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SUMMARY

At the start of the twentieth century, Scotland had no indigenous
dramatic tradition.. From the Reformation onwards, the hostility
of the kirk, +the absence of Court patronage, and the poverty of
the country in general, had stifled theatrical activity. By the
time the stage became established north of the Tweed - in the later
part of the eighteenth century — it did mo as an offshoot of the
English theatre.

The revival of interest in a Scottish Literary culture during the
twentieth century has included a movement to establish a Scottish
Drama quite distinct from English tradition, and this thesis presents

a history and critical evaluation of that movement.

Before the first World War, the efforts on the one hand of "Fiona
MacLeod", - who strove to emulate Yeats with dramatisations of
Celtic myth, - and on the other of Graham Moffat - & popular

writer of "Kailyard" plays - together with the example in Ireland

of the Abbey Theatre, encouraged Alfred Waring to establish The
Glasgow Repertory Theatre in 1909. This theatre brought to a
theatrically impoverished Scotland the best of contemporary
international drama and did its best to foster work from native
playwrights. A trickle of interesting new work from Scottish
authors appeared, only for the Glasgow Reportory Theatre to be closed
at the outbreak of war in 1914. In the same period began the career
of James Barrie, who rapidly proved that a Scot could write plays
(whose personal committment to a separate Scottish culture was
slight). By the end of his long career, which spans forty years,
Barrie had also proved that he was capable, on occasion, of
transcending the limitations of the highly commercialised West

End stage for which he chose to write.

After the First World War, the first determined effort to create a
Scottish "Abbey" was begun in 1921, by the largely amateur Scottish
National Players. For twenty years this body produced a mass of new
Scottish plays, and if most of these were of mediocre quulity, some
were of a standard high enough to suggest that a dram:tic achievement

similar to Ireland's was a possibility,., The plays performed



included work in verse, some attempts to employ Scottish dialect,
portrayals of Highland life, historical romance, a few glances

at the horrors of industrialised Scotland and some bitter satires
on Scottish shibboleths. After 1930, however, the policy of the
Players became increasingly cautious as financial worries grew,
and their early successes bore little fruit. No major playwright

was discovered.

With the decline of the Scottish National Players, there rose to
prominence the dramatist James Bridie, who, like Barrie, directed
his efforts to the professional - and therefore, at first, the
English - stage. Unlike his predecessor, Bridie was quite obviously
a Scot, writing within Scottish literary tradition. As a widely
recognised contemporary dramatist, he was, therefore, of some
importance to Scottish Drama; and he became unchallengeably its
leader when in 1943 he founded The Glasgow Citizens' Theatre,

with a professional company of Scottish actors and a stated aim to

stimulate Scottish play-writing.

Other writers at this time were Joe Corrie, a prolific creator of
plays of working-life in the mining and farming regions; and Robert
MacLellan, a determined champion of the Scots tongue on the stage.
In England, Scots—born Ewan MacCollwasapioneer of political

theatre in Britain, a founder-member of Theatre Workshop and for

some years its resident playwright.

The establishment of the Glasgow Citizens' Theatre provoked a flood
of new plays by Scottish authors, and for a time it seemed that at
long last the looked-for dramatic renaissance had occurred. A wealth
of styles and subjects was apparent, the most notable, perhaps, being
the combination of Scots language, excellent poetry, fantasy and
satire, found in the plays of Alexander Reid, Alexander Scott,

and Robert Kemp. Translations of French classics into Scots seems

to have provided a substitute for the drmma Scotland missed for two
and a half centuries; and there were some interesting attempts to
deal with social and spiritual ills in the contemporary world. This
flourishing and lively period continued until the late 1950 s, by

which time its effects were being felt in theatres throughout



Scotland, most notably at the Gateway Theatre, Edinburgh, which

sought to follow in The Glasgow Citizens' footsteps. Then came the
"New Wave" of English Drama and the awakening of interest in

Absurd Drama and the experiments being conducted in Europe and
America., The demands made on Scottish Theatres to respond to these
developments, coupled unfortunately to the suspicion and hostility

of English directors unsympathetic to Scottish cultural aspirations,
effectively smothered the budding Scottish Drama before it flowered.
As yet, no Great Scottish Dramatist had made himself known, but a
number of interesting and valuable talents had begun very convincingly

to build a popular theatrical tradition that was quite distinct

from England's.

For a number of years interest in the surge of new English and
foreign plays obscured the value to Scotland of what had been lost.
The link between literature -~ most especially poetry - and the
immediacy and public nature of the stage, which secemed at least
tenuously forged in the 1940s and 1950s, was snapped. Scottish
dramatists turned away from Scotland and Scottish experience for their
subject matter, and tended to ape the English stage for their manner.
Scottish Drama became virtually non-existent once more, and Scottish
theatre became provincial where before it had promised to be

wholly distinct. Demand for native drama began to increase,
becoming more vociferous when apparently ignored by the theatre in
Scotland. It found an official voice in 1970 when the Scottish

Arts Council declared its support for the creation of a Scottish
National Theatre Company. Although the Arts Council's intentions
are thought by many to be confused and ill-advised, its action has
highlighted the failure of Scottish theatres to develop Scottish

Drama despite the evidence of its artistic power and its popularity

with Scottish audiences,

In general, although as a living tradition it exists in only the most
tenuous form and remains dangerously dependent on the whim of a theatre
system still orientated towards London, Scottish Drama has in the past
proved capable of producing plays not only artistically satisfying,

but quite outwith English tradition. Scottish playwrights have



tended - quite unselfconsciously - to work within a recognisable
national literary tradition; and if kailyard sentimentality and
tartan romance have at times received more attention from the

Scottish Drama movement than they merit, it is worth noting that

they do not represent the movement's total output.
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CHAPTER ONE

"Poetic tragedy represents a crucial stage in the
literature of a people ... by means of it poetry
becomes self-conscious, which is another way of
saying that it becomes mature .

a process in which both the mind and the imagination
are put to their utmost stretch in an objectivization of
all the conflicting powers of the poet, not in peace or
suspension, but in intense action ...

. poetic tragedy marks a great increase of self-
consciousnhess Iin any literature in which it appears ...

a literature which lacks it probably lacks some-
thing which is necessary for the supreme kinds of
poetry ... ! 1

In 1900 Scotland had no indigenous dramatic tradition. Natural
development of medieval forms- Moralities, Folk Plays, Court
entertainments, and the like - had been checked by the antagonism
of the puritanical, post-reformation Scottish Kirk and the absence
of Court patronage, particularly after James VI's removal to

Westminster in 1603. Sir David Lyndsay's A Satyre Of The

Thrie Estatis (1540) is a Morality so advanced;and theatrically

skilled that its apparent isolation as a literary form must be
explained by the destruction of records and manuscripts; as A. J.
Mill argueé so convincingly, it is barely conceivable that such a
play could be created without the existence of a living theatrical

tradition in the land.

"There is, of course, no suggestion that the miracle
plays and religious ridings in Scotland ever approached
the magnificence of the great English craft cycles, or
that the pageantry prepared by the citizens of Edinburgh
in honour of royal guests could compete with that of
London. Less favourable climatic conditions, the
relative poverty of the country, the scanty population,
and the comparatively late development of civic
institutions, would all act as deterrent factors. But
the difference was one of degree rather than of kind",

"In short, while Lyndsay's Satyre may represent the
culminating point of medieval drama in Scotland, it

was written against what ... must be regarded as a

promising background. 2

The English Stage after the Reformation flourished under the

1 Edwin Muir, Scottand Scotland, Routledge, Edinburgh 1936 pp. 77-81

2 A. J. Mill, Medieval Plays in Scotland, Blackwood,
Edinburgh 1927, p. 10l pp|03-4




patronage of a Renaissance court : not so the Scottish -

"Scotland was relatively unaffected by the Renaissance.

The Universities were hampered by inadequate resources,
and there were no richly endowed schools. During the

period when London was evolvinga rich and varied civic

life, Edinburgh was the main battleground of the opposing
forces of the French andEnglish parties ... Above all, the
Court was no longer the centre of national life. The long
minority of James the Sixth, synchronising with a period

of bitter internal strife, resulted in a succession of short
regencies of precarious tenure, ! 1

The opposition of the Kirk, which enjoyed the support of the middle
and lower classes, made aristocratic patronage vital to the theatre
in Scotland. King James successfully crushed clerical objections

to a permanent company of actors which he established in Edinburgh
in 1601, and his protection enabled English companies to visit
Scotlandin 1594, 1599, and 1601; but since 1575 the Kirk had
asserted the right to censor all plays,z and after 1603 there was no
royal presence inthe land to temper their zeal. In the fifty years
which followed James'! accession to the English crown, Scottish
experience of theatre was confined to the pageantry which celebrated
the king's visit to Edinburgh in 1617, and the coronation of Charles |
in 1633, 3

more favourable circumstances is suggested by the careers of

That this dearth of drama might have been alleviated in

William Alexander, Earl of Stirling, Thomas Sydserf, David
Crawfurd and Catherine Trotter, Scots who directed their plays

towards the London Stage between 1604 and 1706,

In 1663 a play called Marciano was performed at Holyroodhouse and
4

liberty granted to "Jon Ponthus, professor of physick", to build a

stage in Blackfriars! Wynd, Edinburgh, and thereafter theatrical

performances began to re-establish themselves in the capital.

1 A. J. Mill Medieval Plays In Scotland,Blackwood,Edin, 1927;p. 108
2 A. M. Mackenzie, Scottish L iterature to 1714, Maclehose,
London 1933, p.179
3 J. C. Dibdin, The Annals of The Edinburgh Stage, Cameron,
Edinburgh 1888 p. 26
4 J. C. Dibdin, The Annals of The Edinburgh Stage,
p.26



In 1668 Sydserf brought a company there and remained for a year.
Play-going is recorded with increasing frequency up to 1689 in
Edinburgh, with a fair measure of toleration from the Council -

in 1672 the rights of players to costume was recognised in a Statute
restricting forms of dress for 6ther~ citizens. 1 In 1690 the Stuart
dynasty was brought to an end, and the puritan William of Orange took
the throne. Once more, the theatre in Scotland was stifled, and

although The Beaux! Stratagem is recorded in Edinburgh in 1715 and

The Beggars! Opera in Haddington in 1728, it was 1733 before any

regularly performing company reappeared, and even then the con-
ditions under which they were obliged to work were less than en-
couraging. Allan Ramsay opened the first purposely designed theatre
in Scotland in 1736, only to have it closed by the authorities in 1737,
and its company persecuted out of business by 1739. Yet in 1741 a
theatre was again functioning in Edinburgh, under the guise of a
musical concert followed by a "free! play, and since that year there
has been an unbroken succession of theatrical performances in the
city. Stephen Kemble managed a theatre in Edinburgh between 1794
and 1800; andlater with Sir Walter Scott's assistance, Henry
Siddons - son of the celebrated actress - enjoyed considerable success
in association with the actor Daniel Terry. Elsewhere in Scotland,
the establishment of drama was even more belated - in Glasgow for
example, it was 1782 before a proper theatre was established in the
city, its makeshift predecessor having been added two years pre-
viously to the succession of local theatres burned to the groundby

religious fanatics.

The Scottish Kirk maintained its vigorous antipathy for the Stage
throughout the eighteenth century and well into the nineteenth., John
Home, a clergyman who had the audacity to write for the playhouse
in 1757 was obliged to resign from his pulpit; and his play Douglas
provoked the Presbyteries of both Edinburgh and Glasgow to issue
exhortations against attendance at the theatre, to be broadcast in

every church in their charge.

1 J.C. Dibdin, The Annals of The Edinburgh Stage, Cameron
Edinburgh 1888 p. 27




Arnot, in his History of Edinburgh observed of the kirk that :

"the writings of their most prominent divines

represented the Play-house as the actual Temple

of the Devil, where he frequently appeared,

clothed in a corporeal substance, and possessed

the spectators, whom he held as his worshippers. " 1

As recently as 1861 a popular preacher was declaring publicly that
"the pit of the Theatre Royal is HELL.", 2 Although the middie classes
gave enthusiastic support to the stage, the attitude of the Kirk -
which influenced a vast section of the Scottish people - was
unfor‘tunaté, to say the least., The rhetoric of the pulpit in itself

may well have subverted part of the social role of the theatre in
Scotland, and by condemning the stage, chanelled the dramatic
impulse in the less public areas of prose and poetry: many commen-
tators have observed a pronounced dramatic quality in Scottish
literature; in theBallads, and in writers like Burns, Hogg and

Stevenson,

The prolonged struggle to establish theatre in Scotland effectively
killed the native tradition as represented by A Satyre Of The Thrie
Estatis. Allan Ramsay'!s The Gentle Shepherd (1725)3 is the only

play after 1603 to have a Scottish identity not wholly associated with
superficial local colour, although its Scots language is rather
awkwardly mated with Augustan pastoral and heroic couplets.
Ramsay's use of his native tongue was alone sufficient to provoke
disparaging criticism from the Edinburgh Literati, "North Britons!
to a man; they much preferred John Home!s Douglas (1756), an
Ossianic exercise in declamatory grandeur in which Scotiand
contributes only a romanticised backcloth to the tragedy. Scottish

settings of this type were greatly popularised after Sir Walter Scott

1 ,g\gng%te History of Edinburgh, Creech,Edinburgh 1788,
. -
2. W. Baynham The Glasgow Stage Forrester, Glasgow 1892
p. 10
3 J. Jackson, in The History of the Scottish Stage, Peter Hill,
Edinburgh 1793 writes The Gentle Shepherd was

"rescued from oblivion" in 1747, "by printers men who
produced it themselves as a benefit" in Edinburgh (p. 318)

4 D. Craig Scottish Literature and The Scottish People
Chatto/Windus 1961 p. 61




delved into the Highlands to provide exoticism for his novels:
dramatisations of his own work rapidly reached the stage - Rob Roy

in 1818, The Legend of Montrose in 1822 - and imitators produced

a Mary Stuart in 1825 and a Charles Edward in 1828. Throughout

the nineteenth century the trend was continued, romantic Scott-land
being bodied forth in Victorian melodrama while the less highly-
coloured realities of Scotland were ignored. With the return of
serious intent and high artistry to drama towards 1900 came the
flowering of a native Irish drama: the success of Dublin's Abbey
Theatre soon prompted the suggestion that it might be emulated
elsewhere, andthe twentieth century has been marked by various

attempts to establish a wholly independent drama in Scotland.

