their sexual 

liaison. Indeed, it becomes a metaphor for the sexual act 

itself, as is clearly indicated through the central sequence 

of the play. Sarah and Max ritualistically play the drum at 

the opening of their afternoons, summoning or conjuring the 

fantasy games that follow. At certain moments during the play 

the audience catches glimpses of the bongo drum where it lies 

significantly hidden in the hall closet, most particularly 

when Sarah is changing into or out of her provocative high- 

heeled shoes. And in his final confrontation with Sarah about 

her lover, Richard pulls the bongo drum out of the cupboard 

and challenges her. "What is it?. . . . It isn't by any 
chance anything to do with your illicit afternoons?", he asks, 

breaking all the rules of their game structure by encroaching 

on the private territory of the afternoon lovers. In the 1963 

production of The Lover, Kemp-Welch heightened the symbolic 

import of the drum in this scene even further through close- 
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ups: Sarah takes the drum from Richard and the camera closes 

in on it, clutched in her arms against her breasts, while the 

voices in the scene continue on over the extended shot of 

their hands struggling to possess the drum. 

The close-ups Pinter employs in his framing images of the 

bongo drum in the television play bring the bongo drum close 

to its size in real life, creating an intimate relationship 

between it and the audience. As a result, the bongo drum 

dwarfs everything else on the television screen (except, of 

course, for the close-up shots of the characters). The 

absence of this symbolic framework in the stage play radically 

lessens the impact of this central metaphoric image; for while 

the bongo sequence is carried over and incorporated into the 

dramatic action of the stage play, its connotations are 

drastically reduced. The only bongo drum sequence in the 

stage version is in the central scene, where it becomes simply 

the first of Sarah and Max's many games in their afternoons. 

With the absence of the concluding bongo shot, the final 

moments of the two versions of the play are significantly 

different. Whereas the television text returns to the close- 

up image of the bongo drum, the stage image captures them 

"still. kneelins. she leanins over him" (1981 196). (In the 

1963 television production, Kemp-Welch cut the final bongo 

drum sequence, choosing instead to focus the camera on a 

close-up of Richard and Sarah kneeling close together.) In 

the stage version the image of the bongo drum has been 
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dramatically reduced, which lessens its resonating 

connotations. Pinter's choice, however, could have been 

directed by the effects of the medium of stage itself. The 

close-up television image is able to focus and heighten the 

symbolic import of the bongo drum in a manner impossible for 

the encompassing stage image. Even with very specific 

lighting and actor focus, the bongo-drum remains a very small 

prop in a large stage space. Instead of attempting to 

incorporate the bongo drum framework into what would most 

certainly be an awkward and self-conscious corresponding stage 

image, Pinter chooses to adapt his original conception of this 

symbol, allowing it to subside into the action of the play. 

Pinter consistently uses the techniques and devices 

available to him through television to manipulate--heighten, 

intensify, or ironically undercut--his television image. In 

the above cases of cross-media adaptation, moving from 

television to stage, the image consistently loses its 

specificity or focus. Clearly, the polysemous stage image 

refuses the containment and direction of a television shot--it 

cannot be manipulated with the specificity that the mechanical 

apparatus of television allows. The polysemic stage illusion 

will always resonate beyond its iconic presence, whereas the 

concrete television image remains grounded in "real' time and 

space. Within the "openu signification system of the stage, 

Pintsr's thematics seem to expand, to resonate within larger 
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philosophical questions, and the choices of adaptation Pinter 

makes within this new system maximise these conditions of 

greater ambiguity. As we turn to consider the adaptational 

process from stage to screen in the final chapter, we will see 

a similar shift of meaning but in the opposite direction--from 

the ambiguity of stage to the specificity of film. 



Chapter Four: From Stage to Screen: "Presence to Permanence" 

Pinter has produced a screen or tele-play version of 

every one of his major works for the stage, from The Birthday 

(1958), whose film version opened in New York in 1968, 

to Party Time (1991), which was adapted for and transmitted on 

television in 1992. Curiously, in spite of this steady 

process of stage to screen adaptation, criticism has largely 

ignored this aspect of Pinter's artistic process.'' Rather, 

the stage/Qilm connection in Pinter criticism focuses mainly 

on the evidence of cinematic influence on Pinter's stage work 

itself--on the "cross-fertilization" of the two media. 

Christopher Hudgins suggests, for example, that Pinter's 

extensive use of theatrical interior monologue in his lyrical 

plays of the 1970's is a result of his experience with the 

television camera's ability to "suggest subjective perception, 

fantasy and memory" (71). As well, Pinter's experimentation 

with stage space and time in some of his later plays is 

interpreted as a direct outcome of his work in film. In her 

1984 essay "Acting on the Cutting Edge: Pinter and Syntax of 

Cinema", Gay Gibson Cima observes that with his 1970 stage 

play Old Times Pinter "forges a daring new theatrical form, 

borrowing from cinematic art to revolutionize the stageu (55). 

Similarly, in the essay "Cinematic Fidelity and the Forms of 

Pinter's Betrayal" by Enoch Brater, the "real originality" of 
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this 1978 play "lies in the way it adapts certain cinematic 

strategies and makes them functional in terms of theater" 

(507). Neither Brater nor Cima mentions that these 

"cinematic" plays were later adapted into screenplays and 

filmed, the latter with particular success. 

In this analysis of Pinter's stage to screen adaptations, 

I will focus on the production and reception of space and time 

as they are distinct to stage and film, and consider the 

implications of these differences on the meaning of the 

adapted texts. Pinter's exploration of the limits of the 

process of spatial transformation is particularly evident in 

the first three major screenplay adaptations of his major 

plays: The Caretaker (19621, The Birthday Partv (1968), and 

The Homecomins (1972/73). While his later adaptations from 

stage to film, Betraval in 1983 and Old Times in 1992, also 

raise questions regarding space, Pinter seems more distinctly 

to 5e exploring questions of time with these texts. 

A central theoretical question in adapting theatre to 

film lies in the approach to presenting the adapted space: to 

create filmed theatre, in which the mise-en-scene remains 

theatrical and thus "closed", or to change the space 

essentially, to "open" out the story in the cinematic medium 

and create "cinematized drama". Robert Manvell's Theatre and 

Film identifies six degrees of stage to film adaptation, from 

films that are "undisguised recordings of a production taking 

place in a theater' to "adaptations that appear to transform 
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the plays entirely in bringing them to the screen" (36-37). 

nt the most extreme side of the debate, Andr$ Bazin's seminal 

work on the subject in What is Cinema finally denounces film 

adaptation of the latter sense as "heresy", concluding that 

"it is not a matter of transferring to the screen the dramatic 

element--an element interchangeable between one art and 

another--of a theatrical work, but inversely the theatrical 

quality of the drama" (115). Their disparate conclusions 

notwithstanding, theorists agree on what Kenneth Mackinnon 

describes in "The General Problem: Theatre into Film" as a 

recurring sense of the central and "profound difference . . . 
between theatrical and cinematic mise en sc&neU (8) .20 

Having already explored questions of space in adaptation 

between television and stage in Chapter Three, we can 

summarize the general theoretical distinction between screen 

and stage space as the dichotomy of realistic versus 

ilLusionistic or repre~entational.~' In fact, according to 

"realist" film theorists looking for hard distinctions between 

film and stage space, representation is essential to the 

notisn of dramatic place; as Andre Bazin insists, "theatre of 

its very essence must not be confused with nature under 

penalty of being absorbed by her and ceasing to be" (104). 

Further than this, Sigfried Kracauer distinguishes the 

representational stage image as one resonant with significance 

founded specifically in the dramatic action of the text 

itself. (Mackinnon 8) In this view, the theatrical mise en 



is essential to the meaninq of the stage play. 

Mackinnon points out that this quality of the stage mise en 

is a phenomenon quite distinct from the cinematic: 

Cinematic decor . . . is multivalent, not subordinated to a 
meaning demanded by the human action at the heart of a play . 
. . The theatrical story, thus, cannot be truly cinematic . . 
. because its mise en scene serves a presumably a ~riori 
significance, while in 'true' cinema decor, environment in 
general, cannot have its significance so narrowed without the 
danger of its becoming 'painted canvas'. The theatrical story 
can, in this sense, be classified as 'closed', the cinematic 
as 'open'. (8) 

Mackinnon uses "open" and "closedv here specifically with 

reference to the sign system of each medium: the visual image, 

or iconic sign system, of the stage play specifically refers 

to and reflects the essential meanings within the linguistic 

sign system of the text. The image and the words, then, 

reflect upon each other in a closed and cyclical system of 

meaning. The realistic space of the cinematic mise en sche, 

on the other hand, is more resistant to this self-reflection: 

the environment is quite literally what it appears to be. 

These terms--- and closed--persistently appear in 

analyses of stage to film adaptation, referring most often in 

a general sense to the transfer of space: as the action moves 

into real location settings, there seems to be an inherent 

sense of the film space opening out from the closed box stage 

setting. At the same time, however, the camera has an ability 

to close in on the action in a film in a manner impossible on 

the stage. Through its focus on specific details, 

particularly through close-ups, the camera can define or 
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"closing" signification. In an interview on the adaptation 

process of The Caretaker, Pinter commented on his satisfaction 

in opening out the play in a general sense through the film, 

but also referred to the problems of transforming particular 

moments from the stage to the screen. Describing the central 

moment on stage when the two brothers smile enigmatically at 

each other, Pinter comments: 

Now, on film, either you're going to hold both things, in 
other words, the two brothers smiling, then one goes out. But 
it isn't the same as the stage, you don't get the complex 
thing which makes it so much of a moment on the stage. The 
distance, the separation cannot be the same. The balance, the 
timing, and the rhythm to this, the silent music, as it were, 
are determined in so many different ways . . . (Cavander 162) 
On film the meaning of the moment is narrowed by the 

specificity of the camera, becoming less "complex"--and less 

ambiguous--than the original stage image. The effects of this 

process become particularly significant when adapting plays in 

which ambiguity is a key element in the meaning. Pinter's 

exploration of the limits of spatial transformation is 

particularly evident in the first three screenplay adaptations 

of his major plays: The Caretaker (19621, The Birthday Party 

(1968), and The Homecominq (1972/73). 

The Caretaker 

In an interview in 1961, Pinter described the germinating 

process of his early plays: 

I went into a room and saw one person standing up and one 
person sitting down, and a few weeks later I wrote The Room. 



I went into another room and saw two people sitting down, and 
a few years later I wrote The Birthday Party. I looked 
through a door into a third room, and saw two people standing 
up and I wrote The Caretaker. ("Writing for Myself" 10) 

The image of a room, then, is the dominating mise en sche of 

Pinter's stage. In her 1962 analysis of his work, Ruby Cohn 

describes Pinter's settings as "stuffy, non-specific cubes, 

whose atmosphere grows steadily more stale and more tense" 

(26). In spite of the seeming naturalism of these rooms, Cohn 

observes, "by the end of each play, they become sealed 

containers, virtual coffins" (26). In his work Theatre of 

the Absurd, Martin Esslin points out that the room is "one of 

the recurring motifs of Pinter's work" (235), but he posits 

that the rooms more often represent havens of security rather 

than entrapment. In Esslin's interpretation of The Caretaker, 

for example, Davies' "ejection from the dingy room that could 

have become his world assumes almost the cosmic proportions of 

Adam's expulsion from Paradise" (249). In a 1960 interview 

with Kenneth Tynan, Pinter suggests that the two characters in 

his early play The Room are "scared of what is outside the 

room. Outside the room there is a world bearing upon them 

which is frightening. I am sure it is frightening to you and 

me as well" (qtd. in Esslin 235). The space of the room, 

then, becomes a barricaded territory in which the characters 

must resist invasion from the outside world--invasion that 

most often takes the form of another character walking through 

the door. 