Briefly, the development of Scottish Drama in the twentieth century
is as follows. After a few isolated gestures towards indigenous
drama on various levels, notably Fiona MaclL eod!s delvings into
Celtic myth and Graham Moffat!'s quaint kailyard caricatures, the
Glasgow Repertory Theatre, founded in 1909 by Alfred Waring in
pursuit of the then avant—garde repertory ideal, fostered - on a
small scale - the work of local playwrights. At the same time on

the LLondon stage James Barrie was building his remarkable career
as a playwright, displaying a quite breathtaking command of theatri-
cal technique which seemed to stem from the flair for dramatic verse
and prose of Scottish literary tradition. Barrie proved beyond all
doubt that a Scot could actually transfer this quality to the
objectivity of the stage. The success of some of the Scottish plays
performed at the Glasgow Repertory Theatre encouraged others
more directly committed to a purely native theatre to form an
equivalent to Ireland's Abbey Theatre in 1921, although the idea had been
mooted in 1913 only to be stifled by the outbreak of war in 1914,
Known as the Scottish National Players, this body was responsible
for the creation of a native acting company who rapidly proved to be
of above-average ability, and - for a time at least - a veritable
flood of new Scottish plays. The subject-matter of these plays
ranged over industrial slum and highland cottage, historical romance
and contemporary "commitment!, pursuing comedy and tragedy in

verse and prose, Scots and English. While thedominant impression



is of lightweight domestic comedy and romance, there were frequent
examples of work of a far higher standard, attempting seriously to
confront deeply-felt emotion. The Scottish National Players re-
cruited to their cause some estimable directors, the most famous of
whom was Tyrone Guthrie, anduntil the mid-thirties maintained a
steady stream of new plays contributed by a "school!" of playwrights,
headed by John Brandane. Financial worries in the semi-amateur
company prompted a shift to a less venturesome policy in the 'thirties,
and thereafter their importance waned until they were snuffed out by
the war in 1939, This decline in the 'thirties was balanced by the rise
to prominence of James Bridie, who |like Barrie was successful in
London's West-End, but unlike him dramatised contemporary
provincial life and was in his use of setting, theme and style, quite
obviously a Scotsman. Bridie is the key-figure in Scottish Drama,
a playwright of prominence in Britain whose dedication and activity
wereresponsible for the creation of Scotland'!s first professional
native theatre. The Scottish torch was taken up in the mid-thirties
by fresh amateur groups, the most notable being Glasgow Unity
Theatre, formed in 194", which added to a commitment to promote
Scottish Drama, the refreshing vigour of working-class theatre and
a crusading theoretical spirit. It was in the productions of Glasgow
Unity that Scots language made its first large impact, as used by
hative authors and also in transiations of foreign classics., Then in
1943 came a development which seemed for some time to ensure
Scottish Drama a healthy growth to full maturity, the creation under
James Bridie!s direction, of the Glasgow Citizens'! Theatre, the
first fully professional establishment dedicated to native efforts.
Until 1960 the movement stimulated at the Citizens!, reinforced by a
similarly motivated theatre in Edinburgh in 1953, the Gateway, and
by the annual Edinburgh International Festival of Music and Drama,
instituted in 1947, hovered constantly on the brink of a cultural
triumph worthy of comparison with the Abbey Theatre. Tyrone

Guthrie's revivial of A Satire Of The Three Estates at the 1948

Edinburgh Festival, using a company based largely on the Citizens!
Theatre, was widely regarded as the omen of a glittering future for

Scotland on the stage. Certainly the Abbey's minor playwrights found



Scottish counterparts at this time; and the tapping of ballad and folk
sources, andthe confident employment of the Scots tongue on the
professional stage marked a significant advance over earlier achieve-
ments. The revolution in British Theatre instigated by ""the New
Wavell of dramatists in the mid-nineteen fifties effectively stifled
Scottish efforts: somehow there was no native dramatist who could
meet the challenges from England and abroad in such a way that
Scottish Drama would continue to develop without dislocation.
Producers became suspicious that Scottish plays were synonymous
with outdated modes, and by the time new Scottish playwrights
appeared who had - at least in part — assimilated contemporary
European techniques, their nationality proved an almost insurmountable
barrier to presentation. Only one has so far won a measure of wide
acclaim, Cecil Taylor. Ironically, one of the pioneers of the "New
Wavel was Scottish playwright and folksinger Ewan MacColl, who with
Joan Littlewood was a founder-member of Theatre Workshop and for
several years its resident dramatist. By 1970 the Glasgow Citizens!
Theatre ' had ceased to have any claim to the title of Scotland's
unofficial National Theatre, and had become merely an offshoot of
English repertory. The Edinburgh Gateway Threatre closed its doors
in 1965, and its supposed successor, the Edinburgh Lyceum, although
recruiting a body of Scottish actors, had failed to become the new
home of indigenousdrama. Two new 'bijou't theatres, the Close
Theatre in Glasgow, and the outstanding Traverse Theatre in

Edinburgh, devoted themselves to avant-garde international drama.

The loss of a national drama despite its apparent potential up to

1960 was felt in certain quarters to be sufficiently disappointing

for the Scottish Arts Council to turn its attention to the problem.

In 1970 thatbody produced a report which among other recommendations
proposed the establishment of an officially recognised Scottish National
Theatre Company. Regardless of the controversy aroused by technical
details contained in this proposal, response to it, no matter how
critical, has generally shared the concern which prompted it; the
need for theatre in Scotland to re-discover an intimate contact with

the people of Scotland.



If in the detailed historical account and critical appreciation of
Scottish theatrical ventures, plays and playwrights which follows,
there appears to be scant reference to drama in other parts of the
world concurrent with Scottish experience, this is simply because
Scottish Drama developed largely in isolation from such influences.
Ireland alone provided Scotsmen with inspiration - all too frequently
it was either misleading or misunderstood. Other countries and play-
wrights, particularly Norway and Ibsen - as James Bridie seems in
part to have realised - may well have proved as valuable to Scotland.
Ireland itself fell victim to such isolation in later years: after the
"Golden Age!' of Yeats and Synge, it exiled O'Casey and steadily
lost its originality and strength, until it depended almost entirely

on revivials for its international reputation.



CHAPTER TWO

INTRODUCTION

James Matthew Barrie, after success as a novelist, turned in 1891
to the theatre and discovered in it his perfect medium. He rose
rapidly to prominence among the dramatists of his day, and main-
tained this position for well over twenty years - to the last a

distinctive and paradoxical figure.

It is curious that where the various movements to create a body of
Scottish Drama sought the success which attended the Abbey Theatre
in Ireland, so James Barrie finds a parallel in the West-End career
of the Anglo-Irish George Bernard Shaw. Both authors shared a
sense of comedy and satire, both adapted the prevailing naturalism
of the early twentieth century to accommodate their imaginative
fantasies, and both found a vast measure of fame and fortune
through their plays. The point at which they differ effectively draws
attention to the feature which ultimately makes Barrie of lesser
stature than Shaw, and indicates the failure of so many of his plays.
Satire in Shaw is directed against society: in Barrie its target is
manners, the concern being for individuals rather than institutions.

In The Admirable Crichton, it is not a hierarchal society which is

questioned but an unnatural artificial structure whch can elevate
incompetents like Loam and Ernest far above Crichton, the born
leader. This sympathy for the individual unfortunately becomes,

in many of Barrie'!s plays, exaggerated to the point of maudlin
sentimentality and superficial indulgence in emotionalism. Shaw
may employ the most extravagant fantasy, but he does not lose sight
of a more objective and harsh reality. Barrie's dreams all too often

become refusals to face life,

"Both men had a sense of fun: but whereas Shaw united
an effervescent Irish wit with a serious sense of
purpose, Barrie was completely possessed by the spirit
of Scottish humour, and of a serious sense of purpose he
owned little or none. Both men, of course, were
essentially sentimental, but their sentimentalisms de-
rived from disparate sources: Shaw's was the
sentimentality of the mind, Barrie's of the heart.
Shaw's intellect had a flashing brilliance, a brilliance
hardly to be matched in his age - and certainly not
anywhere else in the contemporary theatre - but
intellectual brilliance does not always imply wisdom,



and of wisdom, save in one or two of his plays, there
are only occasional glimmerings: Barrie had wisdom,
but not the mental force by which wisdom attains
power. Barrie had no new ideas to express: Shaw
so habitually dwelt in a world of ideas and concepts
that often human beings became lost amid the notions.
In life, as on the stage, Shaw was ever attracted by
extravagant oddities of all kinds, whereas Barrie
quietly delighted in the fascinating complexities of

the ordinary and the seemingly commonplace. "1

As a craftsman, Barrie is in the first rank. That he can construct a

plot is unquestionable in the light of Dear Brutus and The Admirable

Crichton, in which deceptively easy development and subtle contrast
of character and scene are abruptly matched by supremely confident
excursions into the supernatural. Lob's enchanted wood and
Crichton'!s desert island are, on the face of it, equally incredible,

yet each is accepted without question,

His mastery of characterisation and dialogue is sufficient to lend
strength and engaging atmosphere to plays which are quite un-
distinguished by their intellectual content; and when the dramatist
has something to say, there is no question of his being listened to
and understood. Barrie can thus instil immediacy in the most far-
flung flight of his imagination. His characters command the respect
of real people, and wken they are made to act out some whimsical
day-dream, the artificiality becomes obvious and is plainly intended
to be so. Dialogue without one superfluous sentence has Barrie
never guilty of "telling" instead of "showing'', though sometimes he

tries to "show!" more than is humanly possible.

This craftsmanship is allied to a keen sense of the theatre, its
limitations and its possibilities. Never an innovator, Barrie
instead made the fullest use of the elaborate staging fashionable in
his time. His employment of the most finely detailed naturalism in
the service of fantasy has already been observed, and the effect
which he achieved by this was to give to his dreams exactly the same
tangible reality as everyday life. He did not hesitate to ask for real

waterfalls or ghostly visions, and Peter Pan was not the only

1 A. Nicoll, English Drama,1900-1930 Cambridge University Press,

1973 p. 345

- 10 -



. ; 1
occasion on which actors were expected to fly. Unfortunately,
this sense of theatre had another aspect that was not in the least

adventurous. As Sir Ifor Evans notes in his History of the English

Drama, Barrie "very often seems to be holding himself back as if
anxious nhot to overtax the intellect or imagination of his audience. n2

That his own tendency to indulge in unashamed escapism echoed the
desires of a large proportion of his audiences is unquestionable, and
despite the frequent appearance of undeluded satire and clear hints
of cynicism, it is difficult to determine the extent of his commercial
instincts. However, sincere or not, uncritical lapses into

sentimentality proved enormously successful for him: at their best

when Barrie seems fully engaged, producing Quality Street; at their

worst, Rosalind or A Kiss For Cinderella.

His talent for the technical requirements of drama was matched by a
wide and versatile range of situation and subject matter. He was
capable of dark pictures of pessimistic reality as well as unrestrained
flights of light fancy; Old Friends and The Will providinga surprisingly

sombre contrast to Alice Sit by the Fire and The L.ittle Minister. His

satirical genius gave birth to The Twelve-Pound L ook and The

Admirable Crichton; which make strange bedfellows for that most out-

standing of all his creations, the contemporary pantomime Peter Pan;

and the delicate period-piece, Quality Street. Dear Brutus and

Mary Rose, which figure in his highest achievements, defy cate-
gorisation by serving subtle psychological and spiritual exploration

through the medium of supernatural artifice which is somehow never
questioned by the spectator.
Although most of his settings are conventional - of the middle-class

drawing room variety - he does not hesitate to carry his action to

desert islands, enchanted woods, or the Scottish Highlands. Walker,

London is played entirely on a houseboat, and The Old | ady Shows

Her Medals is set in a working-class one-room basement flat, with

1 In Mary Rose
2 I. Evans, History of the English Drama, Macgibbon and Kee,
L ondon 1965 p. 178

- 11 -



an eye for detail which must have been drawn from Barrie!s own
experiences in his younger days. Dreams too, take on concrete

formin his hands. Pantaloon, a pecuiiar little venture into the

harlequinade, employs a setting reminiscent of a doll's house,

and A Kiss for Cinderella contains a remarkable scene depicting

a cockney child's vision of aroyal palace.

Such theatrical dexterity in fact serves quite a harrow range of
themes, most of which spring from and are concentrated upon, a
sense of regret at the increasing limitations imposed on |life by

Time. Nostalgia is the emotion most frequently evoked by Barrie,
especially In his sentimental mood. Repeatedly the symbol of the
child or youth is contrasted against adults less hopeful , courageous,
and honest, and a haunting sense of loss pervades the atmosphere.
Barrie is fascinated by Change and Chance: both his finest
achievements and his superficial pot-boilers stem from his readiness
to day-dream about hypothetical possibilities, the "might-have-been!

of Dear Brutus, In his less penetrating moments, this is manifested

by dual personality — Phoebe'!s masquerade in Quality Street,

Babie!'s wanton gypsy in The Little Minister. His fantasy does

succeed in dealing with Time, however, whever he openly confesses

his artifice: the plays of real merit, Dear Brutus, Peter Pan,

Mary Rose, and The Admirable Crichton unhesitatingly lift their

characters out of normality by introducing the enchanted place, be it
island or wood, which either "turn the clock back! and wipe out

years of restriction or simply dispense altogether with Change.

Barrie's othermajor theme is the worship of idealised womanhood,
and plainly stems from his unusually claustrophobic relationship
with his possessive mother. It is possible that his feelings towards
women were somehow connected with his preoccupation with Chance
and Change, and stem from the highly disturbing period of his child-
hood when he consciously strove to '"replace'!!' his dead brother in
his mother's eyes. In his maturity he is certainly always conscious
of the solipsistic manipulation implied in parental possessiveness:

Will Dearth and his "might-have-been!' daughter in Dear Brutus

lead us very close to anightmare of self-gratification. Barrie'!s
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youthful heroines are always impossible paragons of vivacity,

wit, elegance andmystery, Shakespeare!s Rosalind carried beyond
the sublime into the ridiculous. In his worst moments the playwright
also bestows upon them childish innocence, and motherly love, giving

rise to creations like Moira Loney in Little Mary and the cockney

Cinderella. The mother-figure also figures largely in his plays,
again distorted by his adulation beyond credulity, enshrined by him

in Peter Pan, What Every Woman Knows, and The Old L.ady Shows

her Medals. Sex has absolutely no place in Barrie!'s work, and it is

of considerable interest with reference to his childhood that after
his divorce in 1908, it is not the youthful heroine which alters in

his plays, but the mother. In Old Friends (1910) the air of frigid

Calvinist self-righteousness around Mrs. Brand is inescapable,

and by the time of A Well Remembered Voice (1917), Barrie is

bitterly rejecting his sometime idol. Although he occasionally
confesses satirical self-knowledge concerning his attraction to

youthful beauties, he clings to his ideal. Though The Adored One

farcically exposes the dangers of such inflated worship - in it a
beautiful murderess is joyfully acquitted, despite her candid con-
fession of guilt - Barrie insisted in making the title-role of The Boy
David (1936) a female one, a boyish girl rather than an effeminate
boy. The men in Barrie plays are for the most part accepted as
creatures more gross and selfish in their natures, requiring either

deflation by a '""Rosalind!" or redemption by a Mother.