This pattern is clear in the first of Pinter's stage to 



screen adaptations. The Caretaker is a play about territory 

and power. As Esslin puts it, it is a play about "the fight 

for a room of one's own" (Theatre Absurd 247). In The 

Caretaker, the dramatic action is shaped by the struggle for 

control of the spatial territory: Davies' presence in the room 

and his desire for possession of this space through the role 

of caretaker disrupts the balance of the relationship of the 

two brothers. The testing of loyalty and betrayal through all 

the permutations of two versus one is reflected on the more 

literal level of a fight for control of the room and of the 

things in the room. The room and its are objects are thus 

highly significant to the dramatic action of The Caretaker as 

territorial--or spatial--control reflects and intensifies the 

much more fundamental struggle of wills and identity. The 

room becomes a metaphor for all such struggles, and finally 

represents the universal dilemma of humanity itself. The 

overwhelming chaotic jumble of "junk" which clutters the room 

suggests the suffocating debris of the modern world. 

Christopher Innes suggests that: 

this heap of redundant objects that hems in the characters, 
and provides the explicit motive for their conflict, satirizes 
a materfalistic society that defines people in terms of their 
possessions, distorts relationships into a competition for 
illusory wealth, and imprisons their lives in accumulations of 
useless and potentially dangerous detritus. (290) 

The representational space of the stage easily accommodates 

these dual levels--the specific and the universal--of meaning. 

The world outside the room ceases to exist, as the stage 

representation allows the struggle between the characters to 



attain the epic proportions which allow for such 

interpretations as Esslin's garden of Eden theory. 

With the transfer of this space onto film, however, 

Pinter's room becomes firmly anchored in the real world. 

Caretaker is the first of his plays that Pinter adapted fully 

to film. In 1962 he produced a screenplay version distinct 

from the original script from which the film, directed by 

Clive Donner, was produced and released in 1963. The setting 

of The Caretaker, then, is the first of Pinter's rooms to be 

transferred from stage to film. In his 1979 essay on the film 

version of The Caretaker, Roger Manvell makes the observation 

that "The Caretaker is a profoundly theatrical play, intended 

for presentation on an intimate stage" (217). However, 

Manvell does not address the implications of transferring this 

profoundly theatrical play to the realistic medium of film 

In fact, he describes the specific details of Clive Donner's 

choices of shot angles and editing without mentioning Pinter's 

screenplay at all. In his observation that the mise en scbne 

is broadened out of the attic room and into the stairway, the 

back garden, and the streets nearby, Manvell merely suggests 

that it was Donner's decision: 

[since] in the action of the play the characters (including 
Davies) are constantly coming and going, there was no 
theatrical reason why they should not be seen now and then 
outside the narrow confines of the attic room, where the 
camera always had to be right on top of the players. (222-223) 

It would seem, however, that these movements out of the closed 

theatrical mise en scbne of such a profoundly theatrical play 



would have more significant implications than this statement 

implies, and that Pinter would be aware of such implications 

in the process. 

In a more recent analysis of the opening sequence of the 

filmed version of The Caretaker, Steven Gale suggests that in 

"Pinter's screenplay for the movie version of The Caretaker . 
. . it is clear that the screenwriter exults in the 
possibilities that the film medium provides him to go beyond 

his own original text" (120). Gale's observations are clearly 

substantiated by Pinter's own words in a 1963 interview with 

Kenneth Cavander about the film, in which the playwright makes 

his view of the potential of the filmic mise en sc&ne quite 

clear: 

What I'm very pleased about myself is that in the film, as 
opposed to the play, we see a real house and real snow 
outside, dirty snow, and the streets . . . There is actually 
sky as well, a dirty one, and these characters move in the 
context of a real world--as I believe they do. In the play, 
when people were confronted with just a set, a room and a 
door, they often assumed it was all taking place in limbo, in 
a vacuum, and the world outside hardly existed, or had existed 
at some point but was only half-remembered. ("Int. with HP" 
161) 

While this statement seems to reflect a positive view of the 

realism of the film, Pinter's attitude towards the earlier 

non-realistic assumptions--of the space representing "limbo" 

or "a vacuumu--is ambiguous. For while he is anxious that the 

characters are understood to move in the context of the real 

world, his next statement in this interview suggests his need 

for these characters to remain separate from this real 

context: "There are streets, there is traffic, shadows, shapes 



214 

about, but [Donner] is for me concentrating on the characters 

as they walk, and while we go into the world outside it is 

almost as if only these characters exist" (161). Pinter seems 

anxious to retain some element of the weighted significance of 

the enclosed space of the room--within which the action 

between the three men is played out on a symbolic as well as a 

realistic level--distinct from any outside reality. 

In his screenplay, Pinter opens out of the room into the 

rest of the house, including scenes in the lavatory, the hall, 

the stairs, another room, and also adding exterior shots of 

the garden and the streets. The opening sequence clearly 

establishes the decisive shift of mise en sche from closed 

stage to open location, as Pinter opens with an external shot 

of the house at night, in front of which sits Mick's van. 

Through a series of shots, Mick leaves the van, enters the 

house, climbs the stairs, unlocks the door to Aston's room, 

and enters. While Mick prowls the room, the screenplay cuts 

back to an external shot of the road where we see Aston and 

Davies approaching. Pinter adds dialogue to these external 

shots, through which we hear Davies complaining about his 

treatment at the cafe and Aston inviting him in. When Mick 

hears the voices of the other two from in the room, he exits. 

But unlike the stage play, in which Mick disappears until the 

end of Act One, the screenplay follows Mick across the hall to 

an empty room where he watches as Aston and Davies enter 

Aston's room. The characters' easy movements into and out of 



the house and the room clearly establish, as Pinter intended, 

that "these characters move in the context of a real world", 

and that the action is not taking place "in limbo" or "in a 

vacuum". In particular, the revelation of Mick's movements 

allevjates some of the mysterious ambiguity which surrounds 

the brothers' relationship in the original stage play. Pinter 

continues this pattern of clarification throughout the 

screenplay, as he consistently provides much more concrete 

information on Mick's outside locations during the time he is 

absent from the room. When Aston leaves to "stroll down the 

road" to look at a jig-saw the next morning, for example, we 

follow him down the stairs, out of the house, and down the 

street, where he passes Mick sitting in the van staring 

straight ahead. In this instance, once again, Mick's presence 

outside the room is established. 

In his interview with Cavander, Pinter states: 

You can say the play has been "opened out" in the sense that 
things I'd yearned to do, without knowing it, in writing for 
the stage, crystallized when I came to think about it as a 
film. Until then I didn't know that I wanted to do them 
because I'd accepted the limitations of the stage. ("Int. with 
HP" 157) 

Here, Pinter appears to be speaking not of the spatial 

limitations of a closed theatrical set but of the fixed 

spatial relations between the stage and audience, and the 

subtleties the camera allows in developing relationships 

between the characters. The opening-out process of adaptation 

allows Pinter to specify and clarify meaning, which ultimately 

reduces the ambiguity which defines the original play. In his 



interview with Cavander, Pinter refers to "a scene in the 

garden of the house, which is very silent; two silent figures 

with a third looking on. I think in the film one has been 

able to hit the relationship of the brothers more clearly than 

in the play" (157). This scene in the screenplay, which 

occurs after Mick has offered Davies the caretaking job, opens 

with Aston and Mick standing together in the garden: 

Aston reaches for a lona plank, holds it, picks uw a shorter 
piece, measures them tosether, holds them up. Mick watches. 
Aston measures lonq plank up the wall. Thev look alonq the 
lenqth of wall, standinq back. Aston holds the plank up 
horizontally. He then runs his hand alons the wood, inclined 
toward Mick. Mick watches, looks at wood. Thev look at the 
pile of timber. Aston outs the wood down. Thev walk slowly, 
thumbs in pockets, to the wond. They stand, look down at the 
pond, silent, still, in like postures. Silence. (BM) 22 

This scene of brotherly rapport is interrupted by an exterior 

shot of the window of Aston's room and a "biq close-up of 

Davies' face at the window, srimacinq with bewilderment and 

suspicion". Aston and Mick remain standing until "at lenqth, 

Mick shifts, turns and walks down the side of the house. 

Aston remains, lookins down". When Davies sees Aston turn 

from the pond, he "hastily sets back into bed and draws the 

blanket over him" (BM). Aston enters the room and the scene 

proceeds as originally written: Davies wakes, now from an 

obviously faked sleep, complains bitterly about the draft from 

the window, and is then subjected to Aston's lengthy 

description of his experience in the mental institution. This 

added scene in the garden not only strengthens our sense of 

the bond between the brothers as Pinter suggests, but it 
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actually reveals and clarifies the nature of the relationship 

in a manner which is absent in the original version. Further 

than this, the scene more clearly exposes Davies' position in 

relation to this brotherly bonding. 

The nature of Aston and Mick's relationship is a central 

mystery of the play and has provoked a wide range of critical 

interpretation. In the original script, they appear on stage 

together in only two scenes, the first in Act One in which 

they make desultory conversation about the leaking condition 

of the roof before struggling with Davies over his bag of 

possessions, and the second in the final act in which they 

meet and smile briefly at each other as Aston enters the room 

and Mick exits. Throughout the rest of the play, Aston never 

mentions Mick until directly questioned about him while Mick 

speaks quite openly and critically of his brother to Davies. 

confiding that Aston is a slow worker and deriding his 

possessions as junk. But Mick defends Aston when Davies makes 

even vaguely derogatory remarks about him, which culminates in 

Mick's rage and rejection of Davies when in the last act 

Davies suggests that Aston is "nutty' (73). In a very early 

review of the play (1960). John Arden describes it as "a study 

of the unexpected strength of family ties against an intruder" 

(118). In this interpretation, Davies is expelled because of 

his disruption of the relationship between Aston and his 

brother. As Esslin suggests, Davies "cannot resist the 

temptation to play the two brothers off against each other, to 
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try to gain the upper hand when the kindly Aston has, in a 

bout of confidence, revealed that he once received electric 

shock treatment in a mental hospital" (Theatre Absurd 248). 

The brothers, in particular Aston, seem to be victims of 

Davies' hypocrisy and greed. In an essay in 1979, however, 

Ronald Knowles claims that the "usual interpretation of Mick 

and Aston's relationship--that there is an unspoken bond of 

brotherly love between them--is really rather naive and 

sentimental" (158). According to Knowles Mick has . 

masterminded Davies' expulsion, provoking Davies to reveal his 

true character to Aston. Through his proffered caretaking job 

and confiding friendship, Mick provides Davies with a sense of 

power over Aston. Davies' own grasping nature pushes him to 

betray Aston in favour of Mick, who is obviously the more 

powerful of the two brothers. In this interpretation, Davies' 

culpability is more ambiguous, as he often seems "like a 

plaything being used by Mick for certain questionable ends" 

(Knowles 156). Taking this interpretation one step further, 

Davies could be seen as a victim not only of Mick's 

manipulations, but of a brotherly conspiracy. Pinter himself 

has suggested that "it isn't necessary to conclude that 

everything Aston says about his experiences in the mental 

hospital is true' (qtd. in Innes 288). If Aston is merely 

performing for Davies through this speech, his motivation 

could be to provide ammunition for Davies to use against him, 

as Innes points out: 



. . . the way [Aston] presents himself as brain-damaged 
becomes the decisive factor that ensures the tramp's expulsion 
when, presuming on the belief that he is superior to his 
benefactor, Davies commits himself to an alliance with Mick. 
Once Mick withdraws support, Davies is isolated. On this 
level the action is merely a cruel game, in which the brothers 
select suitable victims from the street to exercise a sadistic 
fantasy of power. ( 2 8 8 )  

In the published play, such a conspiracy between the brothers 

is suggested through one particular stage direction near the 

end of Act Three. Moments after Mick has decisively rejected 

Davies, "ASTON comes in. He closes the door, moves into the 

room and faces MICK. Thev look at each other. Both are 

smilina faintlv" (75). This moment in the text, however, is 

the only clear hint of this extreme interpretation of Davies' 

victimization. And so the brothers' intentions with regard to 

Davies remain ambiguous, bound up in the mystery of the nature 

of their relationship. 