Attention has already been drawn to Barrie!s sentimental tendencies.
Such unqual ified worship of impossible female ideals combined with
his predilection for nostalgic or wistful visions of the past lead all
too easily towards writing self-indulgent entertainments which
carefully avoid any semblance of unpleasant truth orgenuinely felt

emotion: plays like The Professor!s Love Story and A Kiss for

Cinderella are mere wallowings in superficial sentiment, and Barrie

has an unfortunate habit of declining into such facile escapism after
he has evoked situations of considerable potency. A recurring and
highly important feature of his work is a pattern of development
which establishes a youthful ideal, contrasts it with a grimmer

present reality, and then through a dream of recaptured opportunity
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seeks reconcilement with or transcendence of the tempered ambitions

of maturity. In Dear Brutus this is handled superbly; but elsewhere

the dream turns its back completely on life!'s problems. When the
fatter occurs, Barrie'!s technical genius serves only to emphasize
the silliness of his escapism, and there is a strong sense of betrayal
at the conclusion of many of his plays. Barriels own attitude is
paradoxical. Certainly the concept of fantasy as a means of ordering
experience is extremely attractive to him, and is capable of very high
achievements. Yet when a character in one of his earliest works -

The Wedding Guest (1900) - turns the full weight of Barrie's sarcasm

against the rose-tinted "kailyard" view of life, it is difficult to excuse
many of his later excesses of sentiment, especially as his satirical
impulse never loses its impetus. The charge of playing to the gallery
whatever the artistic price, can never be far from Barrie!s lesser
plays. !

He first flexed his theatrical muscles in 1891, with two one-act plays,

Becky Sharp and lbsen!s Ghost; also collaborating with Merriott

Watson in writing Richard Savage. Ibsen's Ghost, a burlesque of

contemporary enthusiasm for the Norwegian playwright, was, as they
say, ""well received" - at one performance, a man in the pit found the

piece so diverting that he had to be removed in hyster*ics.1

The first indication of his technical competence came in the following

yvear with his first full-length play, the farce Walker, London. This

may be regarded as a virtuoso performance on Barrie's part, a
demonstration of his total mastery over an established form which
makes great demands on the playwright to maintain rapid pace and

play of humour. Like most farces, Walker, L ondon depends heavily

for its effect on quickly moving action, and is therefore difficult

to summarize. Let it suffice to say that a cockney is mistaken by a
well-to-do family for a famous African explorer, and that after dally-
ing comically with the affections of the females, he returns to his

betrothed. The action is set on a houseboat, giving full rein to the

1 Intro. to Peter Pan. The Plays of J.M, Barrie Hodder &
Stoughton, 1948 (1928) p. 441
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contemporary enthusiasm for elaborately realistic stage effects;

topical satires on a medical student and an intellectual feminist pro-
vide lively sub-plots; and the major tension of the play - the possibility
of the impostor being revealed - is spiced by the arrival of his forlorn
bride-to-be. The first production ran for almost two years; a
measure of success which provoked the comment that Barrie Ycould

have been the greatest writer of well-made plays ever known', 1

In his novels, Barrie had discovered a formula for success by
charging his pictures of Scottish life not simply with the quaintness
of a Lilliput — for the indulgent laughter of contemporary readers
whose sense of superiority was thus invoked - but also with vast
doses of mawkish, self-indulgent and wholly false emotion.
Attracted as he was throughout his life to satire as well as fantasy,
he now attempted to combine this formula with a comedy of manners

entitled The Professor!s Love Story (1894), William Ar‘(:her‘, the

critic, greeted its first production with unqualified criticism:

" .. a calculated disloyalty to Art ... a patchwork of extravagant
farce, mawkish sentiment, and irrelevant anecdote!l. 3 Even an
enthusiastic defender of the play had to agree that it was "incredi-

e . 4 . .
bility itself", claiming that ""the victory was not so much one of Art

as of Charm. ..", 5

The same defender has provided an indication of exactly what he
meant by "charm", and shows incidentally the kind of appeal which
Barrie so assiduously cultivated in so many of his plays :

"In The Professor!s Love Story he (Barrie) brought
the atmosphere of Scottish rural life at harvest

time across that remorseless frontier .. its honey-
suckle-laden cottages with their tell-tale lighted
windows o'nights, its pleasant lanes, stooks of
corn, trysting trees, and dryly cautious Scots
labouring men, as canny in the affairs of love as

in less &@ntimental matters, all created a most

enjoyable illusion™ 6

1 W. R. McGraw,Barrie, The Critics, Studies in Scottish Literature,
Vol.1, 1963-4 p. 112

2 G. Blake, Barrie and The Kailyard School, Baker, London
1951 p. 58

3 Archer, quoted by H. M, Walbrook in J, M, Barrie and The
Theatre, White London 1922, Ch. 3 p. 44 (footnote)

4 H.M. Walbrook, J.M, Barrie and The Theatre, White
London 1922, p. 43

5 H.M. Walbrook, J,M, Barrie and The Theatre,

p. 44
6 H. M. Walbrook, J.M. Barrie and The Theatre,
) p.43
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500 performances attest to the commercial success of Barrie's
formula. Against this rose-tinted background is played the story of
Professor Goodwillie, who because of distracting symptoms cannot
work. The illness is diagnosed as love. The Professor, we are
asked to believe, cannot think who he is in love with, though it is
clearly his attractively vivacious secretary. Pursued by a deter-
mined Dowager and thwarted by his well-meaning sister, the
Professor eventually recognises the truth and everyone lives
happily ever after. The cloying sentimentality of the play is un-
relieved by Barrie's attempts at satire. Lady Gilding, the Dowager,
is an undistinguished member of the theatre's legion of lady pre-
dators whose ill-conceived antics are embarassing rather than comic,
stock figures of mockery whose mere presence the dramatist thought

worthy of laughter,

By adapting for the stage his novel The L ittle Minister Barrie dis-

covered a perfect vehicle for the sentimentality which had -

financially, at least - saved the Professor!s Love Story. The social
satire to which he was attracted did not mix well with ungoverned
emotional responses, for together they demanded cynical realism

and blind self-deception at one and the same time. By replacing the
satire with melodramatic pseudo-history and a fair measure of
fantasy, Barrie lifted his audience away from harsh facts into a
Never-Never-Never L and of childishly innocent adventure. The
adjective "childishly" is not intended to denigrate the playwright :

it is the most fitting way in which to describe the appeal of The Little
Minister (1897) - it is a children's gory for adults, and much of the
pleasure of the play is derived from the suspension of adult knowledge
and disbelief. H.M. Walbrook writes of "a public still rather haunted
by Ibsenism taking refuge in the sentiment and romance of the play
and the purity and sweet atmosphere of it;"1 and a much less
impressionable Thomas Moult admires Barrie!s "free and apparently
irresponsible gift of playing with Puck like a brother!, 2 Gavin

Dishart, Babbie, and the weavers of Thrums are really but a few

1 Walbrook, J. M. Barrie and The Theatre,White,London 1922 Ch. 4,p. 54
2. Moult, Barrie, Cape, London 1928, p. 115
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steps from Peter Pan.

Not only did Barrie find a perfect commercial mixture and production of

themes in The L ittie Minister, he also proved beyond shadow of doubt

his ability to construct a play. His talent in this direction had already

been remarked in Walker, L ondon. Here for the first time it was

allowed full play, and the result is a wide variety of swiftly but
powerfully drawn characters whose conversation never flags, whose
motivation within the conventions of the tale never falters. Variety
of action is carefully balanced throughout to maintain a swift pace
which is yet fully under cortrol, and no confusion arises from what
is, after all, a reasonably complicated inter-weaving of plots,
Credit must be given to Barrie for setting his romance in a back-
ground of violence and grim religious r‘igidity,] even if the former
was made melodramatic and the latter caricatured. The idea of the
Auld Licht minister infatuated by a beautiful dancing gypsy who
appears mysteriously in the woods and for a while thwarts all his
plans and overturns his integrity was a masterstroke to be added to
the more conventional pledge of her love to another. The notion is
on one level plainly ridiculous, yet on another level it is dis-
quieting in its possibility — Gavin Dishart is just the type of strong-
willed, well-intentioned but naive puritan to find a wild, high-

spirited and exotic girl utterly irresistible.

The Scots working-folk in The Little Minister, while treated vastly

better than those in The Professor!s L ove Story, are still subject to

distortion, though less frequently is this for cheap comic effect.
Overall they are part of the light fantasy which pervades the play's
brilliantly evoked atmosphere: weavers and elders are grim as a
child might see them, Thomas Whammond standing out dignified and
strong in the dark pride of his righteous religion. However, the
portrayal of Nanny in Act Il and the "poem!" incident in Act IV, when
the kirk elders bar the minister from his own manse and pulpit for
his "irreligious" love-lyric to the gypsy, permit H, M, Walbrook to

describe the "distressed and desperate weavers!' battie with the

1 H.M. Walbrook, J.M, Barrie and The Theatre, White, London
1922, Ch. 3, p. 55
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soldiery as "'picturesque'; and the elders "in their black suits
and stove-pipe hats, and with their unctuous Scots drawl!, their
canniness, their moral scruples, their diverting hypocrisy, and

their unamiable sincerity" as "a continual joy". ]

Several features of The Little Minister are worth noting because of

the relation they bear to later plays. One of them, the strange but
compelling air of fantasy so clearly defined as to assume the quality
of another "reality", has already been noted. Also of importance
is Babbie'!'s double personality as gentlewoman and gypsy, a theme
which occurs frequently in Barriel!s work, though of lesser im-
portance; and the vision of Babbie as an idealised, self-sufficient,
witty, vital heroine. This is one of the types of idolised women who

appear so often in Barrie's work.

Just as The Little Minister may be taken as the initial focus of Barrie!s

continuing preoccupation with fantasy, sentimentality, and the sub-

limated Woman; so his next piece, The Wedding Guest, is repre-

sentative of the other strain in his personality, the desire to deal

soberly with the hard realities of |ife, rather than escape into

dreams.

As a realist in the vein of Ibsen, Barrie was a dismal failure. The

Wedding Guest (1900) is plainly derivative, uncomfortably stilted,

and finally capitulates in a "happy-ending" awash with the celebrated
Barrie pathos. A mysterious woman appears at the wedding of the
artist Paul Digby and Margaret Fairbairn, and is eventually revealed,
after prolonged mystification, as Mrs. Ommaney, Digby's former
mistress. Margaret, appalled by the lie beneath the honourable face
of her life, rejects Paul, insisting that he accepts his responsibility
towards the distressed woman. However, Mrs. Ommaney herself is

eventually removed as coincidentally as she arrived, and the happy

1 H.M. Walbrook, J.M. Barrie and The Theatre, White, L ondon
1922 Ch. 3, p. 55
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couple return to each other again. Barrie is reduced to crude
melodrama in order to breathe a semblance of life into the ponder-
ous moralisms of his play, even to the point of having Mrs. Ommaney
overcome by a trance-like state in which she inadvertantly reveals
all. In the last Act there is a glimmer of a better quality, when the
playwright's sense of irony is allowed to approach the satirical.
For a brief moment the charmingly ineffective Mr. Fairbairn reveals
himself as a petulant self-seeker whose only concern is to safeguard

his complacency, and is met by the sarcasm of Mrs. Ommaney.

One passage is remarkable from the pen which produced The

Professor'!s L ove Story, Quality Street, and A Kiss for

Cinderella: Fairbairn proposes that Mrs. Ommaney should be

assisted to Australia.

Mrs. O. Let him go on. You were to say, | think that |
could write to them once a year?

. At Christmas time.

Mrs. O. Saying what a beautiful peace had come into my
life, and baby is such a comfort, and that sweet-
smelling flowers are growing up the porch of my

rustic home!

F. (delighted) Yes Yes!

Mrs. O. Honeysuckle?

F. Anything you like.

Mrs. O. I should prefer honeysuckle. It is usually
honeysuckle. Do let it be honeysuckle. 1

Plainly, Barrie recognised inflated emotion as a form of self-
deception and escapism: that he continued to employ it throughout
his career as a dramatist is an indication of the considerable extent
to which he played to an undiscriminating and infantile "gallery,
To this incentive of a proven form for success must be added the

influence of The Wedding Guest!s bad reception. Clement Scott

condemnhed the ""machine-made ethics" of a writer "endeared to

suburban villas",2 others thought it naive, to the point of immorality.

1 The Wedding Guest, The Plays of J. M, Barrie, Hodder &
Stoughton 1948 (1928) p. 265
2 Walbrook, J. M, Barrie and The Theatre, White, LLondon

1922 Ch. 5 p. 63
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It took Barrie ten years before he ventured down the path of

naturalism once more, and he soon retraced his steps.

He did not give himself over entirely to purely commercial writing
however., The recognition that he was ill-equipped to deal with life
"in the raw!" persuaded him to place his irony in harness with his
imaginative whimsy, and the result could be startling, as with The

Admirable Crichton, a brilliant tour-de-force only two years after

The Wedding Guest; or with Dear Brutus, which together with

Peter Pan, marks the summit of his achievement.

Little Mary (1903) returned to light comedy, in a frivolous and

occasionally maudlin account of Moira Loney, a little Irish girl
trained by her grandfather to save the English aristocracy from
indolence provoked by their culinary over-indulgence. His strict
instruction that the efficacy of his cure - a sensiblie, frugal diet -
will be negated if its true nature is discovered, prompts Moira to
pretend that she has a mysterious supernatural medium, "Little
Mary", to work her miracles. After confounding medical science, she
is persuaded to reveal her secret: The utter simplicity of her method
combined with her utterrance of the gross and offensive word,
"stomach!, abruptly terminates her popularity with the rich idlers
she has temporarily invigorated. As they turn their backs in-
dignantly, one man steps forward to Moira, ageing Lord Carlton,

who ends the play on a moist-eyed, smiling note by proposing

marriage to the delighted girl. Trivial as itis, Little Mary indi-
cates Barrie's skill in identifying the areas of light comic relief
most acceptable to the middle-class audiences of his day - senti-
mentality, the mildest hypocrisies of the English caste system
exaggerated for humorous effect, and the social criticism of the
""problem play!" watered down and converted to farce. Moira Loney
herself is an early example of Barrie'!s pre-occupation with unlikely
variations of the mother-figure - although in later stagesof Little
Mary Moira is simply an attractive eighteen-year old, the play begins
with her aged twelve, "old fashioned ... very earnest and practical
and quaint, with all the airs of an experienced mother, "looking

after the children of the widower next door.
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THE ADMIRABLE CRICHTON