Of course, the fact that the audience can never be sure 

of the characters' motivations in The Caretaker is fundamental 

to the meaning of the play. In a statement central to the 

play's thematics, Mick says to Davies, "I can take nothing you 

say at face value. Every word you speak is open to any number 

of different interpretations. Most of what you say is lies" 

(73). Mick's words seem to reflect Pinter's own views, as the 

playwright has famously remarked, "The desire for verification 

on the part of all of us, with regard to our own experience 

and experience of others, is understandable but cannot always 

be satisfied" ("Writing for the Theatre" 11). In Pinter's 

dramatic worlds, this state of unknowingness underlies all 



220 

human relationships; in this play it complicates the struggle 

for territorial control. The original text of The Caretaker 

sustains this ambiguity: Pinter simply does not provide enough 

evidence of the characters' motivations to completely satisfy 

the audience's desire for verification. 

With the adaptation to film, however, Pinter seems to 

shift his tactics, supporting the inherent specificity of the 

filmic image with textual changes. While the film "opens out" 

the play on a spatial level, Pinter appears to encourage a 

distinct closure of meaning: the textual alterations in the 

adaptational process diminish the mystery by clarifying 

motivations. More specifically, through added scenes and 

editing the screenplay much more strongly suggests a 

conspiracy of the brothers against Davies. As we have seen, 

the added garden scene described above, providing the 

enigmatic images of the brothers' collusion and Davies' 

corresponding suspicion and bewilderment, occurs immediately 

prior to Aston's confession. This suggests Mick's 

collaboration, implying that he takes part in the prompting of 

Aston's monologue. Pinter also adds a brief transitional 

moment in Act Three which heightens the suggestion of 

conspiracy further: after the opening scene of this final act, 

through which Davies complains about Aston to an encouraging 

Mick, a door bangs and Mick quickly exits the room. The shot 

switches to the landing, where we see Mick emerging from the 

room and going into the empty room opposite. From here, 
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watches the landina. throush the slishtlv open door. Aston's 

steps. Aston arrives on landins, stops, looks towards closed 

door, turns, looks towards empty room" (BM). Aston's look 

hints that he knows Mick is in the empty room, strongly 

suggesting that the brothers' entrances and exits have been 

choreographed ahead of time. In this interpretation, Davies 

becomes the victim of a cruel game set up by the brothers. 

Intensifying this interpretation, Pinter strengthens 

Mick's role as manipulator in the screenplay. His lurking 

presence is suggested throughout the action of the film, as we 

remain aware of his locations outsidc .!it? room: watching from 

the empty room across the hall, or wal.~ng in his van for 

Aston's exits in order to make his own entrances. 

Exacerbating this sense of Mick's menacing presence, Pinter 

adds an exterior scene to the end of Act Two in which Davies 

is "moochins alons, deep in thousht. A van sweeps into the 

kerb, with a screech of brakes and a double bans on the horn" 

(BM). Mick invites Davies into the van and then alarmingly 

announces he's taking Davies to Sidcup. However, after an 

external shot in which the van approaches the roundabout and 

goes right around it, Mick announces blithely: "So sorry, 

can't do it. The road'll be up on the A two, two, two. That 

will mean doubling back on the B two, two, one, 0. It's all 

one way down there, you see. And we haven't got enough 

headroom for the humpback bridge, so we'll have to skip it" 

(BM). The tone of this speech suggests that Mick is once 



again toying with Davies: knowing the importance of these 

elusive papers to Davies, Mick's proposal seems an act to 

terrorize him. 

Pinter supports the strengthened element of fraternal 

conspiracy by intensifying Davies' role as victim. More 

specifically, the character of Davies is consistently 

softened-- his aggression downplayed and pathos accentuated-- 

through line cuts and added scenes. Throughout the first 

scenes of the screenplay, Pinter cuts many of Davies' racist 

comments against "blacks" and "foreigners". In Act Two, he 

lessens the conflict between Davies and Aston, cutting a full 

page of Davies' persistent demands to have the window closed. 

Pinter also cuts back on Davies' invective against Aston at 

the height of their conflict. Most significantly, however, he 

radically cuts Davies' complaints against Aston in the opening 

scene of Act Three. In this scene Pinter pares the six pages 

of dialogue between Davies and Mick to two pages, cutting 

everything except Davies' suggestions of partnership and 

Mick's ruminations on the changes he will make to the house. 

Through this radical excising, we lose the the original taint 

of Davies' betrayal of the confiding and generous Aston. All 

of these cuts culminate in a much less aggressive and 

reprehensible character of Davies. 

Underlining this change, Pinter has added scenes which 

emphasize Davies' pathos, invoking moving images of the 

vulnerability of his position. In the middle of Act Two, for 
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example, Pinter presents a pitiful image of Davies on the 

street: 

Close-up. Davies shufflina down the main street. Liqhted 

TO a similar but more intense effect, the camera follows 

Davies out of the house in Act Three, after his fight with 

AS ton : 

EXT. FRONT OF HOUSE. NIGHT. 
Davies qoes down front steps. On pavement he looks up and 
orimaces at the house. He proceeds to walk, a little 
unsteadilv, do- the street. The street is dark and emptv. 

The shot cuts to the main road, where we watch Davies move 

along very slowly. The next shot is of the main road at dawn, 

in which Davies approaches a corner cafe and sits on the 

doorstep. An hour later, the proprietor shoos him off and 

"Davies stands on the pavement edqe" (BM) . This series of 

images effectively expresses Davies' utter homelessness and 

vulnerability: our view of his powerlessness in the streets 

clearly exposes his high stakes in the competition for the 

room. His final expulsion is thus powerfully and painfully 

intensified. 

These changes in The Caretaker, then, reflect an overall 

movement towards definition of the original ambiguities of the 

play. Pinter uses the realistic outer spaces of the filmic 

mise en scbne to expand upon and clarify relationships and 

motivations, and then supports this with direct editing of the 

text itself. The result is a screenplay in which there is 



224 

much less ambiguity in the power play between the characters. 

It would seem that in opening out from the stage to film, 

Pinter actively closes in on the meaning. 

The Birthdav Party and The Homecorninq 

Pinter adapted The Birthdav Partv for film in 1968 for a 

production by Palomar Pictures International directed by 

William Friedkin. In 1972, Pinter wrote the screenplay for 

The Homecominq, which was produced in 1973-74 by American Film 

Theatre directed by Peter Hall. Like The Caretaker, both 

plays were originally written for a one-room set, the former 

in "the livinq-room of a house in a seaside town" (19) and the 

latter in "a larae room' in an "old house in North London" 

(21). As with The Caretaker, these rooms represent 

territorial boundaries familiar to the Pinter oeuvre: in The 

Birthday Party the boarding house becomes Stan's sanctuary 

which is invaded by threatening outside elements, while the 

family house in The Homecominq resonates as both a trap and a 

sanctuary for Ruth. In both of the screenplay adaptations, 

Pinter physically opens the settings beyond these rooms. 

Birthdav Partv opens with a long shot of the beach and later 

freely moves from the living room to the kitchen, the hall, up 

the stairs, and into the backyard of the house. In his essay 

"Pinter's Homecominq on Celluloid", Enoch Brater observes that 

with this film Pinter "deliberately violates the 

claustrophobic atmosphere of his original one-room set": 



We see Ruth and Teddy drive up to an old North London house in 
a taxi, characters ascend and descend the bottom of a 
staircase now in full view, we observe the family having lunch 
in Max's meticulously appointed kitchen, and in Act One the 
camera accompanies Ruth as she leaves by the front door and 
walks down the street . . ." (444). 
For Brater, the "result is a general opening up of the closed 

box-set Pinter had in mind for the original London production 

at the Aldwych" (444). Unlike The Caretaker, however, and 

perhaps as a result of Pinter's increasing experience working 

in film, these two later screenplays specify and emphasize 

close-ups, jump-shots, and point-of-view perspectives 

throughout the action of the texts. As a result, in spite of 

the physical opening out from the original claustrophobic 

stage sets, Pinter's careful manipulation of the camera 

perspective in the film versions of The Birthday Party and The 

Homecominq focuses and intensifies the movement of the 

dramatic action in the plays, creating atmospheres of 

suffocating menace. The resulting emphasis is not on the 

physical movement in space, but on the movement (or play) of 

power amongst the characters. 

Both The Birthday Party and The Homecominq are concerned 

with power; power not so obviously of spatial territory or 

possession, but a more subtle struggle for control of the 

territory of self--of identity. In The Birthdav Party, 

Stanley struggles against mysterious and menacing forces, 

embodied by Goldberg and McCann, in order to maintain his 

sanity and his identity. In The Homecominq, Ruth contends 

with the efforts of her husband's family to use her to fulfil 



their needs and desires. In the former play, Stanley is 

rendered completely inarticulate and thus loses his power, 

while Ruth's final position--the men grouped submissively 

around her while the patriarch stutters into speechlessness-- 

seems to be a triumphant image of power. In both screenplays, 

Pinter directs the camera's treatment of these two characters 

carefully, emphasizing their centrality through the intimacy 

of close-ups shots and through perspective shots which often 

allow the audience to share in their points-of-view. Pinter's 

manipulation of the camera reflects and emphasizes these two 

characters as the loci of the power struggles in these plays, 

creating worlds on screen which are, in Atom Egoyan's words, 

"dark, disturbing, devastating" (31). 

In a letter written in 1958 to Peter Wood, director of 

the first production of The Birthdav Party, Pinter describes 

the power structure of this play: 

. . . the hierarchy, the Establishment, the arbiters, the 
socio-religious monsters arrive to effect alteration and 
censure upon a member of the club who has discarded 
responsibility . . . He does possess, however, for my money, a 
certain fibre--he fights for his life. It doesn't last long, 
this fight . . . he collapses under the weight of their 
accusation--an accusation compounded of the shitstained 
strictures of centuries of "tradition". ("Letter to Peter 
Wood" 82 ) 

As the focus of the power struggle, Stanley is the thematic 

centre of the play, and in the screenplay adaptation Pinter 

continually emphasizes his position through the structural 

lens of the camera. Even when Stanley is absent, as at the 

opening of the play, his absence becomes the central focus: 



as Petey and Meg sit down at the breakfast table, the "CAMERA 

moves into a wide 2 shot, with the empty chair at the centre 

of the picture" " (BM). This shot of Stanleyls chair 

indicates his pivotal role in the Boles' household and it 

foreshadows and underlines Megfs obsession with him. In the 

first scene between Stanley and Meg, Pinter carefully 

manoeuvres the camera through close-up reverse shots, 

alternating close-ups, and tight two-shot images in order to 

heighten the tension between them, increasing the sense of 

approaching menace. Then, as Act One progresses, the camera 

continues to focus on Stanley. At Meg's announcement of the 

imminent arrival of the two "gentlemen visitors", for example, 

Pinter's camera holds a long still shot of Stanley's back, 

follows him as he begins to pace the room, and finally 

launches into a sequence of slow cutting close-ups through the 

following sequence of dialogue: 

STANLEY, (quietly). Who do you think you're talking to? 
MEG. (uncertainlv) . What? 
STANLEY. Come here. 
MEG. What do you mean? 
STANLEY. Come over here. 
MEG. NO. 
STANLEY. I want to ask you something. (MEG £id ets 

nervouslv, She does not go to him.) &pause.) 
All right. I can ask it from here just as well. 
(Deliberately.) Tell me, Mrs Boles, when you address 
yourself to me, do you ever ask yourself who exactly you 
are talking to? Eh? (31) 

Ir, the screenplay notes, Pinter directs each of these 

statements to be delivered in a close-up of the speaker, and 

cuts to a close-up of Meg when she fidgets nervously. More 

significantly, however, he indicates that the shots of Meg are 
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to be filmed through a hand-held camera. As a result, the 

close-up images of Meg during this sequence, filmed through 

the unsteady, wavering gaze of a hand held camera, represent 

Stanley's own unsteady point-of-view distinct from the clear 

image of Stanley himself through the objective camera. 

Throughout the rest of the first act, close-ups 

persistently emphasize the increasing sense of menace in the 

house, particularly as it affects Stanley. During the speech 

describing his concert in Lower Edmonton--with its disturbing 

overtones of oppression and betrayal--Pinter moves the camera 

very slowly closer into Stanley. The speech culminates with a 

series of questions, through which Stanley alarmingly declares 

that "they're coming in a van" with a wheelbarrow, looking for 

a "certain person". In the screenplay, Pinter presents this 

disturbing dialogue through a series of close-ups between 

Stanley and Meg, through which Meg is either out of the shot 

during her line, or is revealed in close-up but through the 

perspective of the hand-held camera--Stanley's point-of-view-- 

once again. Later in the act, after Goldberg and McCann enter 

the house and begin to close in on Stanley, the camera closes 

in on the action as well. During Meg's, McCann's, and 

Goldberg's planning of Stanley's birthday party, for example, 

lingering close-ups on their faces between every line of 

dialogue create a foreboding sense of danger in what is an 

ostensibly innocent conversation. The final drum sequence of 

Act One dramatically closes in on Stanley in a climactic 
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menacing crescendo. As Meg reveals the name of Goldberg to 

Stan just prior to giving him his birthday present, the camera 

moves in on him and, apart from two brief close-ups of Meg, 

remains suffocatingly trained on him to the end of the act. 

During this sequence, Meg speaks her lines out of shot or, in 

her last lines, appears from Stanley's point-of-view. As 

Stanley's banging of the drum becomes "savage and possessed" 

in the final sequence of images, the camera first cuts to a 

close-up of Meg, then back to a close-up of Stanley drumming, 

and concludes with a close-up of Meg from Stanley's point-of- 

view with the "[d]rumsticks beating in front of her face" 

(BM) . 
This pattern of closing in--close-ups, tight two-shots, 

lingering shots of Stanley with the other characters' lines 

out of shot, and shots from Stanley's point-of-view--continues 

throughout the rest of the screenplay, climaxing in the 

pivotal interrogation scene which lies at the centre of the 

play. Throughout this sequence, Pinter indicates very complex 

and tightly controlled camera movement. Once Goldberg and 

McCann have coerced Stanley into sitting down, Pinter begins 

the dialogue with alternating shots of the two intruders from 

Stanley's point-of-view and a tight three-shot of all the 

characters. As the questioning picks up momentum, Pinter 

instructs: "In the followinq sequence, shots of Goldberq and 

McCann are throuqh telephoto lens, verv sharp focus. Shots of 

Stanlev are with wide anqled lens showinq backqround, sections 
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of McCann and Goldbers in foreqround" (BM). The image of 

Stanley here suggests entrapment, as the other men loom over 

and physically close in on him. As McCann takes Stanley's 

glasses, Pinter indicates a new sequence of shots: 

close-up qlasses snatched from Stanley's face. Stanley's eyes 
naked, blinkinq. He stands. 

McCann's arm, still holdinq qlasses. 

Stanley's head. He jerks out of frame. 

McCann's hand, extended with alasses. His body movinq back. 

Stanley reachins. 

3-shot wide. McCann movinq back extendins qlasses. Stanley 
followinq. Flash cut. 

Stanley's less crashinq into a chair. His hand qrasps it to 
sceadv himself. He is off balance. 

Medium Shot. Goldberq's and McCann's point of view. Stanley 
sittinq heavilv in the chair. 

In the followina seauence shots from Stanlev's woint of view 
are sliqhtlv blurred. The faces of Goldberq and McCann are in 
sharp focus when thev wenetrate the blur. (i.e. when thev come 
closer to the camera.) (BM) 

In the dialogue following these stage directions, Pinter 

carefully directs which lines are to be accompanied by the 

focused shots and which are blurred as Goldberg and McCann 

move threateningly closer, lunging in and out of Stanley's 

myopic vision. This sequence of shots shape Goldberg and 

McC~M'S series of accusations, through which Stanley responds 

with some defiance. As Goldberg changes tactics by moving 

into a philosophical line of battering, however, Stanley 

begins to weaken. Pinter directs this sequence "from 

Stanlev's point of view, Stanlev's focus switches between 
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Goldberq and McCann as they speak" (BM). The barrage of 

threats and insults continues to pick up speed while Stanley's 

responses become fewer and fewer, until Goldberg's climactic 

question "Why did the chicken cross the road?" renders Stanley 

completely powerless. The final sequence of Goldberg and 

McCann's relentless prompting and Strnley's agonizing attempts 

to answer this question climaxes in Stanley's scream. During 

this sequence, Pinter directs that the "Camera beqins to move 

around and eventuallv rests on Stanlev with Goldberq and 

McCann in profile" (BM), conveying Stanley's increasing 

confusion and panic. Following his scream, the final 

annihilating volley of insults focused on Stanley is delivered 

in a three-shot with the camera behind Stanley. In the 

silence that follows, the camera reveals a close shot of 

Stanley crouched in the chair. Pinter fills out the silence 

of this moment as the camera "draws back throuqh Goldberq and 

McCann to a wide shot of the room and sto~s. Thev are still" 

(BM). This moment finally breaks the suffocating intensity 

established by the camera through seven pages of tightly 

controlled close shots, and sets the stage for Stanley's final 

desperate but ineffective outbreak of physical violence 

against his interrogators. 

In Stanley's final appearance in the play, as Goldberg 

and McCann lead him out of the security of the Boles' living 

room to deliver him (via the threatening black car) to the 

mysterious "Monty", Stanley's powerlessness is painfully 



expressed through his speechlessness: 

STANLEY concentrates, his mouth opens, he attempts to speak, 
fails and emits sounds from his throat. 

STANLEY. Uh -gug . . . uh-gug . . . eeehhh-gag . . . (On the 
breath) Caahh . . . caahh . . . . (94). 
Emphasizing this moment in the screenplay, Pinter directs the 

camera to "Push in to a bis close-us" (BM). The image of 

Stanley's face--naked of the glasses which McCann has broken, 

his eyes clenching and unclenching as he struggles and fails 

to utter an articulate word--is a devastating statement of his 

abject powerlessness. In the closing shot of the screenplay, 

the camera takes us out of the house with Stanley, revealing a 

long shot of the empty street down which he disappears, where 

"distant noise of the town can be heardU(BM). With this shot, 

Pinter finally releases us from the suffocating control which 

has dominated his filmic vision throughout The Birthday Party. 

Pinter exhibits a similar pattern in his adaptational 

process with the screenplay for The Homecominq, written four 

years after The Birthday Party. Like The Birthday Party, The 

Homecominq can be understood in terms of power. Irving Wardle 

described the dramatic action of the play as a "territorial 

struggle": "It is a family of predators," Wardle wrote in 

1971, "and as things stand to begin with, it is clear that a 

power contest is going on" (169). Most critics have agreed 

that Ruth is pivotal within this struggle. For example, 

Wardle suggests that "the main action of the piece shows her 
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taking possession of the territory while Teddy is being 

dispossessed" (170). In an early interview with Henry Hewes, 

pinter insists that while Ruth is "misinterpreted deliberately 

and used by this family . . . eventually she comes back at 
them with a whip. She says 'if you want to play this game I 

can play it as well as you.'" ("Probing Pinter's Play" 57-58). 

In a pattern similar to The Birthday Party, Pinter uses film 

to clarify and emphasize Ruth's central role in the dramatic 

action, predominantly through his meticulous control of the 

camera's treatment of her. 

However, the natur~ of Ruth's role in the context of 

power in The Homecominq is ambiguous and has become a point of 

critical dispute. While many interpretations posit Ruth as 

the successful aggressor whose final position is that of 

"queen bee" (Wardle 171) and ruler of the household (Esslin 

Peopled Wound 154), the fundamentally passive nature of her 

assumed role--that of the mother/whore object of male desire-- 

has troubled many recent analyses of the play. Christopher 

Innes points out that "[iln exchanging the relative autonomy 

of a wife with her own children in America for debasing 

exploitation as a prostitute, the woman's position as victim 

becomes the source of her power" (293). If The Homecominq 

reflects the case, as Marc Silverstein suggests, that it is 'a 

deliberate assumption of the role to which patriarchy consigns 

women that transforms subjection into empowerment" (781, then 

this empowerment, locked as it is within the abusive 
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patriarchal structure, remains dubious. Within this 

interpretation, even though the identity Ruth assumes at the 

end of the play places her in a powerful position in the 

family, the fact that this identity has been determined for 

her by the family undermines her strength. The range of 

interpretation of Ruth is illustrated through the critical 

analyses of the final tableau of the play: the "blasphemous 

pidta pose" (Innes 293) in which Ruth sits with Max and Joey 

kneeling at her feet, her hand touching Joey's head while 

"LENNY stands watchinq" (98). Wardle reads this final image 

as a declaration of Ruth's power: "Sexually she retains the 

whip hand - a point which Pinter emphasises in the last scene 

when the apparently victorious Max falls on his knees begging 

for attention from her" (171). Esslin perceives a more 

complicated message, reading the final image of The Homecominq 

as "the culmination of [Lenny and Joey's] Oedipal dreams: 

their mother, young and beautiful, has become available to 

them as a sexual partner, as a 'whore', while the defeated 

father grovels on the floor pleading for some scraps of her 

sexual favours" (Peopled Wound 155-156). The implicit 

passivity of her role in this image, particularly in her 

relation to Lenny, is emphasized in Bernard F. Dukore's 

interpretation: "Because Ruth has yet to work out the final 

terms with a man whose profession is pimp, the play's end-- 

notwithstanding his previous agreemect to her demands--is 

ambiguous" (196). The balance of power in the final tableau 
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ultimately depends upon the interpretation of the relative 

positions of Lenny and Ruth. On the one hand, Ruth is in the 

powerful position of centre stage--the focal point for the 

audience as well as the characters surrounding her. On the 

other hand, she clearly remains the passive object of Lenny's 

desire and power in her position as the object of his gaze. 

The stage image, encompassing both Ruth and Lenny in their 

prospective positions of power, rests in this ambiguity. On 

film, however, the camera allows--or perhaps forces--Pinter to 

narrow this ambiguity, clarifying +?e nature of the 

relationship of Lenny and Ruth significantly. Throughout the 

screenplay, Pinter emphasizes Ruth's central position in the 

games of power, carefully tracking her movement as she enters 

the family space and makes it her own. But he also brings 

Lenny into the camera's focus, emphasizing his position as 

Ruth's central opponent. Pinter thus focuses and clarifies 

the conflict between Ruth and Lenny, significantly informing 

the final images of the film/play. 

In the screenplay, Pinter supplements the arrival of 

Teddy and Ruth with an external shot of the taxi pulling up 

outside the house. While on the surface this freedom of 

movement reflects the inherent opening out of the filmic 

space, it also emphasizes the thematic movement of closing in, 

as Ruth moves from outside to the inside of the house/family. 

As the two characters enter the house, Pinter indicates no 

special treatment of Ruth; but when Teddy leaves Ruth standing 
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alone in the living room, the camera cuts to a series of 

specific shots: 

INT. ROOM. CLOSE UP RUTH 

INT. ROOM. WIDE SHOT. RUTH stands alone in centre of room. 

INT. LEN'S ROOM. WIDE SHOT. A bedside  lam^ is on. LEN is 
standinq in the centre of the room. 

INT. ROOM. WIDE SHOT. RUTH still. Beqins to walk slowly 
across room, lookinq at it. Stops by sofa, still. (BM) 

This concentration of introductory images of Ruth emphasizes 

the importance of her entrance into the house. Just as 

significantly, however, these images reveal the disturbing 

effect of her entrance on Lenny, who seems to sense her 

presence immediately. These silent juxtaposing images of Ruth 

and Lenny foreshadow the conflicting relationship that will 

develop between them. The screenplay immediately establishes 

Lenny rather than Max as Ruth's primary opponent. Of course, 

by the time of Ruth's entrance Max's position as the 

patriarchal head of the family has already been challenged and 

undermined by Lenny, particularly through his insolent and 

contemptuous manner toward his father in the opening scene of 

the play. In the screenplay, Pinter emphasizes Lenny's power, 

including him most often with Ruth in the camera's focus. 

More disconcertingly, as Lenny's attempts to control Ruth move 

from overt verbal threats to the final business proposal, the 

camera's gaze gradually becomes Lenny's own point-of-view, 

focused intensely on the object of his family's desire. 