The first triumph of Barrie!s art, is without doubt, The Admirable

Crichton, (1902) a brilliant social satire which appeared in the same

vear as Quality Street. The gentle ironies of Quality Street take on

here a strength and vitality which dominate the play and show Barrie
at his incisive best. H.M. Walbrook describes it as "... a play
which, beyond all others, extols and glorifies a man of the labouring
classes ... ", and ob=serves that "in England and America, and even
in Paris, it was hailed as one of the most penetrating dramatic social
pamphlets of the day". 1 The play offers no solutions to the contra-
dictions it so deftly uncovers. Barrie is concerned with people as
individuals rather than as instruments of a social theory, and as a
result, he escapes the dangers of purely topical interest. This lack
of commitment, perhaps of a belief that social change would bring
equal justice to all, does not mean - as some critics in the past

have pleaded - that Barrie actually sought to maintain the remnants
of feudalism in Br‘itain.2 The play clearly shows Crichton as the
best man not only on his island but in England too. His lack of
opportunity in England can only reflect sadly on that country's
institutions, just as the unconcern of Loams family for Crichton's
fate condemns their assumption of superiority. Crichton's defence
of hierarchical society is no more seriously intended than Loam's
ridiculous attempts at egalitarianism; and Crichton's insistence on
following nature is suspected from the start by Loam, who knows full

well how little his social status is due to his own efforts,

The first act is a superb exposition of character, situation, and
plot. The aristocratic family are seen in the full splendour of their
indolence and self-interest. Ernest betrays the shallowness of his
nature from the outset by disburdening his utterly inconsequential

epigrams on all and sundry, and practising poses around the room

1 Walbrook,J. M, Barrie 'and The Theatre, White,London,1922 Ch.5 p. 55

2 Patrick Chalmers The Barrie Inspiration, Peter Davies,
London 1938 p. 200
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in the hope that he will be called upon to speak at Lord Loam's
universally -detested ""radical! tea-party. Of Loam!'s three
daughters, who quarrel genteely and incessantly, only Mary dis-
plays any real character; and for the moment it is wholly engaged
in maintaining an icy-cool, awesomely grand, and utterly detached
selfishness. Loam himself is a bombastic incompetent who boosts
his ego by forcing the servants to have tea with him and be his
"equals" - once a week. The painful embarassments of this singular
institution are unobtrusively but firmly alleviated by Crichton, who
loyally saves his master from unnecessary humiliation when L.oam!'s
ponderous oratory stumbles to a forgetful halt. Details of the family's
proposed sea-cruise are expertly delivered by the playwright under
the guise of a servant'!s "demarcation dispute", and the mood of the
act softens imperceptibly as the young ladies drift into negligent
slumber. Simultaneously, Barrie reaches the peak of Crichton's

- and his own - thought: "Circumstances might alter cases; the
same person might not be master!. Thus by the end of Act I,
Barrie has, with more than a sufficiency of humour, established

the social context of his theme, presented his characters and hinted
as to their future roles - l_ady Mary becomes a distinct and strong-
willed contrast to Crichton's quiet efficiency - and laid the seeds of
his plot to M"alter the circumstances! by shipwreck. With the disaster
at sea, he contrives to place his characters in the fantasy world so
vital to his imagination, an island isolated from the conditions which
rule accepted everyday life. It is only here that his concept of

Chance in the fate of men finds the freedom necessary to it.

The island which wefind in Acts Il and Il is literally that of our
dreams, and we accept without question the impossible achieve-
ments of Crichton on it, the electric light andmill. Barrie's

whimsy takes full advantage of the situation, and the whole impression
is of quaint but effective tributes to the butler'!s ingenuity. The
manner in which Crichton assumes command of the group is a master-
piece of the writer's economy, with no word spoken while one by

. 1 .
one the family gather round his cooking-pot. Mary alone dis-

1 M. Ellehauge, Striking Figures Among Modern English
Dramatists, Lavin, Munksgaard, Copenhagen 1931 p. 133
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tinguishes herself by the vestige of dignity she retains even in this
hour of helpless defeat. Act Ill presents Crichton at the height of
his magnificence surrounded by his devoted '"subjects! and the fruits
of his invention. All social pretension has vanished, and the atmos-
phere is one of health, confidence and freedom, though Crichton as
"the gov. " is somewhat disquietingly drawn towards barbaric
splendour. Any reserve fades, however, when he proposes marriage
to a more-than-willing Lady Mary in a scene remarkable for its

soaringpitch of human aspiration:

Crichton : (again in the grip of an idea) A king!
Polly, some people hold that the soul
but leaves one human tenement for another
and so lives on through all the ages. |
have occasionally though of late that, in
some past existence, | may have been a king.
It has all come to me so naturally, not as if
I had it out, but as if | remembered.
1Or ever the knightly years were
gone,
With the old world to the grave,
| was a king in Babylon,
And you were a Christian slave!
It may have been; you hear me, it may

have been,

L ady Mary : (who is as one fascinated) It may have
been.
Crichton : I am lord over all. They are but hewers

of wood and drawers of water for me.
These shores are mine. Why should |
hesitate; | have no longer any doubt.

| do believe | am doing the right thing.
Dear Polly, | have grown to love you;
are you afraid to mate with me?

(she rocks her arms; no words will

come from her)
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'l was a king in Babylon,

And you were a Christian slave!

For a few moments splendid fantasy is in command, only to burst
like the bubble it is as a rescue ship arrives. Suddenly, all is as

it was in England. Crichton is once more merely a butler, and only
Mary seems to realise what has happened. L. eft alone with Crichton,
she attempts to re-assure him, but he is determined that "Bill

Crichton has got to play the game".

Barrie, at his best, expresses the abrupt reversal of hope with
stark simplicity :

(There is a salt smile on his face as he shakes his

head to her. He lets the cloak slip to the ground.

She will not take this for an answer; again her

arms go out to him. Then comes the great renunciation.

By an effort of will, he ceases to be an erect figure;

he has the humble bearing of a servant. His hands

come together as if he were washing them. )

Crichton (it is the speech of his life) "My Lady".

(she goes away. There is none to salute

him now, unless we do it.)

The counterpointing of the almost Nietszchc'aan love scene with first
the chaotic jubilation of the rescued, then the gradual isolation of
Crichton up to the "speech of his life!! could not be bettered. The
insensate cruelty of a dream so completely destroyed is over-
whelming, and had the author sought merely to deal in his re-

curring currency of the vital illusion, he could have ended here.

Instead he goeson to insist on the social relevance of the events on
the island. Act IV is an exposure of hypocrisy in the Loamfamily
which lies very close to bitterness. Ernest has written a history
of their deprivations in which he figures as romantic hero, and
"There are many kindly references to the two servants who were

wrecked with the family, and Mr. Wooley pays the butler a glowng

_ 24



tribute in a footnote." Mary is to marry Lord Brocklehurst, but
his mother suspects impropriety on the island, and the whole facade
of respectability is placed in jeopardy by her inquisition. The family
flounder ever deeper into suspicion, and yet again it is Crichton who
rescues them; not by lying blatantly, as his "betters''do, but by
carefully phrasing the truth, His last action is one of unhesitating
self-sacrifice, announcing his resignation as Loam's butier to save
Lady Mary from discovery. Once more, no one appears to notice,
and the family retire for dinner without a second thought about
their saviour's insecure future. Mary alone recognises his worth;
and once more Barrie proves his ability by making her the vehicle
for bitterness rather than Crichton.
Lady Mary : Do you despise me Crichton? (the man

who could never tell a lie makes no

answer.,) | am ashamed of myself but |

am the sort of woman on whom shame sits

lightly. (he does not contradict her.)

You are the best man among us.
Crichton : On an island, my lady, perhaps; but in

England, no.

L ady Mary : (not inexcusably) Then there is some-
thing wrong with England.

Crichton : My lady, not even from you can |
listen to a word against England.

L ady Mary : Tell me one thing: you have not lost
your courage?

Crichton : No, my lady.

(She goes. He turns out the lights,

The Admirable Crichton is an exercise in irony rather than in satire;

stemming from a profound sense of human folly and vulnerability.
Attachment to a political theory would have reduced it merely to the
level of argument, and such social pleading rapidly loses immediacy.
It is also anindication early in his career as a dramatist what Barrie

is capable of when he has the strength to face squarely his intuitions

— 25 _



of the fantastic. The island is a magnificent dream of Chance; but
it is a dream. When reality breaks through once more, Barrie
reaches deep into the frustrations and sorrows of life. That The

Admirable Crichton is also " ... an entertainment with something in

it for everyone who thought, or felt, or had a sense of humour, a
sense of pathos, an appreciation of life, or an eye for beauty"1 is a
tribute to the immense theatrical skill and imagination
of the author who framed the deepest emotions within such a fast-

flowing but cohesive comic adventure.

In 1905 came the first performance of a play which has become

synonymous with Barrie's name, Peter Pan, "... the best thing
he has ever done, the thing most directly from within himself",

It was the greatest risk he ever took in the theatre - when he

gave it to Frohmann, the impressario andhis friend, it was accom-

panied by Alice-sit-by-the-Fire to secure Frohmann from loss -

but the risk proved justified: the stage history of Peter Pan is out-

standing compared to any other modern play. As in The Admirable

Crichton he discovered a perfect expressive focus for some of his
deepest compulsions, managing to match his imagination with the
demands of theatrical entertainment without falsifying the finest
nuances of emotion. Peter Pan is not simply a wonderfully re-
freshing pantomime which employs the redskin and pirate mythology
of modern children, it is the perfection of an adult's wistful dream
of an age of innocence long dimmed by the knowledge of frustration
and gquilt. Barrie devotes himself singlemindedly to the fantasy of
remembrance and lost opportunity which features so often as part of
his plays: untouched by the mundane actuality of the world, this

fantasy occupies all of Peter Pan, escaping the hollow compromises

which mar the author!s lesser works.

1 D. McKail, The Story of J. M, B. . . . Peter Davies,
[London 1941 p. 355

2 Max Beerbohn in Barrie and the Critics, by W. R. McGraw,
Studies in Scottish Literature Vol.1, 1963-64 p, 119

3 D. McKail, The Story of J. M, B.
p. 355
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First and foremost, Peter Pan is for children - if adults share the
pleasure, it is because to a large extent, they temporarily surrender

their years - and adventures takes a very large share of the play.

Barrie!s achievement was to discard the debased and often obscure
traditions of late-Victorian pantomime in favour of the contemporary
features of the child's imaginatior\,1 bloodthirsty encounters on
desert islands with red indians, wolves, and buccaneers. To these
he added the creations of his own whimsy, Tinkerbell, the mermaids,
the nurse-dog, Nana, and of course, Peter Pan himself. The mortals
who become caught up in the action - Wendy, John and Michael, as
well as the lL.ost Boys - combine the qualities of real children with
those which children dream about. Here are no impossible pander-
ings to adult requirements, no cherubic personifications of virtue;
instead there are selfish, quarrelsome, impetuous boys and a
maternally dictatorial girl, injected with courage, strength and
magic. Around them swirls all the peculiar lore of childhood;
redskins who die impassively when attacked at night because super-
stition forbids them to fight, wolves which retire baffled when their
potential victim looks at them from between his legs, pirates whose
murderous instincts must always be checked by their incessant need

for cabin-boys.

There is even a magical location for all these fancies in the Never
Land, where the most daring venture into sensational dangers will
always have its happy ending preserved by the presiding spirit of
the island, everybody'!s youthful hero, Peter Pan. The pace of the
pantomime is double-quick and packed with suspense, ranging rapidly
from the excitement of the Darling children learning to fly, to the
tragedy of Wendy'sshooting by Tootles, the wonder of the Mermaids
lagoon, and the exhiliration of the last battle with Hook's pirates.
Barrie clearly is in his element, judging exactly his youthful
audience, providing them in quick succession with Nana, the dog
who is nurse to the Darlings, the longed-for ability to fly like a

bird, and a swift uncomplicated introduction to the marvellous island.

1 Moult, Barrie Cape, London 1928, p. 166
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He even writes in as an integral part of Peter Pan that most

necessary feature of pantomimes, audience participation; for
Tinkerbell's life can only be saved in Act IV if all the children in

the auditorium shout their belief in fairies.

Though it is from this remarkably successful appeal to the con-
temporary child that Peter Pan has won its deserved fame, there is
another aspect of the play, which though of less immediate import-
ance, throws an interesting light on Barrie as a dramatist and as a
man. Peter Llewellyn Davies, one of the boys "adopted!" by Barrie
and for whom Peter Pan was written refers to it as 'that terrible
masterpiecell, 1 As with the other high points of his career as a
writer, Peter Pan deals with a world which coexists with normality,
a world from which time has been removed and dream becomes fact.
There is the boy who never grows old, Peter Pan "a reincarnation
of the universal Pan",z the quintessence of youth, fantasy and
innocence,

"To be sure, Peter is selfish, just as any child is
selfish, without being aware of it. But Peter is
also a symbol of that youth which we would all
gladly recapture if we could only go back to the
threshold between irresponsible cnildhood and

the next stage, knowing what we do now, real-
izing all the suffering that we have passed through
and that we have brought on othersH 3

Peter is distinct from all the other characters in the play in that he

is the creation of an adult imagination. In the Dedication to the Five

which prefaces theprinted versionof the play, Barrie surmises to
his "adopted children" the L.lewellyn-Davies boys :

"Perhaps we do change; except a little something
in us which is no larger than a mole in the eye,
and that, like it, dances in front of us beguiling

us all our days. 1 cannot cut the hair by which
it hangs. 4
Peter Pan is the wistful memory which beguiles the weary adult
mind.
1 Janet Dunbar, J. M. Barrie Collins, London1970 p.138
2 Moult , Barrie Cape, London 1928 p. 166
3 Roy, J. A., J,M, Barrie Jarrolds, London 1937 p. 189
4 Peter Pan p. xvi
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Barrie!'s mother-fetish provides another prominent feature of Peter
Pan. The ideal is set by the protective love of Mrs. Darling for her
children, which is never shadowed as her husband's is, by lapses
into self-protective bullying. Peter takes Wendy to the Never Land
to be a mother to the Lost Boys, and even the dreadful pirates are
sufficiently human to capture her because they too lack a Mother.
Wendy's interpretation of her role, in which she assumes an

almost omnipotent authority, isboth a portrayal of a girl at play, and
a rather more disturbing inference about parenthood which was to
appear more strongly in Barrie!s later work. Of interest in this
context is the tale Peter tells of once returning home only to find
""the window was barred, for my mother had forgotten all about me
and there was another little boy sleeping in my bed".1 In the
difficult days following his brother!s death in 1867, when Barrie
attempted desperately to take his place in his mother's affections,
the boy was sent to the ailing Margaret Ogilvy.

"ls that you? |1 think the tone hurt me, for | made no

answer, and then the voice said more anxiously, '"Is

that you?" again. | thought it was the dead boy she

was speaking to, and | said in a little lonely voice,

"No, it's no! him, it!'s just me! 2

The idea of a boy who can never grow up is a mother's, rather than
a child's;3 and the dangers inherent in creating a dream-child,

which appear more consciously in Dear Brutus, vet lie beneath the

surface of Barrie!'s pantomime.

L_astly, Peter himself is almost tragically aware of his inability to
enter the real world, and this may be a reflection of the dramatist'!s
own problems. Barrie!s personal life is a highly disturbing mixture
of excessive idolatry of attractive women, fanatical possessiveness
in his relations with them and their families, and an apparent in-
capacity to establish an emotionally secure and mutually satisfying
relationship with any of them. Peter Pan displays an odd fear of

4 .
being physically touched by other people, and despite the most

1 Peter Pan Acté
Janet Dunbar,J. M. Barrie Collins, London,1970.p.22

Janet Dunbar,J. M, Barrie p. 141

& won

J. A. Hammerston Barrie, Sampson, Low, Marston & Co. L ondon 1929
p. 256 (This detail is apparently an afterthought on Barrie's part
absent from the earlier performed versions of Peter Pan.)
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determined pursuit, escapes a commitment to Wendy's proferred
love and domesticity. One of his most frequently quoted lines "To
die would be an awfully big adventure!" - said to be the last words

of Barrie'!'s impressario Charles Frohmann when the LLusitania

was torpedoed - finds a more significant echo in the stage directions
which close the play, expressing the feelings of a man so often
trapped by fancies which always tend towards escapism :

In a sort of way heunderstands what she means by
"WYes, | know!" but in most sorts of ways he doesn't,

It has something to do with the riddle of his being. If
he could get the hang of the thing his cry might become
"to |ive would be an awfully big adventure ...