In the confrontation between Ruth and Lenny which follows 
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her entrance in the first act,  inter's camera heightens the 

tension between them. For example, at the culmination of 

Lenny's violent and intimidating story in which he describes 

beating a prostitute on the street, Ruth's deflatingly offhand 

response is preceded by a close-up of her from Lenny's point- 

of-view. This extended image of her face, devoid of the 

expected response of fear, intensifies her rejection of his 

intended threat. Following this, Lenny's response to her--a 

disbelieving echo of Ruth's own question--is delivered in a 

close-up shot from the point-of-view of Ruth. The scene is 

then punctuated by a long shot of the room from the mirror 

before Lenny abruptly switches the topic, conceding defeat in 

his first attempt at intimidation. Throughout the rest of 

this scene, Pinter extends and emphasizes Ruth's unsettling 

silences and the tense pauses in their dialogue through close- 

ups and lingering shots. In the culminating sequence of lines 

between Lenny and Ruth, for example, as Lenny attempts to take 

the glass from Ruth, the pauses are punctuated by alternating 

close-ups, clarifying the intense clash of wills beneath the 

insignificance of the words themselves. As Brater notes in 

his essay "Pinter's Homecominq on Celluloid", "the camera 

rarely releases the actor's face until long after he finishes 

his lines, giving us sufficient time to put the words 

themselves into a perspective of conflicting meanings and 

possibilities" ( 4 4 7 ) .  

As Ruth moves into the centre of the family structure, 



the camera follows her, creating images which strengthen her 

focal position. The camera movement in the opening of the 

second act, for example, is indicative of the shifting of 

power in the family: 

EXT. Back Garden. Dav. Camera in qarden lookinq towards 
back of house. Tracks slowlv in to kitchen window: dim 
f iqures . 

CLOSE UP. MAX eatinq icecream. 
Camera tracks back to reveal familv seated at kitchen table 
eatinq icecream. 
MAX at top of table, LENNY to his riqht, JOEY left, SAM to 
LENNY's riqht, TEDDY to JOEY's left and RUTH facinq SAM. 
CAMERA rests behind RUTH lookinq down table. 

CLOSE UP. RUTH eatinq. 

CLOSE UP. SAM eatinq. 

CLOSE UP. TEDDY eatina. 

CLOSE UP. JOEY eatinq. 

CLOSE UP. LENNY eatinq. 

WIDE SHOT. Kitchen. 
LENNY puts spoon down. Smiles at RUTH. RUTH puts spoon down 
Lookinq up at MAX. MAX smiles at her from end of table. RUTH - 
smiles at MAX. 

CLOSE UP. MAX smilinq. 

CLOSE UP. RUTH smilinq. 

RUTH. That was a very good lunch . . .(BM) 
As the scene continues, the men stand and move into the living 

room. While they remain sitting, Ruth serves the men coffee 

in a highly ritualized manner before the camera cuts to an 

image of the family looking at Ruth from her own point-of-view 

as she finally sits down with them. Through this long 

sequence of controlled images, Ruth moves into the traditional 
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roles of wife and mother for the family of men, with emphasis 

on her relationship with Max and Lenny. Pinter has 

choreographed a highly symbolic placement of characters at the 

opening of scene: Max sits at the head of the table with 

Lenny at his right hand and, most significantly, Ruth almost 

directly across from them. Ruth's presence is emphasized by 

the camera viewpoint: the sequence opens from her point-of- 

view, as the camera rests behind her looking down the table, 

before cutting to a close-up of her face. The exchange of 

smiles between Max and Ruth is preceded by Lenny's initiating 

action of putting down his spoon and smiling at her himself, 

signifying his control of the situation. And then, in the 

final movement of the sequence Ruth clearly shifts into the 

mother/wife role of serving the men their coffee, with "The 

family--from Ruth's point-of-view--1ookinq at her" (BM) : she 

has become the object of their combined gaze/desire. 

By the final entrance of Ruth in Act Two, her central 

position in the household has been clearly established. The 

men, who are discussing their plans for Ruth's prostitution, 

are interrupted by the following images: 

INT. Landinq. Passaae. RUTH comes out of room and closes 
door. Walks down passaqe towards stairs. 

INT. ROOM. Family listeninq. 

INT. Landina. 
CAMERA follows RUTH downstairs, across hall, into ROOM and 
stops. MAX. LENNY, JOEY and SAM and standinq lookina at her. 
TEDDY is sittina. 

WIDE SHOT from fireplace. 
MAX iookinq at RUTH. RUTH smiles at them. Walks to MAX'S 



armchair, sits. 
Silence. All still. (BM) 

Even the mere of Ruth's approach silences them, and 

~uth's act of taking Max's armchair, which is not in the 

original stage text, is a clear sign of her power. A sequence 

of close-ups follows this in the silence, allowing the tension 

to mount before Teddy reveals the family's offer to Ruth. 

Pinter makes extensive use of close-ups in the negotiations 

between Ruth and Lenny which follow, once again focusing the 

tensions of the power struggle between these two characters. 

Throughout the following dialogue, each line is spoken in a 

close-up: 

RUTH. You'd supply my wardrobe, of course? 
LENNY. We'd supply everything. Everything you need. 
RUTH. I'd need an awful lot. Otherwise I wouldn't be content. 
LENNY. You'd have everything. 
RUTH. I would naturally want to draw up an inventory of 

everything I would need, which would require your 
signatures in the presence of witnesses. 

LENNY. Naturally. 
RUTH. All aspects of the agreement and conditions of 

employment would have to be clarified to our mutual 
satisfaction before we finalized the contract. 

LENNY. Of course. (93) 

At the conclusion of these intense negotiations between Lenny 

and Ruth, Pinter finally releases them into a wide shot of the 

" FAMILY " . 

From this point to the end of the play, Pinter's 

painstaking manipulation of the camera clarifies the play of 

power amongst the characters on stage, focusing particularly 

on Ruth, Lenny, and Max. After Teddy leaves there is a long 

silence, through which the camera rests on a long shot of Ruth 
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sitting in the chair from the men's point-of-view, which cuts 

to a series of big close-ups of all of them, ending on Ruth. 

Then Joey finally moves toward her and kneels at her chair, 

beginning the final sequence of movements in the text. This 

sequence begins from Ruth's point-of-view of the men: 

SHOT across RUTH and JOEY to MAX and LENNY watchinq. 

CLOSE UP MAX. 
MAX. I'm too old, I suppose. She thinks I'm an old man. 

CLOSE UP LENNY. (BM) 

The camera cuts to a close-up of Max again, and then to a shot 

across Ruth to Max approaching through his next lines. At 

this point, however, the focus switches from Ruth to Lenny: 

the camera shifts suddenly to the room "from Len's ~oint of 

view" as Max turns and asks him his final series of questions - 
before moving to kneel at Ruth's feet. The final image of 

Ruth, which is the penultimate shot of the screenplay, is a 

two shot of her and Max with Joey's head in her lap from 

Lenny's point-of-view. The final shot of the screenplay, 

however, is a medium shot of Lenny standing and watching Ruth. 

The closing image of the film, then, is very different from 

the closing tableau of the stage version. It excludes Ruth 

altogether, merely implying her presence through the focus of 

Lenny's gaze beyond the camera. As the object of his gaze, 

Ruth's power is undermined: Lenny continues to define and 

control the role she has undertaken. By focusing on Lenny in 

the final image on film, Pinter lessens Ruth's potential for 

power, and thus he eases the ambiguity of the original stage 
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And so a similar pattern emerges through Pinter's first 

three film adaptations of major stage plays. The potential 

for opening out of the closed stage space of The Caretaker, 

accompanied by the greater flexibility and subtlety of focus 

through the camera, results in a clarification of the 

characters' motivations and relationships. In the adaptations 

of The Birthdav Partv and The Homecominq, Pinter concentrates 

on the capacity of the camera for tight and direct focus, 

closing in on the characters and the action in order to 

intensify the conflict. In all cases, through the filmic 

processes of both opening out and closing in, the original 

ambiguity of motivation and action is lessened. Whether or 

not this effect is finally attributable to the inherent 

qualities of the film medium, Pinter seems to engage in rather 

than resist this process of clarification. 

Old Times and Betraval 

In the last two of his major works adapted from stage to 

screen, Pinter continues to explore the distinctive 

possibilities of space that film offers. In both Old Times, 

which was televised for Bravo in 1993, and Betraval, which was 

adapted for the screen in 1982, Pinter has added external 

shots which open the action out of the original spaces of the 

stage. Pinter also closes in on the power struggles between 



the characters through close-ups and point-of-view shots, 

particularly in Old Times where the camera clarifies and 

intensifies the patterns of inclusion and exclusion of Anna 

and Deeley as they fight for possession of Kate. The camera's 

treatment of Kate in Old Times is also reminiscent of Ruth in 

The Homecominq: Pinter strengthens her position as the 

central force of the play by making her the constant focus of 

the camera. While these later plays reveal Pinter's continued 

strengths in manipulation of film space, however, they are 

much more interesting in the context of time. More 

specifically, since these two plays are preoccupied with the 

subject of time, both thematically and structurally, the shift 

from stage time to film time is highly consequential. 

Like space, time is a central issue in discussions of 

stage to screen adaptation. In her 1966 essay "Film and 

Theatre", Susan Sontag locates the central distinction between 

film and theatre in the temporal movement of action in space: 

If an irreducible distinction between theatre and cinema does 
exist, it may be this. Theatre is confined to a logical or 
continuous use of space. Cinema (through editing, that is, 
through the change of shot--which is the basic unit of film 
construction) has access to an alogical or discontinuous use 
of space. (29) 

Mackinnon observes that, "film editing means that time is far 

more obviously flexible in cinema than theatre" (13). He 

suggests that the filmic techniques of flashbacks, flash- 

forwards, and ellipses are difficult, if not impossible, to 

achieve on the stage. In 1966 Pinter himself made a 

significant comment on the essential and sometimes limiting 
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~elevision and films are simpler than the theatre--if you get 
tired of a scene you just drop it and go on to another one. 
(I'm exaggerating, of course.) What & so different about the 
stage is that you're just there, stuck - there are your 
characters stuck on the stage, you've got to live with them 
and deal with them. ("Art of Theatre 111" 20) 

And in a 1993 interview with Edward Jones he commented on the 

"greater flexibility on the screen" in reference to questions 

of economy and compression of time. ("HP: A Conversation" 7) 

Significantly, however, in the same interview he states, "I 

try to do that on the stage too" (7). His effort becomes 

clearly evident with the stage plays Old Times and Betrayal. 

Through these plays Pinter self-consciously challenges the 

traditional assumptions of continuity and form which led to 

Sontag's conclusion that "theatre's capacities for 

manipulating space and time are, simply, much cruder and more 

labored than film's" (30). 

Sontag's position--that theatre is confined to continuous 

use of space while cinema has access to a discontinuous use of 

space--blurs the distinction between dramatic time (the 

movement of time in the fictional story) and the actual time 

of the performance itself. Proponents of theatre could argue 

that on the level of dramatic time the stage easily 

accommodates discontinuous use of space: multiple spaces, with 

concurrent or differing time frames, can be staged 

simultaneously, and lighting effects or blackouts can indicate 

time shifts and intervals. While stage machinery is 

admittedly more laborious and self-conscious than film, modern 



theatre audiences accommodate flashbacks and layering in 

dramatic time without difficulty. Mackinnon himself concedes 

that the claim that theatre is "bound to follow 'natural' time 

seems dubious," and he refers specifically to Pinter's 

Betrayal in pointing out that the reverse chronological order 

was presented "without discernable difficulty for the 

audience" (13). Pinter's work for the stage challenges 

Sontag's conclusions further than this, however, in that he 

explores the nature of the "logical or continuous use of 

space" which Sontag sees confining theatre. For while the 

dramatic action of the play can be discontinuous, the 

performance time of the play &, as Sontag observes, always 

locked in the continuous present. This is the "there" in 

which Pinter's characters are stuck: the live performance of 

the actors in the presence of space and time. With Old Times 

and Betrayal, however, rather than considering the essential 

continuous present tense of the stage performance a 

limitation, Pinter explores the possibilities of exploiting 

this characteristic of the medium. In the process, he 

brilliantly manipulates the relationship between the dramatic 

and the performance times of these plays to make his point 

about time itself. As a result, he reverses the traditional 

stage/film delineations regarding time and space: in the cases 

of Old Times and Betrayal we will find that the medium of film 

cannot provide the temporal flexibility of the illusionistic 

presence of the stage. 



In a 1971 interview with Me1 Gussow, Pinter muses: 

I think I'm more conscious of a kind of ever-present quality 
in life . . . I certainly feel more and more the past is not 
past, that it never was past. It's present. . . . I know the 
future is simply going to be the same thing. It'll never end. 
YOU carry all the states with you until the end. (Gussow 38) 

His plays after The Homecoming focus on questions of time and 

subjectivity, of memory, and of the past in the present and 

the present in the past. The characters in these plays 

struggle to remember the past--or invent the past for 

themselves and for others--in order to sustain themselves in 

the present. With Old Times and Betrayal, Pinter takes these 

ideas into the structures of the plays themselves. He 

experiments with abrupt ellipses in time, overlapping time 

frames, flash-backs and flash-forwards, and, in Betrayal, a 

complete disruption of linear narrative. Through these 

devices, he once again merges the thematic expression of his 

work with its actual physical expression. 

Not surprisingly, then, most critical responses to these 

two plays focus on the relationship between Pinter's chosen 

medium of expression and the nature of the text expressed 

through it. These stage plays, they suggest, tellingly reveal 

the influence of Pinter's work in film on his dramatic 

technique, particularly through his use of "cinematic" 

devices/effects on the stage. According to Enoch Brater in 

"Cinematic Fidelity and the Forms of Pinter's Betrayal", the 

"real originality" about this play is that it "adapts certain 

cinematic strategies and makes them functional in terms of 
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theatre" (507). Gay Gibson Cima as well explores Pinter's 

*,various cinematic experiments with narrative sequence" of 

Times (43). But when we look at the actual screen adaptations 

of these filmic stage plays, it becomes clear that the force 

of the original plays depends upon their essential nature as 

plays for the a. If, as Pinter has expressed, the main 
thematic concern of these plays is the presence of the past, 

then these plays depend on the inherent presence of the 

theatrical event for the true merging of theme and structure. 

Only through the stage performance can Pinter claim, as he 

does about Old Times, "It happens. It all happens" (Gussow 

43). 

In Old Times, Pinter manipulates time through three main 

devices: ellipses or jumps forward and backward in time; 

overlapping or layering of time (what Cima describes as 

"presenting several potential scenes simultaneousl~" (44)); 

and flashback images or photographic tableaux. These are not 

distinct or mutually exclusive devices: they overlap and merge 

into each other to completely disrupt our expectations of a 

realistic linear progression of action. The most obvious of 

these devices is the ellipsis, or omission of a large space of 

time, resulting in a jump forwzrd. The most obviously 

disruptive ellipsis of the play occurs early: eleven pages 

into Kate and Deeley's dialogue of Act One, "Anna turns from 

the window. speakins, and moves down to them, eventually 

sittins on the second sofa" (13). The abrupt change of rhythm 
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and interruption by the previously silent and still figure of 

Anna is only gradually revealed as a leap into the future: to 

a point after the dinner Kate and Deeley had been anticipating 

in the previous action. This moment in the play is most often 

cited by critics as evidence of Pinter's film experience. 

Cima suggests that "Pinter uses the cinematic trick of 

skipping over time to a crucial moment. It is not important 

for us to see how Anna entered, so we simply witness her being 

there" (44). Other jumps forward in time in the play, 

however, are more subtle and complex, involving a layering or 

multiple exposure of time frames and a subsequent return to 

the present. Near the end of Act One, for example, "Anna 

prompts Kate to return with her to their girlhood and the two 

women suddenly drop into the past" (Cima 4 7 ) .  While the women 

enter into a scene from the London flat of their youth, Deeley 

remains visible on stage with them. In fact, the physical 

space of the stage does not shift in any obvious way to 

accommodate the internal time shift for Anna and Kate: Deeley 

simply remains completely excluded from their conversation. 

His one desperate interjection attempting to bring them back 

into the present is ignored while the two women continue to 

act out a scene from their shared flat in London to the end of 

the Act. Thus, as Cima points out, "the characters exist in 

two time frames simultaneously" (49): Deeley remains present 

in Anna and Kate's past, or, relatively speaking, he is the 

future of their present-tense of that moment on stage. 
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Pinter achieves this multiple exposure of time further 

through stage images or tableaux. In the opening image of the 

play, for example, when the stage lights come up on Deeley and 

Kate smoking cigarettes and discussing the imminent arrival of 

Kate's old friend Anna, the stage directions indicate that 

"Anna's fiqure remains still in eim liqht at the window" (3). 

Anna, who represents both the future and past, remains present 

on the stage throughout this opening scene between Kate and 

Deeley. To a similar effect, Pinter sets up a sequence of 

slow-moving tableaux at the end of the play. This closing 

series of movements re-enacts Anna's central memory of the 

night she returned to their Londoli flat to find "this man 

crying in our room" ( 2 8 ) .  In the dramatization of this past 

event, Deeley takes his place as the man in their room, who is 

ultimately rejected by Kate. The images from Anna's memory 

are reproduced on stage, creating the effect of a series of 

photographs. This is intensified by Pinter's final stage 

direction to bring "Liqhts up full sharply. Verv briqht" (71) 

while the three characters sit in their separate spaces in 

positions strongly reminiscent of the opening stage image. 

Once again, as with the actual narrative jumps into the past, 

these flashback images serve to bring the past into the 

present, to realize Anna's suggestion that "There are things I 

remember which may never have happened, but as I recall them 

so they take place" (28). 

In an interview about Old Times, Pinter suggests: 



The fact that they discuss something that he says took place-- 
even if it did not take place--actually seems to me to 
recreate the time and the moment vividly in the present, so 
that it is actually taking place before your very eyes--by the 
words he is using. (Gussow 17) 

In Old Times the characters create the past in the present: 

remembering is not an act of reference, but an act of 

creation. In Pinter's world on the stage, the past is 

ultimately unverifiable: memory is driven by desire for power, 

by the need to control the definition of the self and of 

others. In this world, the past is infinitely malleable, 

depending upon the perspective and motivations of those 

remembering. The structure of Old Times is built upon this 

shaky temporal foundation: time on the stage does not unfold 

in a clear and logical manner, but rather jumps, reverses, and 

splinters according to the characters' conflicting 

perspectives. 

The opening sequence of the screenplay of Old Times 

immediately reflects a radical shift in the presentation of 

time. Pinter opens the film with a detailed scene of the 

past, dramatizing the actual night Anna describes through her 

central monologue of the play. The setting description in the 

screenplay takes us to a flat on a London street in Chelsea, 

as the camera tracks from an external shot of the street 

through the window into the bed-sitting room of a terraced 

house. In the bed-sitting room: 

Two beds and an armchair. 
One lamp is on. The door, which leads to a small hall etc and 
front door of flat is aiar. 
Deelev (earlv 2 0 ' s )  sits in armchair, sobbinq. Kate (earlv 
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shadow 
Stillness. 25 (BM) 

The scene continues to unfold exactly as Anna later describes 

it, with concrete realistic detail of space and time. The 

characters are twenty years younger, and Pinter indicates that 

the images are to be shot on colour stock in black and white. 

Through this opening flashback, then, Pinter presents the 

irrefutable past through the objective lens of the camera. 

Anna's later recollection will lack any ambiguity or mystery, 

as we will have had first-hand access to the event to which 

she refers. The addition of this opening flashback sets up a 

pattern that follows throughout the adapted screenplay: the 

distinction between past and present is clarified as the past 

becomes concrete experience. In the television version of 

Times, remembering is an act of reference rather than 

creation. 

Pinter's strategies in adapting those theatrical devices 

which were originally conceived to disrupt time on stage 

consistently reflect his decisive movement toward 

clarification between past and present. In the first ellipses 

of the play, for example, instead of transferring the 

cinematic jump-cut of Anna's abrupt entrance into the 

narrative action directly into the screenplay, Pinter 

painstakingly clarifies the time movement with an actual scene 

change. The dialogue between Kate and Deeley concludes and 

the scene cuts to: 



The Room. Emutv. 
The loq fire burns. 
Sound of lauqhter auuroachinq. Door opens. Anna, Kate and 
Deeley come in, Kate carryinq a tray with coffee which she 
sets on a small table. Anna is talkinq as she enters. (BM) 

Through the addition of this set-up shot, the shift in time is 

much more clearly defined in the screenplay. The later jump 

into the past, when the women play out the scene from their 

London flat, is clarified as well, but to a different effect. 

Pinter does not shift the space of the ccene to create a 

flashback effect, but rather focuses on Anna and Kate from 

Deeley's point-of-view as they enter into this scene from the 

past. After the point where he has been completely excluded 

through their oblivion to his interruption, the camera focuses 

on Kate and Anna in the foreground with Deeley in the 

background. The dreamlike dialogue of the two women as they 

regress to their London flat of twenty years ago clearly 

remains in the concrete space of the present-day cottage 

living room. The effect of this disjunction seems much more 

awkward on the screen, as the essential realism of space 

anchors the audience's perspective, resisting the shift into 

ambiguity or double exposure that the stage achieved. The 

film strongly suggests that Anna is playing mind games, 

leading Kate on a psychological journey into the past. AS a 

result, the struggle between Anna and Deeley becomes a psycho- 

drama--a conflict about who can gain and maintain control of 

Kate's wandering mind. 

Rather than resisting this shift, Pinter emphasizes the 



253 

concreteness of film space by adding scenes of the other rooms 

in the house and the seashore of the beach outside. Between 

~ c t s  One and Two, he reveals Kate in the bathroom running her 

bath, and later he follows Deeley into the kitchen and out the 

door onto the beach while Anna snoops through another "small 

room" and the bedroom. At this point, Pinter adds a scene of 

Anna whispering to Kate through the door of the bathroom, 

continuing their conversation from the London flat. Anna 

stands outside the bathroom door and whispers "Katey. (m) 
Katey", and then continues on about their plans for the 

evening : 

INT. BATHROOM. 
KATE oDens her eyes. 
KATE. Yes? 
ANNA'S voice whis~erinq throuqh door. 
ANNA. I spoke to McCabe. He'd love to come. He'd love to see 
you. He's missed you. 
KATE. He hasn't missed me. 
ANNA. He has. He swore he had. He asked what you were 
wearing. (BM) 

Once again, the disjunction between space and time strongly 

points to a psychological theme. Here, Anna seems to be 

manipulating Kate, choreographing the context for her 

delusions. The past clearly remains inside the characters' 

minds while the characters remain in the present. For the 

original stage audience the sense of dual or ambiguous time- 

frames raises philosophical questions regarding the concept of 

time and memory. But for the film audience, the clear 

distinction between past and present merely raises questions 

about the psychological stability of Kate. 



Cima points to the opening scene of Old Times as the 

foremost example of filmic device in this play, relating it to 

"filmic splintering of narrative": 

. . . at the opening of Act I in Old Times, the movie director 
Deeley and his wife Kate anticipate the arrival of Kate's 
former roommate--and possibly former lover--Anna. But Anna 
already stands upstage, as if Pinter has merged film shots of 
the scenes before and after dinner. For the audience, Anna is 
at once there by virtue of the fact that she is physically 
present, and not there, since Kate and Deeley ignore her as 
they discuss her imminent arrival. Pinter merges these two 
shots, of course, to present several possible perceptions of 
the moment. (44) 

However, Pinter's stage device of layering or presenting 

multiple facets of time would not transfer easily to the 

screen. In the example Cima cites of "filmic splintering", 

the depiction of "several possibilities at the same time" on 

film would have to be through a sequence of shots of 

alternative scenarios. Given the spatial restrictions of the 

film medium, it is impossible to "merge" time frames without 

considerable confusion. Pinter's adaptation of the opening 

scene of Old Times illustrates these difficulties. After an 

establishing long shot of the English coast and the "lonq, low 

house": 

CAM tracks into window, stops. ANNA (early 40s) is standinq 
still, in shadow, at window, lookinq out. CAM rests on her 
face. 
In backqround, at far end of ROOM, qradually revealed, Deelev 
and Kate are sittina. 
CAM tracks past ANNA, down the lons room, to Deeley and KATE. 
They are smokinq ciaarettes. 2.EELEY holds whisky. Both early 
40s. (BM) - 
The scene between Kate and Deeley begins, but excludes Anna 

from the shot. Seven lines into the dialogue, Pinter 
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interrupts with a shot from the far end of the room looking 

towards the window with Deeley and Kate in the foreground. In 

this shot, Pinter clearly states, "The fiqure of Anna is no 

lonqer at the window" (BM). Pinter thus places the two shots 

side by side--the first with Anna present and the second, a 

few seconds later, with her absent--to create an unsettling 

sense of Anna's presence in the scene between Kate and Deeley. 