The most pervasive single feature of Barrie as a playwright is a re-
peated descent into mawkish sentimentality. Mostof his plays are
touched in this way somewhere: some of great promise, such as

Mary Rose or the one-acters Barbaral!'s Wedding and A Well Remem-

bered Voice cometo grief through over-emotional intrusion; a great

number seem to consist of little else but gulps and swallows and
wistful , weepy, smiles. Of the latter, two are outstanding: one a
disaster of confused intentions which is unified only by the thick sugar
coating applied to its surface; the other and much more successful,

written with sentiment as its core, Quality Street. It is in such

plays that his feminine idols - the child, the youthful heroine, and the

mother - are most prominent.

The disaster - at least artistically - is A Kiss for Cinderella, an

incredible example of escapist honsense written in 1916, Doubtless
the dark realities of World War swelled the market for plays of this
type, and Barrie did not hesitate to take his opportunity. Many
critics have observed his peculiar ability to write in a style which
answered the needs of ever-changing taste in entertainment. The
play concerns the discovery by a policeman of a little cockney girl
who acts as mother to an international collection of orphans - the
Allies are well represented, the Hun depicted as an ill-tempered
infant. The girl half-believes herself to be Cinderella, and a large
section of Act 2 illustrates her dream of Prince Charming. In the
last Act she is discovered in a nursing-home suffering from exposure,

with the policeman proposing marriage toher. The bashfully
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equivocal stage direction at this point "Dr. Bodie has told him some-
thing", gives notice of the whole sickly-sweet atmosphere. Barrie
cannot or will not bring his audience to face facts, even in his own
script. The girl!'s dream alone is of a different calibre. It is
Cinderella's ball as imagined by a cockney girl: the King and Queen,

for example, being visualised as they appear on playing cards.

A Kiss for Cinderella strains to combine as many features as

possible which will elicit uncritical response to unreality. Cinderella,
whose very name should remind the audience of childhood fantasy, is
the traditional Dickensian waif at the mercy of poverty. She is also
one of Barrie's witty, managing maiden-heroines, as seen in her
"penny" Shop, Celeste et Cie; and then transforms herself into the
playwright!s goddess, the Mother, surrounded now by even smaller
waifs. No attempt is made to conceal these creaking devices, and only

sensibilities blunted or distorted by war could find A Kiss for

Cinderella in any way acceptable,.

Quality Street (1902) is an entirely different case. Here indeed is

a sentimental play, but one which is well conceived and much more

soundly writt en,

Set in the Napoleonic Wars, it is a heart-fluttering genteel romance
in which Miss Phoebe, after initial disappointment and seeming
resignation when her loved one goes off to the war instead of pro-
posing marriage, succeeds eventually in winning him. '"Not since
Cranford has our lavendered literature produced a more exquisite
store. "1 The main concern of the play is hot so much in the develop-
ment of the love interest - in the nature of things the conclusion is
hardly unpredictable - but in the poignant abandonment of Phoebe!s
youth and vitality in Act II. Barrie's preoccupation with passing
time is here finely drawn, with none of the cheap and hackneyed

tricks which predominate in A Kiss for Cinderella. In Act I, the

young Phoebe is contrasted against the old maids with their air of
dignified fragility and regret, epitomised by Susan's carefully pre-
served but never used wedding gown. In Act I, Phoebe has marked

the passage of ten years by donning an old maid's cap herself, and

1 Moult, T., Barrie, Cape, London 1928 p. 2
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this shadow of her former self is set first against a classroom of
high-spirited children, then against the thoughtless cruelty of
Charlotte and her beau, Ensign Blades. The object of her affections,
Captain Brown, returns home in the foolish expectation of finding no
change, though he too has suffered the passage of time. Barrie's
appeal to the nostalgia of his audience does become unbearably over-
concentrated on several occasions, but as Dennis McKail observes
"it is held in check until nine-tenths of any audience is completely

under the spelll, !

Acts Il and IV are beyond credibility, however, for they ask that
the audience accept not only Phoebe's magical ability to turn the
clock back for herself, but also that her masquerade as her own
mythical niece could be maintained for more than a few minutes,
The plot becomes increasingly mechanical, melodrama rapidly out-
weighing emotion, losing touch completely with the mellow tones of

sadness which lent a vital depth to the first Acts.

Quality Street is redeemed from the fate of Barriel!s other senti-

mental plays by its structure. Not only does it deal in nostalgia
and the fantasy which springs from wistful regret, wistful specu-
lation on the "might-have-been!t; it actually demonstrates how

this mental process occurs. Youthful aspirations are seen de-
clining into the dullness of the years; lost opportunity and lingering
regret are made explicit; and following immediately is the haunting
dream of youth and opportunity restored as if by magic. The im-
possibility of Phoebe!'s masquerade does not lessen the potency of
its attraction: Phoebe and Brown reject the impossible vision of
youth restored in their final coming together. It is this surviving
flicker of honesty which saves the play from the folly apparent in

Rosalind.

Rosalind is a one-acter written in 1912, and contains every fault of
which Barrie was capable. Strikingly similar in many ways to

Quality Street, it exaggerates fatally the sentimentality of that play,

1 McKail , D.';'-"The Story of J, M, B, Peter Davies, London 1941,
p. 329
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upsetting the extremely delicate balance between bitter-sweet
emotion and ludicrous self-indulgence. Phoebe posing as her ten-
years-younger niece is transformed here into Mrs. Page, a middle-
aged actress who can at will shrug off twenty years to appear as her
"daughter!, Beatrice Page, darling of the popular theatre. Having
retreated to the obscurity of a seaside village to escape the public
eye and become "herself!" again, Mrs. Page is met by a distant but
passionate admirer of her "daughter!', For his benefit she once more
assumes her public disguise before finally revealing the truth.
Nothing daunted, the young man merely presses his suit harder, and
the curtain falls on Mrs. Page compacently basking in his admiration.
The deliberate invocation of Shakespeare'!s heroine merely em-
phasizes Barrie's shortcomings and adds pretention to abuse of

feeling and credulity as the chief features of this foolish trifle.

The same refusal to accept loss inspires the unusually obscure

Pantaloon, which, though it enters the realm of fantasy honestly

enough, fails to display any sense of vitality. Regret for the
passing of the Harlequinade prompted Barrie to revive its characters
in an obscure allegory of their decline. Not even a liberal dosage

of sentiment could inspire interest or excitement in the play's plainly

visible pointlessness.

Quality Street, The Little Minister and Rosalind all depict Barrie's

ideal of the youthful heroine. His next ventures into sentimentality

featured the obverse of this coin, the idolised mother.

Alice-Sit-by-the-Fire (1905) has a strong element of satire and

self-mockery about it, andis in many ways an attempted virtuoso
performance in dramatic technique. 1 The playwright fails to achieve
this by betraying the contrivances of his plot through the super-
ficiality both of the characters, and the audience'!s involvement with

them. If Alice-Sit-by-the-Fire had developed on the lines indicated

by the opening as a light satire on the stilted conventions of

theatrical melodrama, it might have succeeded quite well. The
duplication of a traditional melodramatic situation in Act Il is
1 Walbrook, H. M, J,M, Barrie and the Theatre, White, L ondon

1922 ,Ch. 10 p. 109
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superb in conception and the expertise with which it is handled.
Barrie's mistake is that all too readily he begins asking that a plot
effervescent with farcical undertones be taken seriously. Having
adopted the recognisable style of burlesque, he expects to convince
the audience that a happy ending might not occur, and fails. In so
doing responses of feeling are called for which are totally out-of-
place, and the play is falsified by the resulting confused intention.
Even that most enthusiastic critic of Barrie!s plays, H.M. Walbrook,
has admitted this.

WAlice-Sit-by-the-Fire) opened as a comic fantasy,

developed into a highly complicated and artificial
entanglement, and ended as a very pretty and rather

pathetic comedy" 2

The first Act is a well-written exposition of the comic intentions of
the play. It contains an excellent parody of adolescent pretension
when Amy and her alter ego, Ginevra, confuse the stilted conventions
of the theatre to which they have only recently been exposed, for the
passions of real life. It is this which leads them to mistake the
platonic friendship of the family friend Steve for an illicit relation-
ship with Alice. In thesecond Act, Amy attempts to retrieve the
situation as she has been taught by melodrama. She visits Steve

at his chambers to obtain Alice'!s "letters!, and is trapped in a
cupboard when her parents arrive. Barrie handles this magnificently,
for all falls out exactly as it would do in the most predictable offering
of the Victorian Stage, yet here it is completely fresh and has great
vitality. Inevitably, all is revealed before her father in the most
incriminating style, but Barrie, instead of seeking laughter and a

quick curtain, asks for tragic solemnity and tears.

The last Act continues in vah to repeat this demand while the farce
is brought to conclusion. As a result, the comic effect is under-
mined by prolonged, weak sentimentality, and the play stumbles

to an ineffective end. The false expectation that such paper-thin

characters could be taken seriously utlimately makes Alice-Sit-by-

the-Fire, in Dennis McKail's words "a curiously feeble and

foolish play". 3

1 M. Ellehauge Striking Figures Among Modern English Dramatists
_avins Munksgaard, Cop enhagen 1931, p. 140, p. 141
Walbrook, H. M., J,M. Barrie and the Theatre White, London,
1922 Ch.10 p. 109
McKail ,D., The Story of J.M. B, Peter Davies, London 1941 ,p. 370
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Motherhood also inspires Barrie's next play, What Every Woman

Knows (1908) but in a rather curious way. The play is a straight-
forward piece of conscious fantasy, tracing the fortunes of a plain,
apparently undistinguished woman who marries - by arrangement
rather than love - the rising politician John Shand. Always afraid
that she will hold him back, the woman, Maggie, is eventually dis-
covered to be his "eminence grise'', secretly inserting into his
speeches the magical touches which win him political acclaim.
Challenged by a beautiful aristocrat for John's love, Maggie
engineers in masterly style a mutual disillusion for the infatuated
pair, and a humbled and contrite husband at the end discovers love
for the wife hehad discounted. The first two acts, though hampered
by a whole family of caricatured self-made Scotsmen - uneducated,
money-wise bumpkins whose ponderaius concern for sister Maggie
leads them to '"buy!" Shand as a husband, present the audience with
the makings of a deeply-felt domestic tragedy. In Act |, Barrie
deliberately understates his central character, her sole prominence
being her acceptance of the conditions which bind Shand to her.

In Act Il she shows her sensitivity. Hopelessly overdressed and
highly conscious of her inadequacy as the social complement of
Shand's political career, Maggie is brought face to face with all the
graces she lacks in the person of the langorous, sophisticated Sybil.
Hopefully she reverts to a demonstration of intellect to restore her
self-confidence, only to make a fool of herself in attempted con-
versation in French with the Comtesse de la Briere. Act Il

ends with her resumption of a cheerful public mask for the benefit of
the constituents: but it is plain that the announcement of marriage
at this point is much more a public act than one of love. Despite
the flathess of the subordinate characters, the play by this point
has displayed Barrie!s customary grasp of stage-craft, and its

two central figures have developed more than sufficiently for their

hollow marriage, and its potential in pain, to be taken seriously.

As happens so often with Barrie'!s plays, this initial promise of
honesty is discarded: and rather than face the consequences of the
situation he has built, the dramatist instead conciudes with a pretty

and reassuring fable. Maggie no longer is badly dressed; instead
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she wears "a little grey frock that not only deals gently with her
personal defects, but is in harmony with the r‘oom".1 She becomes

a quiet but omnipotent force, managing her husband'!s political career
so successfully, yet so secretly that he seems in reality only a puppet
who represents her at Westminster. She wins the unstinted ad-
miration of the Comtesse, - who represents wordly wisdom - by her
inspired deception of Venables, the government minister. She shows
John both that Sybil's charms are superficial, and that he is less than
half the man he esteemed himself to be. Finally she makes him love
her, by showing him the "comic!! aspect of the situation, a wholly

unconvincing device. The curtain falls on his laughter. What Every

Woman Knows is indeed "a play about a man who married his mother. "

To escape the anguish which looms up at the end of Act Il, Barrie
turns Maggie into the very paragon of the mother on wirom a small

son dotes; someone to be admired for their superior wisdom, their
practicality and their protectiveness. That such possessiveness
denies independence and in this case virtually emasculates John Shand
is an unfortunate andprobably unintended implication of Maggie's

fairy-tale elevation.

Following hard on the heels of What Every Woman Knows comes an

expression of Barrie!s darker nature, doubtless provoked by the
experience of his painful divorce from Mary Ansell iIn 1909, These
proceedings brought the dramatist face to face with the dichotomy

between his fondest illusion and hard reality, and Old Friends (1910),

a one-act play, is a bitter exposure of complacency. Strikingly it is
not the youthful heroine which suffers a change but the mother-figure.

In it,for the first time, Barrie presents his beloved Mother-figure as

a grim harbinger of inescapable fate.

Old Friends opens with the cheerful Stephen Brand entertaining his

friend, the Reverend Carrol, on the occasion of Brand's daughter's
engagement. Brand abounds in self-confidence, jesting easily on the
problems of having a daughter. Carrol is a nonentity, "much loved

by his parishoners because he never looks trouble in the face!'.

1 What Every Woman Knows Plays of J. M, Barrie, Act lll, p. 704
J. A. Roy, J,M, Barrie Jarrolds, London 1937 p. 200

3 Old Friends, Plays of J.M. Barrie, introduction, p. 749
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Also present is Mrs. Brand, noticeably quiet, reserved and un-
demonstrative. Disturbing undertones quickly appear - Mrs. Brand
and her daughter appear to share some secret which they keep from
Stephen, and he is obliged to confess an irrational fear of the dark.
After the women retire for the night, it is revealed that Stephen has
been an alcoholic, though no longer: despite Carrolls attempts to
invoke divine providence in the cure, Stephen insists that he can find
no good reason why the urge to drink left him. He is however, haunted
by shadows, which he says are "like old friends come back'. Carrol
departs, and Brand's daughter soon shows herself to be in the grip of
alcoholism. His wife informs him that this is the secret she has been
hiding, and lays the blame on his shoulders. He did not give up his
habits, they gave him up; and now they have returned for his daughter.
Barrie affords only slight relief from Mrs. Brand's harsh judgement

in the daughter's sympathy for Stephen. On the whole, Old Friends

inclines towards the melodramatic, depending too much on a com-
pressed development and the almost supernatural intrusion of
Stephen's fear of darkness. Nevertheless, the guilty bleakness of
the vision and the mother'!s pitiless Presbyterian righteousness mark
a startling contrast with the Barrie of previous light-hearted years.
Alcoholism inflicted by a malignant force of destiny, heedless of
innocenceor guilt is a deeply disturbing concept which shows Barrie
drawing upon his Scottish background where drink, demons and the

divine have been repeatedly associated. 1

A similar darkness of spirit pervades The Will and Half and Hour

both written in 1913. The Will is an assault on materialism which
begins in a sentimental picture of youthful love and ends in the
hopeless emptiness of a wealthy man whose dreams of contentment

have been mortally cankered.

With impressive economy, Barrie marks the progress of the malaise

over the years by locating the action in a lawyer!s office - '"time

1 George Douglas Brown'!s The House With The Green Shutters,
for example; and on the stage Malloch!s Soutarness Water,
Bridie's Mr. Bolfry
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is passing but ... the office of Devizes, Devizes and Devizes goes
on". (Framed engravings of successive monarchs sufficient to
indicate change). First a struggling young couple, very much in love,
are seen arranging the husband's will. The wife thinks it uniucky,
but he is touchingly conscious of his responsibilities as a married
man. This attractive impression isreplaced by the same couple in
middl e-age, now quarreling over the terms of the Will. Mrs. Ross

is now "not so much dressed, as richly upholstered. She is very
sure of herself. Yet she is not a different woman from the Emily

we remember; the pity of it is that somehow this is the same woman. nl
She and her husband still show respect for each other, but it is the
respect of contestants in a competition; love has somehow been
eroded by Philip's success in business. In the last scene we find

Sir Philip Ross in mourning for his wife, cutting his wastrel

children out of the will and leaving all his money to his business
rivals, highly conscious of the utter waste money has made of his

life. As a short play, The Will is very successful, moving quickly
but fluently with a minimum of superfluity. Although Barrie's
message is straightforward enough, he avoids the melodramatic

effects apparent in Old Friends; deriving excellent but never

overstated symbolic effect from the fatal cancer diagnosed in the
Devizes! clerk at the time of the original will, and from the con-
fused dotage of Devizes Senior in the final scene. By these means
the undertone of corruptionis sounded early - " a black spot, not
so big as a pin's head, but waiting to spread and destroy me in the
fullness of time"z - and the memory of youthful delights and

ambitions is recalled in juxtaposition with the embittered Philip.

Half an Hour is a racy but wholly artificial melodrama in which

materialism and the purity of women's love take some hard knocks.
The play opens with a splendidly-written domestic battle between
an incompatible husband and wife. He is a purse-proud successful

bourgeois ; she a decadent, highly sophisticated aristocrat.

1 The Will, Plays of J.M, Barrie p. 822

2 The Will, Plays of J.M, Barrie p. 822
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Wealth and social status rather than love have drawn them into an
unhappy union, but the last straw has apparently come for the wife.
When her husband goes to change for dinner, she flies to her fover,
intending to travel with him to Egypt - seen as one of Barrie's
"islands", an escape from present ties into wish-fulfilment - but
Chance intervenes before they can depart: the lover is killed in

a street accident. With hope thus crushed, the woman decides to
return to her husband's home rather than face a life of misery and
poverty alone. Whether her flight has been or will be discovered
takes up the rest of the play, but no comfort is derived from her
successful deception. One man, the doctor who attended the death of
her lover, has turned up at her dinner party, and to him is given the
role of conscience. Some women, he says, would never have returned
to live a lie for the sake of comfort, but would have lived on true to

the dead. Half an Hour is a slight piece, heavily dependent on

coincidence, rapid action, and sensational suspense; nevertheless,
the mood of emptiness and betrayal is indicative of altered sen-

sibilities in the years after his divorce.

His vision of a feminine ideal was only partially altered, however.

In 1910, as well as Old Friends he had written The Twelve Pound

Look, a short but effective satire on masculine pretension and self-
esteem which features one of the more credible of his bright and

youthful heroines. There is perhaps a hint of deeper personal

disillusion, in that it carries What Every Woman Knows to the point
of rejecting the male completely, but it is only a hint which should

not be overemphasised.

The Twelve Pound L ook concerns itself with the spoiling of a very

satisfying day for Sir Harry Sims by the unfortunate and accidental
intrusion into his home by his ex-wife, Kate. It is not actual Sir
Harry yet, but the accolade liesin his immediate future, and he is
discovered practising the ceremony before his somewhat brow-
beaten second wife with all the pomp and circumstance of his
egotistical imagination. After basking a little in the admiration

of his servants and his wife, he goes off to resume a less stately
and more conventional appearance, leaving his wife to instruct the

typist he has sent for to answer the congratulatory letters of his
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acquaintances. The typist, Kate, is an instant contrast to the
expensively attired but timid Lady Sims, for though plainly dressed
she exudes a sparkling air of confidence and lack of illusion. Her
efficiency with the typewriter elicits unqualified admiration from
Lady Sims, though her rather contemptuous familiarity with the
hypocritical tone of the letters - it is not the first time she has
handled the false humility of the publicly honoured - somewhat de-
flates the poor confused woman. Harry reappears, discovers that
the typist is the wife whom he divorced for deserting him, and
attempts to turn her grandly out of the house. She has no objection
to leaving, but in the process - which takes rather longer than
Harry anticipated - his dignity receives the crippling blow of dis-
covering why Kate left him. The "other man" was only a convenient
fiction: in fact, the co-respondent was a typewriter. Kate had
found in this machine not only a means to support herself, but
complete independence from the puppet-like life she had led as

his wife., The only thing which prevented a more precipitous
departure was the necessity of saving money for this marvellous
machine. Harry is dumb-founded, but his vindictive boorishness
comes to his aid, and he restores his confidence by bullying L ady
Sims., Just before she retreats at his command however, she asks
a question - which does not strike home until after she has left the

room - about the priceof typewriters., The Twelve Pound L ook is

written with great skill and verve, and ranks as one of the finest
short plays Barrie ever wrote, in which the central satire is
supported by a well-constructed development, excellently rounded

characters, and tightly-controlled, witty dialogue.

The Great War which drew from Barrie!s pen A Kiss for Cinderella

also inspired a series of topical One-Act plays, all of which
depended largely on thesusceptibilities of a war-time audience.
The first of these, The New Word_(1915) is in retrospect rather

less chilling than the others in the capital it makes of a period

filted with fear and tragedy. The central idea, that parents and
children are embarassed and frustrated by conventions of
behaviour when they attempt to display emotions, is well con-
ceived. From it, Barrie derives a considerable amount of dry,

ironic humour. There is even a point where he permits the appear-
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ance of disquieting doubt about the war, when the mother says :

I wouldn't have had one of you stay at home, though
| had had a dozen. That is, if it is the noble war

they all say it is. I'm not clever, Rogie, | have
to take it on trust. Surely they wouldn't deceive
mothers ...

Even at this moment, when reality thrusts its ugly visage through
the screen of middle-class respectability which Barrie has
constructed with his finest skill in dialogue, | the starkness of the
question is softened by a simultaneous appeal to pathos and senti-
ment. Ultimately, it is this appeal which overrides all other
aspects of the play, which reaches its climax when the new second
lieutenant finally overcomes his mawkish, public-school coyness
and manages to say : "Good night, dear father". The father is

left alone, "rubbing his hands!", and the curtain falls.

The Old L_ady Shows her Medals appeared in 1917 in the midst of

public disillusion concerning the war. Barrie does not pursue the

question he asked through the mother in The New Word: instead he

merely intensifies pathos. At no time can this play be called
ridiculous: its sentimentality is too closely aligned to deep tragedy
to become laughable; and in the guise of comic relief there is a
strongly satirical vision of the cheap cruelties of Home Front
patriotism. How the two came o be allied in one play is something
only Barrie could explain: the result is an overwhelming sense of
betrayal, both of his public and of himself. The old mistake occurs
once more. He convinces that heis dealing with a reality of some
harshness, brings the audience to the very brink of naked, often
unpleasant truth, then shies away into platitude and self-indulgence.

The charwomen depicted in the first part of The Old L ady Shows her

Medals form an uncompromising impression of petty jealousy and sadism

as each in turn boasts of the privations of her soldier-son or squirms

McKail, D., The Story of J.M, B, Peter Davies, London
1941, p.492-3
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with the agony of being outdone.

Mrs. Dowey : And women in enemy lands gets those pencil
letters and then stop getting the same
as ourselves., L et!'s occasionally think of
that.
(she has gone too far. Chairs are pushed back)

The Haggerty Woman: | ask you!

Mickleham : That's hardly language, Mrs. Dowey.

Mrs. Dowey : Kindly excuse. | swear to death !'m none of
your pacifists.

Mickleham : Freely granted.

Mrs. Twymley : I've heard of females that have no male
relations and so they have no man-party
at the wars. I!'ve heard of them, but I
don't mix with them.

Mickleham : What can the likes of us have to say to
them? I[t!'s not their war

Mrs. Dowey : They are to be pitied.

Mickleham : But the place for them, Mrs., Dowey, is
within doors with the blinds down.

Mrs. Dowey : Thats the place for them.

Mickleham : I saw one of them today buying a flag.

| thought it was very impudent of her,

Mrs. Dowey, a typical Barrie mother-figure, turns out to be one of
Nthem!, She has discovered a Dowey in the Black Watch who she
pretends is her son because it was "everybody'!s war!", but hers.
Private Dowey turns up to see his "mother!" however; and after an
angry scene with her, confesses that he is a friendless orphan who
is willing to join in her secret game. From then till its tearful,
bravely smiling end, the play is an exercise of inflated sentiment.
Following this honeyed path, Barrie ultimately succumbs to the
temptation of manipulating the soldier's death in a bizarre and
flagrantly obvious attempt to draw tears from his audience. The
Old Lady, according to unactable stage directions, displays an

Nair of triumph!" as she looks silently at his bonnet and medals.
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The sweetness of the latter part of the play is abruptly made suspect
by the uncomfortable memory of the charwomen's '"competition" in
suffering. One could almost believe that Barrie, having blotted out
the satirical impulse with which he started, finally played a bitter
joke on his audience by daring them to face reality, knowing his

challenge would go unanswered.

The death of a son also provided the theme of "A Well Remembered

Voice'" (1918), in which the suspect Mother figure of The Old Lady is
more explicily damned. It opens with a seance in which a grieving
mother, Mrs., Don, attempts to call the spirit of her son Dick
killed in the trenches. Her husband silently reads his paper,
refusing to take part in the exercise. Barrie rapidly recruits
sympathy for this lonely man, making him the passive target of the
spiritualist!'s condescending criticism. Suspicion begins to grow
that Mrs. Don's intensity of grief has become little more than a
fetish by which she elevates herself above the heads of grosser
sensibilities. When the son'!'s ghost does appear, this feeling is
confirmed, for he comes not to her but to the father. Conventions
of restraint which falsify life seem to be carried beyond the grave,
falsifying death as well. Dick insists that his father must not
display any grief, but '"keep a bright face!; and their conversation
circles around trivia about fishing and public school, increasingly
invoking the most sugary and superficial sentimental response to its
awkward coyness. The appearance of L_aura, Dick's sweetheart,

is an unashamed demand for tears. A Well Remembered VVoice is

interesting in two particular aspects. One is that it looks forward

to Mary Rose in the central notion of the lost one returning, though

here Barrie does not hint at the darker implications as he does in
the later play; and also in the suggestion of a confused mysticism
when the seance provides the password between life and eternity.
The other is the unprecedented assault on the mother, a complete
reversal of Barrie's expected sympathies. Mrs. Don is a swiftly
drawn but powerful impression of a woman who has betrayed her
loss by appropriating it to bolster nothing greater than her
solipsistic self-righteousness. Her possessiveness and elaborate
mourning are revealed as extensions of her desire for adoration.

With A Well Remembered VVoice, Barrie achieved the final stage
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of a process rejecting the mother-figure from his dreams of per-
fection, which first began with the grim, Calvinistic Mrs. Brand in
Old Friends.

The last of the "wartime" one-acters, Barbara's Wedding, which

did not appear until 1927, is the most successful of the four, by
virtue of the moderation of feeling once strained to breaking point
during the years of carnage. It remains a sentimental play,
appealing directly to nostalgia, regret and platitude. The vast
question which underlies the skillfully written dream-like action

of the play, is how such pointless waste of life between 1914 and
1918 could be allowed to occur. Though he does not seek an
answer, Barrie almost achieves brilliance in the posing of the
question. For most of the play he manages to avoid descending

too deeply into facile sentiment; and for once discovers a vehicle
other than the supernatural to carry the breadth of his imagination.
Figures move around the central character, the crippled Colonel,
emerging briefly into a clarity which is in itself confusing. Time
has ceased to operate normally, and people age and alter alarmingly:
memory, not action, is being portrayed. As the Colonel struggles to
draw meaning from the incidents which pass before him, the audience
sees in compressed form the brightness of pre-war youth, the
sundering of friendships, the tragedy of war and its aftermath.

That the Colonel cannot make sense from his experience could have
become a fine crystalisation of Europe!s catatonic inability to
understand what had befallen it. Instead, the introduction of the
"'serene!, conventional wife, and the contrived pathos of the ending,

reduces Barbara'!s Wedding ultimately to the status of moral com-

placency and self-deception.

In 1917, the year in which he wrote the boring, sub-standard

adaptation of the failed '"Leonora', this time called Seven Women:

and the war-time sop "The Old L ady Shows her Medals!'; Barrie

also completed the finest play of his entire career, Dear Brutus.
In it, he at last fully and honestly grasps one of the major themes
which haunts his work, the speculation about alternative lives, the
escape from present difficulties through a "second chance!". It is

also notably free from idolatry of Womanhood.
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The play opens by presenting a rather mixed group of people all
gathered under the roof of their mysterious host, Lob. As Act |
develops, it becomes clear that his guests have one thing in
common, a feeling that their lives have been wasted by a wrong
choice in the past and a trait of dreaming wistfully about what might
have been. Lob is well aware of this, and, no ordinary mortal,
persuades them to search for a magic wood which superstition holds
will enable them all to recover their lost opportunity. Even before
they can leave the house, however, the magic wood materialises in
the garden; and despite dire warnings from the butler, they joy-

fully go to seek a better life.

The wood isnot quite what they expect however. The haughty L_ady
Caroline discovers a haughty husband in Lob's proletarian butler
Matey; Joanna, the noble, self-sacrificing lover who was happily
destroying the marriage of the brilliant barrister, Purdie, finds
herself cast as the abandoned wife, and Mabel Purdie as the centre
of Jack's "true" affections; Coade, instead of dutifully concen-
trating on a lifetime of study, gives his all to Pastoral idleness;
Alice Dearth is plunged into poverty where she expected unbounded
wealth, Will Dearth alone finds in the Wood the alternative life he
has dreamed of for so long, in particular, a captivating daughter;
only to sense the nightmare which is bound up with such heightened
perfection, and to discover tragic despair when the real world

claims him once more.