But once again, the concrete fact that she is not really in 

the room with them, established by the second shot of the 

window, shifts the dilemma onto a psychological level. 

Pinter's pattern of adaptation throughout Old Times-- 

separation and clarification of present versus past--is 

reinforced through the addition of photographic images between 

Acts One and Two. As Anna explores the small room in another 

part of the house, she uncovers a collection of photographs: 

Like the opening flashback, these images provide a referential 

function. The memories of Anna's opening monolcgue--"Queuing 

all night, the rain, do you remember? my goodness, the Albert 

Hall, Covent Garden, what did we eat?"--is verified through 

the discovery of the photograph. In the original version, 

these verbal images of Anca and Kate's past served primarily 

as weapons for Anna--as memories in competition with Deeley's 

towards the possession of Kate. The unsettling ambiguity 
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surrounding them points to the larger questions of memory and 

verification running through the play. The discovery of the 

photograph alleviates this ambiguity. In a similar manner, 

the final sequence of movements of the screenplay will not 

refer the audience to the verbal images from Anna's monologue 

remembering "this man crying in my room"--whose ambiguity is 

central to the stage version--but rather to the visual images 

in the concrete opening flashback. At the end of the film, 

the characters remain trapped repeating the patterns of the 

past, but this entrapment seems merely a product of their own 

private obsessions. 

Thus, in the film of Old Times the past is available for 

scrutiny through flashbacks and photographs. These flashbacks 

and photographs become references for the characters' 

memories, lessening the ambiguity that defines the conflict in 

the original text. Indeed, the impact of Anna's central 

statement of the play is crippled through the film version. 

Just prior to her central monologue remembering "this man 

crying in our roomn--a memory whose images are re-enacted in 

the final sequence of the play--Anna remarks "There are things 

I remember which may never have happened but as I recall them 

so they take place" (28). In the screenplay, however, the 

audience has already observed the actual event of the memory 

through the opening flashback: we know that what she is 

remembering did in fact happen, since it has been presented to 

us through the objective eye of the camera. The creative act 
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of summoning the past into the present and the potential for 

power through subjective rc:ollection is severely diminished 

through the adapted structure. Through the ever-present 

performance of the past and illusionist space of the stage, 

Pinter's characters are better able to invoke the past and 

bring it into the present, and through this they reveal, as 

Pinter has suggested, that "the past is not the past, that it 

never was past. It's present." (Gussow 38). 

Written eight years after Old Times, Betraval also 

focuses on questions of time and memor. Enoch Brater 

summarizes, "Betraval makes us concerned with the unities and 

disunities of time, with deception and self-deception, with 

the past in the present and the present in the past" 

("Cinematic Fidelityu 507). Unlike Old Times, however, in 

Betraval the past is presented directly to the audience, as 

the story of the love triangle of Emma, Jerry, and Robert 

unfolds from the present to the past. The narrative structure 

of the play takes us from the "present" situation of 1977 

through nine scenes to 1968, stopping at the years 1975, 1974, 

1973, and 1971 along the way. When asked about the non- 

traditional movement of time in this play, Pinter simply says, 

"They were talking about the past. So, I thought I'd better 

go back there and see what happened" (Gussow 51). Unlike the 

ambiguity at the centre of Old Times, then, Pinter clearly 

verifies the past in Betraval by taking us back to it. As 

Brater puts it, "No longer is the past recaptured, recycled, 



and reinterpreted through memory. Instead, it is invented for 

us and staged as documentary evidence which we are then 

obliged to 'judge' for ourselves" ("Cinematic Fidelityq* 508). 

In this play, Pinter does not present the past as flashback-- 

as the past dramatized from the point-of-view of the present-- 

but returns us concretely to the past through objectively 

presented scenes in the present tense. 

In an article on Betraval in The New York Times on 

February 27, 1983, Pinter observed the filmic influences on 

the play: 

It was originally written for the stage in a kind of cinematic 
way, with a structure that possibly owes something to the 
films I've worked on for the last twenty years . . . I felt 
that "Betrayal1'--even the stage version--comes as much out of 
film as it does out of the stage. (qtd. in Klein 196) 

~ o s t  critics agree that Pinter's experimental stage techniques 

are a result of his experiences in film. Brater, for example, 

describes the narrative perspective of Betrayal as an 

"objective 'camera' eye", through which "the past has been 

subjected to an 'objective' point of view, a cinematic 

documentation of the forms of betrayal" ("Cinematic Fidelity" 

508). The narrative structure, as well, is identified with 

cinematic technique, as Brater suggests, "the play must 

abandon realism's literal conformity to chronological time for 

the more representative patterning of temporality normally 

associated with cinematography and film-editing" (507). In 

words echoing Sontag's deprecatory remarks regarding the 

stage, Brater suggests that "in Betraval Pinter has set about 
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to adapt cinematic time and make it work within the 

limitations imposed by concrete stage space" (508). In light 

of these statements, it is interesting to look at the film 

adaptation of the stage play, and to note that, like Old Times 

and contrary to Brater's conclusions, the stage space turns 

out to be the more flexible medium for the temporal disruption 

of narrative. 

While it is a fact that in Betraval Pinter reveals the 

past through an "objective" perspective--through the actual 

playing out of the past events on the stage--the action on 

stage always remains present. The concept of the ever- 

lasting, ever-poignant presentness of life is essential to the 

meaning of the play. All other time, past or future, is 

significant only in the context of and relative to the present 

moment on the stage. Questions of who is betraying whom--or 

is betrayed by whom--become clear only as the past is 

dramatized for us, and the weight of the years of lies and 

betrayal builds as truths are revealed by returning to the 

past events. In the first scene, for example, Jerry discovers 

that Robert knows of the affair between himself and Emma, but 

the repercussions of this discovery continue to build when we 

discover that Robert has known for four years, and then climax 

when we actually return to the moment of discovery four years 

earlier. The unsettling notion of Robert's implicit 

permission, revealed through his acquiescence within this 

four-year-old knowledge, resonates throughout the entire 
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unfolding of the betrayal. Similarly, the implications of 

m a ' s  withholding Robert's knowledge from Jerry are revealed 

when her lie to Jerry--that she has had to reveal the affair 

to her husband the night previous to the opening of the play-- 

is discovered, first by Robert's disclaimer in the following 

scene that he has known for four years, and then by the weight 

of her four-year-long silence as the action progresses into 

the past. 

The opening scene of the play is rife with Emma's urgings 

"Do you remember? I mean do you remember?", and with 

disagreements over facts of the past, such as the question 

over the precise location--Jerry's kitchen or Emma's--of the 

recurring image/memory of him picking up and throwing her 

daughter into the air. But in Betraval, as opposed to 

Times, these memories are not easily manipulated by the 

characters. The truth unfolds with the past itself. The past 

becomes "documentary evidence" which alleviates questions of 

ambiguity, and during the actual playing of the text on stage 

the past becomes, quite literally, the present. The 

audience's realization of the time-frame of each scene emerges 

through the action of the scene itself: the past emerges 

through the present. Brater aptly states that Pinter's "nine 

scenes of people talking allow the past to speak fox itself. 

These may not be images for eternity, but they are without 

question concise momentary images of theatrics- presentness" 

("Cinematic Fidelity" 512). 
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In adapting Betraval to the screen, Pinter's principal 

changes involved adding dialogue and scenes to the original 

text. In a 1979 interview with Gussow, Pinter stated: "During 

the course of writing Betraval, I was well aware that I could 

have branched out in other directions. There were clearly a 

number of scenes that could be written, that could be given 

life" (Gussow 60). In the screenplay, Pinter adds 

establishing shots prior to each scene which clarify the 

narrative movement and often add new information or play out 

scenes only described in the original text. For example, the 

opening scene of the screenplay reveals the night prior to the 

opening scene of the stage play. We thus see Robert and 

Emma's fight after the party, which is only alluded to in the 

stage play through Emma's dialogue with Jerry. More 

significantly, Pinter expands upon the final movement of the 

play, adding four scenes before the final scene of the stage 

play. They all occur two years earlier than the second last 

scene and one year prior to the final scene. The first two of 

these scenes depict the machinations of the early stages of 

Emma an3. Jerry's affair, as they receive and send 

surreptitious phone calls to arrange meetings. The third, 

later in the same time frame, reveals their taking of the 

Kilburn flat from Mrs. Banks. In the fourth, Jerry turns down 

a game of squash with Robert. These added scenes flesh out 

the story of betrayal without altering the meaning of the play 

as a whole, but more significantly, they continue to clarify 
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some of the original textual ambiguities. In Scene Three, 

"1975", for example, as Jerry and Emma discuss letting their 

flat go, Jerry cannot remember whether they bought the bed or 

whether it came with the place. His manipulation of this 

memory could be interpreted as a bitter devaluing of their 

early desires, aimed to hurt Emma. The addition at the end of 

the play of the earlier scene in which they enthusiastically 

plan to take the flat not only underlines the emotional 

distance between 1970 and 1975, but clarifies our suspicions 

of Jerry's later (earlier) intended cruelty. 

More significant than the additional scenes and dialogue, 

however, is Pinter's decision in the screenplay to use titles 

on the screen to clarify the narrative movement into the past. 

In the original text, the scenes are demarcated with titles of 

the years, but Pinter includes no instructions for these to be 

translated directly into the stage performance. Instead, the 

context of the play itself--possibly supported through 

stylistic hints in the stage design--alerts the audience to 

the movement into the past. In the screenplay on the other 

hand, Pinter's screen titles read "Two vears earlier" at the 

opening of each jump backwards in time. The audience is thus 

alerted to the "pastness" of the scene before it begins, 

before they can be drawn into the present unfolding of the 

scene itself. Since the realistic space of film locks the 

audience into the expectation of realistic linear time flow, 

it might seem that Pinter employs the titles to ease the 
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temporal dislocation for the film audience. But these titles 

serve to distance the audience from the action of'the film. 

In the end, the experience of viewing the filn, of Betrayal is 

rather like looking through an old photo album. 

Sontag suggests that film is more heavily burdened with 

memory than theatre: "Cinema is a time machine. Movies 

preserve the past, while theatres--no matter how devoted to 

the classics, to old plays--can only 'modernize'. . . Films 
age (being objects) as no theatre-event does (being always 

new)" ( 3 2 ) .  This distinction could be made even in the 

context of the presentation of a contemporary film. For in 

spite of the immediacy of the viewing of the film, the 

substance of the film itself--the actors and the mise en 

&--is essentially past or absent from the audience space 

and time. Central to the meaning in both Betrayal and Old 

Times is Pinter's sense of the presence of the past, a concept 

which is forcefully relayed through a medium which is itself 

inherently present. On the stage, the textual tensions and 

ambiguities with regard to questions of time--past in present, 

memory, and verification--are explored through the structural 

tensions of the stage performance itself. The shift to film, 

in both cases. distances the audience from the present action 

of the play and clarifies the distinctions between past and 

present. Pinter exacerbates this shift in both cases: he 

clarifies and concretizes memories as past events through the 

addition of scenes of flashback and photographs in Old Times 
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and through the addition of titles on the screen in Betraval. 

AS a result, both plays shift from their original' focus on 

questions of memory and verification to more psychological 

questions of obsession, possession, and betrayal. 

AS with The Caretaker, The Birthdav Partv, and The 

Homecominq, then, the transfer from stage to screen of Old 

Times and Betraval results in a narrowing of thematic focus. 

Pinter opens out the space of his original plays, exploring 

and extending the location settings in the film versions. At 

the same time, he closes in on the meaning, manipulating the 

television camera to define the power-relations between the 

characters and, more specifically in Old Times and Betrayal, 

to clarify the temporal structure. With regard to questions 

of both space and time, then, the movement from the 

illusionistic presence of the stage to the concrete ground of 

film largely resolves the ambiguity of the original plays. 



Conclusion 

A character in Pinter's television play Tea Party muses, 

"I've often wondered what 'mean' means" (115). Pinter's 

continual exploration across media reflects this 

preoccupation, revealing his own overwhelming concern with how 

we make and control meaning. As we have seen throughout this 

study, in every case of adaptation across media boundaries 

Pinter clearly reveals his constant engagement with the 

relationship between form and content--with the effects of the 

mode of expression on that which is being expressed. In every 

case of adaptation, the meaning of the texts is affected by 

the new mode of expression, and in each case we see Pinter 

manipulating the text--both its form and content--to 

accommodate the new medium. 

In certain cases of adaptation, most notably the stage 

versions of The Dwarfs, A Sliqht Ache, and the television 

version of Old Times, the original meaning of the work is so 

intimately tied to its original form that the differences in 

media seem to preclude satisfactory thematic translation, 

despite Pinter's efforts at textual manipulation. In these 

specific cases, the stage does not seem to support the 

questions of verification and the subjective/objective rift 

that the radio and television forms provide; hence Pinter 

shifts his focus to secondary themes more rooted in the 



objectively realistic landscapes of the plays. In these 

instances, the resulting works remain secondary to the 

originals, seeming even somewhat impaired by the adaptational 

process. 

The majority of Pinter's adaptations, however, stand 

strongly on their own as new and independent works of art. 

Indeed, exceptional cases, such as the television version of & 

Niqht Out, reveal the original to new advantage in the 

adaptation. In every case of adaptation, as we have seen, 

Pinter embraces the new medium--recognizing its potentials and 

limitations--and manipulates the text from within to rework 

the perspectives of the original. With the transfer of his 

early works of narrative fiction to the dramatic mode, he 

effectively translates the original narrative tensions of Tea 

Party and The Basement into the television and radio versions. 

In this process, he further explores the themes of objective 

and subjective perspectives--clarifying or obscuring these 

perspectives through the forms of the new media. In his later 

stage adaptations of the television plays The Collection and 

The Lover, Pinter comes to recognize more clearly the inherent 

differences of the two media--the specificity of the 

television image versus the polysemous presence of the sLage-- 

and he emphasizes the original ambiguities in his adaptations 

of the texts. Finally, in his film adaptations of 

Caretaker, The Birthday Party, and The Homecomins, Pinter 

narrows the thematic focus--clarifying and intensifying the 
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original conflicts and lessening the original ambiguities. 

again in these cases, the change has seemed to stem from the 

new medium's inherent characteristics--the specificity of the 

camera's focus and the realism of the filmic mise en sc8ne-- 

but is supported and elaborated upon by Pinter's manipulation 

of the text. In all of these cases, the playwright's 

adaptations of his original works stand as aesthetically 

realized and independent works of art. In the last analysis, 

Pinter's process is always an ongoing exploration of the 

creative act of expression. 



Notes 

This thesis employs the documentation style of the 

Handbook, 4th ed. (1995): sources are acknowledged through 

parenthetical citations, while supplementary information is 

provided by content notes. 

1. Critical explorations of cross-media adaptation of 

pinter's own work is limited to articles and brief sections in 
larger general books of criticism. See articles by Brater, 

Gale, Hudgins, Miller, and Wertheim. 

2. CBC Radio Drarna distinguishes between the acts of 

dramatizinq and of adaptins text on the level of genre. 

Dramatizations of novels and short stories involve a more 

fundamental shift between the genres of narrative fiction and 

drama, whereas the term adaptation applies to transfer of a 

dramatic text from one medium to another (in CBC Radio's 

terms, this usually involves the adaptation of stage plays for 

radio production). The distinction between these two terms 

blurs, however, in the theories of novel to screenplay 

adaptation. For, while the novel is narrative fiction and 

film is a dramatic art form, screenplays are commonly referred 

to as adaptations, rather than dramatizations, of the original 

novels. 

3. See also Chapter Six of Wayne Booth's The Rhetoric of 

Fiction, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983). 

4. The manuscript of "The Compartment" has become 

available for scrutiny through the British Museum Archive 



holdings of Pinter's work. 

5. ~sslin refers to "Kullus" as containing "the basic 

idea of the play" (Peopled wound 162); William F. Dohmen 

suggests the origins of The Basement's script can be traced to 

"Kullus" (188); Hudgins claims that The Basement is "loosely 

based on" "Kullus" ( 7 4 ) ;  and Kurt Tetseli v. Rosador suggests 

"~ullus" "seems to have served as a scenario for [Pinter's] 

television play The Basement" (195). 

6. The British Museum Archive holdings of Pinter's 

manuscripts contains a bound typescript of The Dwarfs with 

extensive working notes: instructions, additional dialogue, 

PtC. 

7. In this Chapter, which focuses on the implications of 

the visual realization of the verbal image through the process 

of adaptation, tbs term "image" will refer primarily to the 

mental image of the linguistic sign as it is produced through 

the written medium of print and through the verbal medium of 

radio. (Sea Christopher Collins' Reading the Written Imaqe 

[Pennsylvania State University, 19911. pages 1 - 21. Also see 

the following note.) In Chapters Three and Four, which 

consider and compare the visual images of stage and 

film/television, the term "image" will be used in its more 

general sense to refer to the visual signs of the drama--to 

the picture of the stage and the picture on the television and 

cinematic screens. 

8. Collins deplores the fact that semiotics "ignores the 
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phenomena of mental imageryM(l6), and he refers to Charles 

peirce's concept of "interpretant" in his exploration of the 

semiotic nature of the linguistic mental image. Collins 

suggests, "As a representation of an absent referent, the 

concept of an interpretant implies an imaginative act, albeit 

a momentary apprehension of an 'idea'; when this idea assumes 

the form of a visual schema or image, I propose to refer to it 

as an 'imaginal interpretant"' (16). While not applying his 

precise terminology in this chapter, I am indebted to Collins' 

concept of "imaginal interpretant" in my analysis of the 

verbal images of Pinter's plays. 

9. Arnheim's meaning/expression dichotomy seems 

analogous to Bert 0. States' notion of the "sign/imageU in his 

study of the phenomenology of the stage. According to States, 

the sign/image "is a Janus faced thing: it wants to say 

something about something, to be a sign, and it wants to be 

something, a thing in itself, a site of beauty" (10). 

10. Giantvalley's conclusions remain somewhat 

suspicious; he refers to "the first published stage version 

(Methuen, 1961) as Dwarfs 11", while the Toronto Metro 

Reference Library's copy of the 1963 Methuen Reprint is 

clearly the original radio version. See also Steven Gale 

(Butter's Goina UP) for a discussion of the publication 

history of The Ddarfs. 

11. In my analysis of The Dwarfs, I shall use dates in 

parenthetical references to distinguish between the various 



editions of the play. 

12. The handwritten notes and revisions Pinter made 

through the adaptational process of The Dwarfs are available 

through his manuscript collection at the British Museum 

~rchives. On the back of the typed draft of the revision of 

Len's first monologue (which Pinter breaks into a scene of 

dialogue), a note written in Pinter's hand comments: 

It won't solve the overall situation of course--but it will 
seriously affect it. 

This won't perhaps grievously damage the overall 
situation--but it will undoubtedly have a damaging effect. 
We're quite sure it will damage it. 

13. The BBC Rac"3 Archives contain the radio script of & 

Sliqht Ache, which differs from the published stage version 

only in the absence of stage directions and in some minor 

additions of sound effects and textual differences. All 

additions from the BBC script will be indicated through 

parenthetical notation. 

14. The BBC Radio Archives contain the radio script of A 

Niqht Out, which is substantially distinct from the published 

television version. All additions from the BBC script will be 

indicated through parenthetical notation. 

15. A recording of the original sound broadcast of A 

Niqht Out is available through the National Sound Archives in 

London, England. As well, the original Armchair Theatre 

Television broadcast is available through the National Film 

and Television Archive, British Film Institute. 

16. The terms "realism", "illusionistic", and 
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"representational" are freely employed by film and television 

theorists in their efforts to distinguish the characteristics 

of specific media. In my own discussion of media theory, I do 

not attempt to redefine these terms, but employ them in the 

context of the specific critical works to which I refer. 

Clearly, all drama, regardless of the medium of expression, is 

representational--is a reproduction or illusion of reality. 

In comparing the stage with the screen, media theorists most 

often focus on the question of "realism" versus "illusion". 

These discussions generally focus on the extent to which 

dramatic representations conceal or reveal the condition of 

reproduction. Fiske and Hartley reflect the general 

conclusion that the screen more easily conceals the condition 

of representation than the stage, and thus more easily 

achieves an authenticity or verisimilitude than the more 

obviously "illusory" stage. 

17. States refers directly to this scene in Pinter's The 

Collection in his consideration of these resistant stage 

images which can cause either "nervousness or delight", as he 

writes: "In a sense, the cat in Pinter's The Collection poses 

a bigger threat to the actress who is required to hold it 

through much of the play than a Bengal tiger poses for the 

lion tamer whose act depends on the gamble that the animal may 

go wild" ( 3 2 ) .  

18. A carbon typescript of the first version of the 

television script of The Collection is available through the 
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British Museum ~rchive collection of Pinter's manuscripts. 

~ l l  references to the television text are taken from this 

script. 

19. Perhaps the difficulty in obtaining viewing copies 

and screenplays of these films has held back North American 

criticism on this subject. Only Betraval, filmed in 1983, has 

had wide North American release. The British Film Institute 

contains a viewing copy of the 1963 film of The Caretaker and 

the 1968 film of The Birthday Party. Americar. Film Theatre's 

1974 production of The Homecominq played for a limited run in 

selected cinemas, after which, according to AFT'S mandate, all 

the film copies were to be destroyed. The screenplays of all 

of these films only became available in 1992, when Pinter 

deposited his manuscripts in the British Museum Library 

Archives. 

20. Mackinnon uses the term "mise en sc&neM with 

reference to the theories of Siegfried Kracauer (1960, 1979). 

Mackinnon reports, "Kracauer believes . . . that theatrical 
mise en scene always replicates the world of actuality; that 

is, represents, but never is, that world" (7 -8 )  . In this 

context, the term refers to the setting or decor of the stage. 

1,Iackinnon uses the term with reference to the cinematic 

setting as well, alluding to the distinction between 

theatrical and cinematic mise en scene in Kracauer's theories. 

I will use the term in a similar manner: the mise en scke of 

the work will refer in a general way to the space within which 
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the dramatic action takes place, or perhaps rather the space 

where the text is performed, whether that be the stage setting 

or the film location. In all cases, the term encompasses all 

levels of the stage or filmic image, including scenery, 

costumes, and properties. 

21. See Chapter Three pages 161 to 166 of this thesis 

for my discussion of the terms "realism", "representational", 

and "illusionistic" in my analysis of the visual imagss of 

Pinter's stage and television plays. 

22. All direct references to "e screenplay of The 

Caretaker are taken from the manuscript in the British Museum 

Archives. (BM) All page number references are to the 1960 

Methuen publication of the play. 

23. All direct references to the screenplay of The 

Birthdav Partv are taken from the British Museum Archives 

manuscript copy. (BM) All page number references are to the 

1989 Methuen publication of the stage play. 

24. All direct references to the screenplay of The 

homecominq are taken from the British Museum Archive 

typescript copy. (BM) Page references are to the 1989 Methuen 

publication of the stage play. 

25. All references to the screenplay of Old Times are 

taken from the manuscript at the British Museum Library 

Archives. (BM) Page number references are the 1986 Methuen 

publication. 
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