In the last Act, the adventurers return one-by-one to the norm-
ality of Lob!s house, there to be chastened by their experience.
Barrie does not offer the Wood as a healing power, however. The
sudden illumination of self-knowledge is not in itself sufficient to
effect change, and the destruction of lifel!s illusions is as potentially
harmful as beneficial. The Purdie triangle is not reconciled by
the business in the wood. Joanna nowrecognises in the lawyer the
habits of a philanderer, whose nobility and passion are sub-
servient to his self-indulgence. Mabel is already aware of this,
and neither woman feels particularly attracted to him. Purdie
himself is soon caught adopting the same heroic poses as before,

and is doubly disillusioned by knowing that his past life cannot be
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put behind him.

Purdie : No, no, Mabel, none of that. At least
credit me with having my eyes open at last.
There will be no more of this. | swear it
by all that is -~

Joanna Baa-a, he is off again.

Purdie : Oh Lord, so | am

.0

Mabel : Don't Joanna
Purdie

(His mind still illumined) She is quite right -
I was. In my present state of depression -
which wan't last - | feel there is something
in me that will make me go on being the same
ass, however many chances | get. | haven't
the stuff in me to take warning. My whole
being is corroded. Shakespeare knew what
he was talking about -

'The fault, dear Brutus is not in our stars,
but in ourselves, that we are underlings!
Joanna : For 'dear Brutus' we are to read 'dear audience!

I suppose?

The negative effect of their experience continues to reverberate as
they await with rather malicious relish, the return of the others from
the Wood. Matey and Caroline are suitably discomfitted: she for
her abandoned social pretension; he for continued shady dealings.
A pleasing, apparently sentimental note is struck by Coade, who
proposes to his wife a second time; but it becomes discordant when
she observes that his solitary happiness in the Wood may indicate that
Coade could find contentment with her or without her. Finally, there
is deeply felt tragedy in the misery which seems woven throughout
Alice'!s destiny, and in Will Dearth's terrible realisation that his
dream could have been made real if only he had had the will to pursue
it. Barrie, in an enigmatic stage direction which has been followed

optimistically by producers, permits "hope'... for the brave ones",
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S.D. (If we could wait long enough we might see the
Dearths breasting their way into the light of the
Wood)

Such optimism is absent from the body of the play.

The Magic Wood which plays such a prominent part in Dear Brutus

is so brilliantly prepared for and so effectively employed by the
dramatist that its validity is never questioned. The fantastic
imagination embodied in it permeates the play from the outset, the
characters being figures in a tightly controlled allegory rather than
naturalistic representations of objective reality. This can be seen

from the mathematical precision with which Dear Brutus is organised.

The structure of the play as a whole recalls The Admirable Crichton

and Peter Pan, a movement from the physical and temporal present
into a strange,timeless dream-world, then back to the starting point
and the restraints of normal life. The characters are neatly
divided into four small groups each satisfactorily developing an
aspect of the theme and a different facet of Barrie!'s mind. Light
comic relief is provided by Matey and Lady Caroline and their
pretentions. The triangle of Joanna, Mabel and Jack Purdie fully
exposes the author!s intention, presents the lower end of his
spiritual scale, and indulges his satirical impulse. The Coades
allow a measure of sentiment made acceptable by its final qualifi-
cation. L astly, the sombre depths of the theme of Chance are
plumbed by the Dearths, who alone are never treated lightly by
Barrie. Opposed to these groups is Lob, the mysterious instigator
of the proceedings, who cannot escape identification with the author.
Lob is the personification of the fantastic, a strange and disquieting
figure. Through him, Barrie conveys the essential ambiguity of
fantasy, making him a combination of childishness and undreamt

of age, of pathetic weakness and awesome power. Two incidents
stand out as indications of his character: the childish petulance

. . |
of his tantrum when his guests decide not to hunt for the wood,

Dear Brutus Plays of J, M, Barrie p. 1008
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and the chilling simplicity with which he pushes Matey through the
french vvindow.1 The rapture he displays is always mixed with
terror, an ambivalence supported by a sense almost of malice in
the flowers and trees with which he is associated. It is no coin-
cidence that Barrie stresses both light and darkness in the stage
setting which opens theplay, suddenly reversing the polarity when
electricity illuminates the darkened room and the ghostly-bright
garden dims by contrast. The garden and the Wood, though

different from more familiar surroundings, are just as real.

Barrie wastesnot a single word as he leads us towards the Second
Chance. The opening scene, when Matey is challenged by the ladies
" as a thief is both a plunge into single action and the introduction of
the theme, for the butler pleads :

"it!'s touch and go how the poor turn out in this world;
all depends on your taking the right or the wrong
turning ..

When | was young, Ma'am, | was offered a clerkship
in the city. If I had taken it there wouldn't be a more
honest man alive today. | would give the world to be
able to begin over again'!!

His is a thought which finds a ready echo in the hearts of the others,
more or less explicitly, through the first Act. The scene also
prepares for the age-old Lob. The first dark current appears with
the host, for after Matey'!s warnings about him frightening the
villagers and the remark "l wouldn't go into the wood!"; the first
topic which he broaches is precisely about the wood. He childishly
insists that his guests look for it, and their preparations separate
them sufficiently for their characters to be unfolded; first Joanna,
Purdie, and Mabel; then the disillusioned Dearths, Alice embittered
by Will's alcoholism and failure. Even at this low point in their
lives, the couple demand respect. They at least do not deceive

themselves, and Barrie draws them with subtlety :

1 Dear Brutus Plays of J.M, Barrie p. 1008-9
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Alice : Well, I found I didn't care for you, and |
wasn't hypocrite enough to pretend I did.
That's blunt, but you used to admire my
bluntness,

Dearth : The bluntness of you, the adorable wildness
of you, you untamed thing! There were never
any shades in you; kiss or kill was your motto,
Alice. | felt from the first moment | saw you that
you would love me or knife me.

(Memories of their shooting star flare in both of them for as long

as a sheet of paper might take to burn)

Alice : I didn't knife you.

Dearth : No, | suppose that was where you made the mistake.
It is hard on you, old lady. (becoming watery) I
suppose it!'s too late to try to patch things up ?

Alice : Let's be honest; it is too late, Will.

It is Will Dearth who, after refusing to join the search party, checks
their departure from the room by opening the curtains to reveal the
Wood. It is also Will Dearth who forces Lob to tell what the Wood
gives, and assumes a grim leadership in advancing through the french
window. The revelation of the wood in this manner has often been
praised as technical genius, and though Bridie, Barrie's successor
in Scottish drama, places it with good reason well within the ability
of many playwrights, I it remains a strikingly effective device. The
shock value and stark reality thus given to the Wood are obvious,

but just as important is the implication of an omnipotent authority
embodied in it. Up to this point, the Wood and the search have been
created as a ""lark" by the house-party. Now it seems that the

Wood has come specifically for them. Similar movements from light
comedy into increasing darkness of spirit and fear are developed

in each of the remaining two acts, until finally, we areleft with the

! Bridie, Tedious and Brief, p. 154-5 Constable, 1944, London
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enigmatic image of Lob distantly tending the garden in broad day-
light,

The undeniably superb skill with which "Dear Brutus! is written

is more than matched by the rigid and ruthless honesty Barrie
applies to his theme.1 Here there is no refuge in sentimentality or
escapism: the sombre issues raised are not ultimately distorted
into platitudinous anodynes; imaginative fantasy does not decline
into self-gratifying day-dream. Dear Brutus has frequently been
interpreted as an exposition of character as destiny, that as one
cynical critic put it "things can never be the same again but always ar‘e."z
Certainly Barrie seemsto regard this as true for most men, that their
faults and mistakes would always appear no matter what chances they

received in life; but it should be noted that in Dear Brutus charact-

er is equated with destiny only for those who seek excuses for the
present with "If only..." Will Dearth does not look for an excuse

for his life: he wistfully dreams of the promise he failed to fulfil.

To him is given a second chance much more terrifying in its con-
sequences than those which merely allowed faults a different
environment in which to operate. In the Wood, Will Dearth re-
covers his promise, and once more is a lusty and cheerful painter,
wholly absorbed in his work and at one with the world. To him
also is granted the dream of his life, a daughter. With Will and
Margaret, Barrie reaches the same intensity as haunts his creation

of Lob, an intensity which appears only once again, in Mary Rose.

Gradually the gilded enchantment of the father and daughter becomes
clouded. Margaret is a being materialised from Will!'s imagination,
whose every feature and action has been deliberately planned by
him; and though his love is plain to see in the desire to give her
the stars as her first memory, the realisation that she is simply

a puppet-like creation wholly under his mahipulations is peculiarly
chilling. The anguish and cruelty potential to the situation is

explicit in the close of Act Il, as Margaret runs lost and deserted

1 J. A. Roy, J.M, Barrie Jarrolds, London 1937 p. 214
2 J. A. Roy J.M, Barrie p.215
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through the trees, crying "Daddy, come back; | don't want to be a
might-have-been!". It is for moments like this that James Bridie sees

Barrie as ""the only legitimate descendant of the ballad writers?. 1

Dear Brutus is the high point of his career, the only time when his
imagination and skill conjoined successfully to place sober pro-
fundity andfar-ranging fantasy side-by-side. He almost repeated

the performance with Mary Rose, years later, but there the super-

natural had superceded the dream, and he failed in the end to avoid

an empty gesture towards a '""happy ending". If Peter Pan showed

Barrie as a genius of the fanciful , Dear Brutus proves unquestion-

ably his rare but powerful talent for expressing the deepest sorrows

of human life.

Ever since Quality Street Barrie's work has been haunted by the

spectre of lost youth. Peter Pan is the perfect embodiment of this
willo! the wisp vision dancing before us "beguiling us all our days!'2

Dear Brutus is a searching examination of the adult regret for the

past from which the apparition rises. In Mary Rose (1920), Barrie

is carried over from the use of fantasy as a symbolic device to a

direct confrontation with the supernatural. Mary Rose is a ghost

story.

It is not however a superficial indulgence in idle speculation or
sensation. The emotions which are stirred by the play are deep
and mysteriously powerful; the theme "as old as the hills of dream ..
the theme of James Hogg's Kilmeny!, 3 the return of the lost one to

a world aged and alienated in their absence.

The story is a simple one. By the device of a war-weary soliders!
reminiscence, Barrie carries us back in time to those halcyon days
of middle class comfort before the first World War; and there we
see the slightly exaggerated innocence and childishness of Mary
Rose amidst the benevolent smiles of her placid, gentle parents.

Only one shadow falls across this pleasing impression of contentment

1 J. Bridie One Way Of L iving, Constable, London 1939 p. 111

Introduction to Peter Pan, Plays of J.M, Barrie

J. A. Hammerton, Barrie, Sampson Low, Marston & Co. L ondon
1929 p. 289
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and fragility, an incident in Mary Rose's past, which her parents feel
obliged to tell her boyish fiance. Once when she was eleven years
old the family visited the Hebrides. There on a tiny island which local
superstition thought strangely perilous, Mary Rose vanished. After
being given up for dead, she reappeared twenty days later with no
knowledge that time had passed. Naturally this tale interests, but
does not deter Simon from marriage. Four years later, Mary Rose
and Simon rediscover the island, land upon it, and once more Mary
Rose vanishes into the Kingdom of Faery in a scene which cannot

fail to stun an audience with fear and awe. She is not lost forever
though. Fully twenty-five years later she returns, only to find her
parents much aged and her husband almost unrecognisable. Worst

of all, she cannot find her baby boy, and is unable to grasp the
meaning of the passage of years which she has missed. The play
returns to the soldier, who, it transpires, is her lost son - and

in the final scene he is confronted by the ghost of Mary Rose,

eternally searching for her child.

Barrie maintains a rigid simplicity in the development of the tale,
saving it from the diffusion of sub-plot and parallel. Time and
Change dominate the play: the bleak and darkened present of the
deserted house into which the brutalised Australian soldier enters,
looks back at first wistfully to the pre-war contentment with which

it compares so ill. A double cycle of movement transcends the
|limitations of Time and emphasises the apprehension of eternity In
the figure of Mary Rose. The ultimate confrontation is in the
'present! to which Mary Rose must come to find her baby; the sledge-
hammer blow which strikes at the audience is in the return of the
lost girl to the dubious haven of her parents! home, its familiarity
distorted by the onset of age. Barrie deliberately opens each
"flashback!" scene in the Morland's home with a similar incident,

a childish squabble between Mr. Morland and Mr. Amy. In the
first, there is charm in the triviality; in the second, the charm

is eroded by grief for the tragedy in Act Il. When Mary Rose once
more enters the house, her aged father is totally incapable of
coping, and seeks refuge in his collection of prints. Similarly, the
scenes with Harry (Mary Rose's son) andMrs. Otery, subserve the

main theme by their sense of being haunted by the past. There is
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from the start an unspoken conflict between these two in which she
tries to conceal the history of the house from him, spiced by her
obvious fear of a very present danger. Barrie makes very good use
of the tensions established by the unspoken implications behind their

bland conversation.

The second disappearance of Mary Rose is a tour—-de-force of the
dramatist's imagination. The island - once more for him, the
location beyond Time - in Act Il is visually and atmospherically the
most concrete image of the play, every stone and bush reproduced

in naturalistic detail, brightly lit by the sun. Behind it can be seen
an expanse of loch on which Cameron, the highlander, rows his
boat, and beyond that a dark mass of hills. The tone at first is

light and airy; Cameron providing an educated version of Scots
rustic comedy in the manner so endeared to English audiences, and
the young couple a picture of sentimental romance. To Cameron falls
the task of explaining the island's reputation, which is dismissed
with laughter by Mary Rose, with rather less ease by Simon. He is
more at pains to conceal her past disappearance from Mary Rose,
however, than to find danger on the island. She does feel a

strange touch of apprehension however, sufficient to warn the
audience that all is not well; but before this can rob the event of its
shock, the island, with the terrifying ambivalence of the supernatural,
once more swallows Mary Rose.

"(Simon) looks up and she signs that she has promised
not to talk. Theylaugh at each other. He is then
occupied for a little time in dumping wet stones from the
loch upon the fire. Cameron is in the boat with his
Euripides. MARY ROSE is sitting demure but gay,
holding her tongue with her fingers like a child.

Something else is happening; the call has come to
MARY RO SE. It is at first as soft and furtive as
whisperings from holes in the ground, 'Mary Rose,
Mary Rose!, Thenin a fury as of a storm and

whistling winds that might be anunholy organ it

rushes upon the island, raking every bush for her,
These sounds increase rapidly in volume till the

mere loudness of them is horrible. They are not without
an opponent, Struggling through them, and also calling
her name, is to be heard music of an unearthly sweet-
ness that is eeking perhaps to beat them back and

put a girdle of safety round her. Once MARY ROSE'S
arms go out to her husband for help, but thereafter

she is oblivious of his existence. Her face is rapt,
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but there is neither fear nor joy in it. Thus she

passes from view. The island immediately resumes

its stillness. The sun has gone down. SIMON by

the fire and CAMERON in the boat have heard

nothing. ! 1

The discovery of her absence is almost immediate, and its meaning
given by Cameron's silent fear to land on the island. The curtain
rapidly descends on Simon desperately calling for his lost wife.
This is what Bridie means when he writes of Barrie suddenly
making " a gesture that raises the hair on the scalp. n2

"We have a blind spot to the real magic - that drawing

aside quickly and as suddenly dropping back of the

veil before we have time to see what is beyond" 3
And when Mary Rose, a memory from the nostalgic past, an
embodiment of youth and innocence lost to the adult worlid, comes
back unchanged a quarter of a century later, Barrie squarely faces
his own dreams and shows the utter impossibility of their physical
life. Thereis no place for Mary Rose in a much-changed world: her

presence has become a stark reminder of mortality, for everyone else.

Having gone so far, Barrie attempts to push further, and carries
Mary Rose, unchanged though now a ghost, beyond the lifespan of
parents and husband, still not comprehending the passage of time
which she cannot feel. He brings her as far as the ultimate con-
frontation with her baby son, now a battle-hardened soldier and
as far removed from his infancy as could reasonably be imagined.
Then Barrie fails. He is unable to maintain the nervous tension
implicit in a situation fraught with crushing emotion; and instead
twists suddenly aside into a false and cheaply sentimental end-
piece. Mary Rose never learns the devastating truth of her
existence: her son keeps back his identity from her, and she

once more hears the Call, now in the form of celestial music.

1 Mary Rose, p. 1127, Plays of J. M. Barrie
2 Bridie, J., One Way Of L iving Constable, London 1939 p. 111
3 Bridie, J., One Way Of L iving, , p.111
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From a suddenly bright and star-filled sky.

"The smallest star shoots down for her, and with her

arms stretched forth to it trustingly she walks out

through the wihdow into the empyrean. The music

passes with her. Harry hears nothing, but he

knows that somehow a prayer has been answered. !! 1

After the awesome scene on the island, such a shallow and artificial

ending all too clearly belongs to the genre of Peter Pan, and grossly

distorts the impact of the play.

This retreat from the intensity so carefully developed throughout

the play prevents Mary Rose from achieving the stature of Dear
Brutus, and this can only be occasion for sorrow. The develop-
ment of Margaret the "might—have—been"2 into Mary Rose, the
symbol of Barrie's most haunting and ever-present dream, could
have become the summit of his achievement in drama, if only his

courage had held to the last page.

Shall We Join the L adies? the first act of an unfinished play was

performed at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in 1921 by a
dazzling cast including Dion Boucicault, Sybil Thorndyke, Gerald
du Maurier, Lillah McCarthy, Sir Johnston Forbes-Robertson
and Marie Lohr. It is something of an enigma, as the brilliance
with which it is written, the predominantly melodramatic atmos-
phere and the sensational but mystifying climax could well suggest
a satiric intention on Barrie!s part. His virtuoso manipulation of
a conventional situation - the house-party cut off from the world
by a host seeking the murderer of his brother from their number -

inevitably stirs memories of Alice Sit-by-the-Fire with its

burlesque of exhausted theatricality.

The curtain rises on a dinner given by the mysterious host, Sam
Smith. Immediately the guests discover they are thirteen at table.
From this prophetic incident, Barrie whirls straight into Sam
Smith!'s announcement that he has invited those implicated by the
death of his brother in order to root out the target for his

vengeance. Suspicion then falls on each guest in turn, with such

1 Mary Rose, Plays of J, M, Barrie, p. 1127
2 T. Moult Barrie Cape, London 1928 p. 188
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conviction that by the end of the Act utter confusion appears to
reign. The ladies withdraw while Smith quizzes the gentlemen
over a drink. Just as they decide to end the suspense and find the
criminal, a dreadful screamis heard from one of the absent ladies
and as everyone rushes towards the chilling sound, the curtain

descends.

Shall we join the Ladies? is as cleverly written as any of Barrie'!s

plays, and remains a well-conceived theatrical tease to perplex
and delight the author'!s admirers. As an illustration of his

technical capabilities it is outstanding.

After a period of fifteen years in which he wrote nothing of import-

ance for the stage, Barrie wrote The Boy David in 1936, at the

suggestion of Elisabeth Bergner, the actress. 1 After a tolerable
welcome in Edinburgh, it was taken to London, where it proved a
total failure. It was a severe blow for the dramatist who had pinned
to the play all his hopes of a final masterpiece by which he would be
remembered. Excuses have been sought for him in the altered

tastes of the theatre public which made any excursion in the fan-
tastic unacceptable, and in the illness which prevented Barrie from
his normally close supervision of the production. It certainly is

true that years without a working contact with the theatre had

robbed him of the talent for judging the exact mood of the public so
often remarked in him; and that in his absence the production
struggled through recurring difficulties with actors and designers.
Yet these considerations cannot exonerate Barrie'!s responsibility
for a play which, in the last analysis, is stilted, slow and fragmented:
worst of all it reduces one of the few truly well-known epic tales to a
level of maudlin ""pathos" virtually unrivalled even by Barrie's pre-

vious essays in the grossly sentimental. Bridie's Tobias and the

Angel, a '"biblical" play as light, fantastic and whimsical as anything

of Barrie'!'s, was no flop.

There are a few good points in the play. Saul is gifted with a strong

1 J. Dunbar J.M, Barrie Collins, 1970 p. 292
2 J. Dunbar, J.M, Barrie p.294-5

- 56 —



if predictable character, rising to Promethean defiance of his fate
before the humiliating failure of his murder attempt in Act Il. There
is fire, vitality, and cunning in his treatment of Nathan, the messen-
ger from Samuel, in Act lIl where the two men engage in a verbal
wrestling bout. When David and Saul are brought together, Barrie
shows some of his old talent for dialogue, counter-pointing the
innocence of their first conversation with the audience's knowl edge
of what is to come, balancing David's trust against Saul's painfully
determined treachery in the dead Goliath's tent. The central point
of the play, the slaying of the Philistine giant, achieves competently
a rhythm of crowds of men as a chorus to the single voices of David,
Ophir, and Goliath's armour-bearer, which gives way to the deadly

hush which precedes the duel.

Overall, however, the play fails to grip the imagination. Up to the
end of Act Il, it survives the author'!s sentimental tendencies. A
third Act follows which contributes little to the play and confuses

its intentions to thepoint of chaos,consisting almost entirely of
prophetic visions of the future dreamed by David on his return to
Bethlehem after slaying Goliath. These are lightly skimmed over

by the dramatist, and when they culminate in the set-piece speech
"How are the mighty fallen" quoted direct from the Old Testament,
their superficiality is made transparent by the sudden eruption of
match ess declamation and deeply-felt emotion amidst Barrie'!s sugary
preciousness. A similar device is present in Act I, when David stuns
Samuel - and no doubt, a rather less adulatory audience - with the
twenty—-third psalm. In neither case is the quotation incorporated
into the play: they are external decorations whose weight threatens
to destroy rather than enhance. In the case of the twenty-third
psalm, the artificiality and chauvinistic sentiment is particularly

noticeable:

Samuel : ", .. soon, David, shall your sheep and you
be parted, and the well of Bethlehem will
know you no more. !

David : Never shall | leave my sheep. | do love the
fold. Sometimes when | am sitting with my
harp in the fields and the sheep bells are

pleasant — then do | make thoughts,
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Samuel : Stand there David, and tell me one of the
thoughts you have made while you kept the
sheep.

David : Behold. (he stands in front of SAMUEL
with his hands behind his back, like one saying
a lesson, and speaks very simply.) The Lord
is my shepherd; 1| shall not want.

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures;
He leadeth me beside the still waters.
(SAMUEL rises and looks away,
moved. Then he puts a hand on
DAVID!'s head).
Samuel : (controlling himself and trying to speak lightly)

You must finish that thought some day, David.

The character of David himself is one of the weakest conceptions of
Barrie!'s mind, especially when compared to Peter Pan and the Lost
Boys, for David is psychologically - and almost physically - a girl,

the successor to the waifs in Little Mary and A Kiss For Cinderella.

Elisabeth Bergner, for whom the play had been specially written,
was disturbed by David's effeminacy so much that after several re-
hearsals she advocated that a boy should replace her in the part.
Saul is powerful but stereotyped, and the secondary characters mere

puppets used to "set the scene!", readily discarded for most of the

concluding Act.

The most obvious clue to the play!s failure is apparent in the language
Barrie has forced upon its characters, redolent with "thee" and
"thou', searching after ponderous Biblical echoes, as when Saul
vows !to strip this base tenement of its littleness. To serve the
Lord without ceasing till | join those who dwell in dust, n2 Together
with eclectic detailing of trivia in dress and mannerism, such de-

liberate — and largely unsuccessful - archaisms reveal The Boy David

as costume-drama employing quaintness for its own sake.

1 J.Dunbar JMBarrie Collins 1970 p 294
2 Act Il p. 1214
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Finally, The Boy David, after radically altering the actual biblical

events to serve an ill-conceived and confused purpose, ends with a
scene of unwarrantable emotionalism in which the playwright asks
wherever possible for real sheep and goats as a background. David
and Jonathan are found together at the start of their legendary friend-
ship as small boys playing around Goliath's spear. This ultimate
reduction of scale, and indulgence in mere prettiness delivers the
coup de grace to what slight stirrings of emotion at the spectacle

of inexorable fate the play might previously have aroused.

The Boy David was a failure in the theatre, never winning the popu-

lar support of the playwright!s earlier better written entertainments.
It did not deserve more; it was, as Janet Dunbar observes, "a bitter
swan-song to a long, wonderful career... nl Six months after it
opened at His Majesty'!s Theatre in London, Barrie died, aged 77,

a disappointed man.

Comparison has already been made between Barrie and Shaw, and
their relation to their national dramatic movements, Neither could be
said to have wielded any specific influence on the plays of their
fellow-countrymen, and neither showed much interest in writing
specifically Scottish or Irish plays. Yet in Barrie!s work there is
all too clearly that marked flavour of satire which is such a strong
element in Scottish literary culture from the days of Philotus and

A Satireof the Three Estates right down to the present day; and

the tendency of Scottish writers to portray solipsistic manipulations

of human beings, becomes in plays like The L ittle Minister, A Kiss

for Cinderella, and The Old L ady Shows Her Medals, the mainspring

of the action, with the dramatist as an omnipotent and whimsical
ring-master. This is what disturbs George Blake when he writes
of Barrie "holding out his characters at arm's length, as it were,

and making them performtheir antics to our sardonic, even

sadistic delight",

That the satire, solipsism and sentimentality can be present in a

single work, such as Dear Brutus or even The Old L ady Shows

1 J. Dunbar, J,M, Barrie Collins 1970 p. 298
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Her Medals, makes Barrie peculiarly Scottish, in that he combines
the two major strands of Scottish literature, unrestrained fantasy and
a realism thatis markedly cynical. Often it is impossible to dis-
tinguish between the two extremes, impossible to tell whether
Barrie indulges his audience or ridicules it. The ambiguity of his
attitude is paralleled by the profound ambiguity of his better plays,
when the supposed blessing offered to the character becomes in-
creasingly qualified until, to some at least, it seems a curse. His
enchanted Islands, his offer of the Second Chance, rarely fail to
leave a taste of ashes in the mouths of those who so confidently
welcome escape from the present. Such ambivalence is also one of
the most outstanding features of the plays of Scotland'!s other major
playwright, James Bridie; a fact which can only place Barrie within

the context of a Scottish cultural tradition.

The sentimentality which mars so many Barrie plays is also firmly
within the trend in Scottish writing over the last century, from

Barrie!s own "Window in_Thrums!" to the contemporary journal,

"The People'!'s Friend!". Furthermore, where Scotland's serious
dramatists - those attempting to explore the human condition -

found little inspiration in Barrie, he can be regarded as the founder
of the peculiarly Scottish institution of the "kailyard" drama. His

early success, The L ittle Minister, found enthusiastic though

theatrically very inferior imitators almost immediately, the most
notable being Graham Moffat. These remain remarkably popular
even today among Church drama groups and other amateurs whose
interest is in the lightest of parochial entertainments, and were,
indeed, all too frequently present on the professional stage in

Scotland at the Edinburgh Gateway Theatre in the late 1950's.

The most important achievement of James Barrie was, quite simply,
to write in his lifetime a large body of work which was almost
always theatrically effective and on occasion also gripped the

imagination with deep emotional stirrings.
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(It is) easy ... to dismiss him merely as an unthinking sentimental -

ist and to ignore the peculiar and subtle qualities hepossessed ... n!

He showed with Peter Pan, Dear Butus, and Mary Rose that the

drama was not a medium forever locked to the Scottish creative

mind. His inability to judge the relative significance of the fantasies
he so often expressed in his plays seems to reflect a general Scottish
failing exacerbated by the self-gratifying desires of the West-End
theatre audiences. Flights of fancy which on occasion carry him deep
into the spirit more often become idle and rather infantile day-dreams.
For thirty years he was one of the dominant writers for the British
stage, displaying an impressive technical mastery and a remarkable
skill for dialogue together with an uncanny sense of timing plays to
coincide with the exact mood of the theatre-going public at any given
time. In all his career, this sense only failed him once, and that,

unfortunately was with its disastrous condusion, The Boy David.

George Bernard Shaw'!s remark that "the popular stage, which was

a prison to Shakespeare's genius, is a playground to Barrie's .. ",2
is largely true: very rarely did Barrie attempt to move outwith the
stage conventions of his time, preferring to exploit existing conditions
rather than act as innovator. As a result, the majority of his plays
now seem to belong to the era before the Great War, certainly before

1930. 3 Even The Admirable Crichton has lost its edge with the break-

down of class-rigidity and the decline of the aristocracy.

And yet, somehow, there are a few of the plays which continue to
startle and to move the audience. James Bridie captures the essence
of Barrie as a dramatist, when after discounting his technical ability

and his more contemptible, even risible characteristics, he continues:

1 Allardyce Nicoll, English Drama 1900-1930, Cambridge
Univ., 1973 p. 346
2 Shaw, Shakespeare and Mr. Barrie. Dramatic Opinions

and Essays Vol. 2 Constable 1909 p. 367

3 R. McGraw Barrie and The Critics, Studies in Scottish
Literature Vol, 7 1963-4, p. 130
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"l think his title to genius exists in this: that he was

the only legitimate descendant of the ballad writers. In

the midst of a long succession of posturings he would
suddenly make a gesture that raised the hair on the

scalp ... It is the ballad quality that makes Mary Rose

so inescapable. You may find Mary Rose contemptible

or even hateful but it haunts you ... It is a pity that

Barrie had not that sublime confidence in his own

genius that other great writers have ... " 1

A pity indeed that the talent which produced Mary Rose and Dear

Brutus should have been squandered so sadly on maudl!in sentiment

and melodrama.

1 J. Bridie One Way Of Living, Constable, London 1939 pp.111-112
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CHAPTER THREE

WILLIAM SHARP

If Barrie is in some ways the Scottish counterpart of Shaw, then

Yeats may also be said to have his Scottish equivalent - though of
questionable ability — in William Sharp - "Fiona Macl_eod!" - a

well established literary figure at the end of the nineteenth century,
who died in 1910. Sharp a poet, biographer and critic, was sufficiently
interested in drama to become the Stage Society's first Chairman,

and did much to introduce to Britain the work of Maeterlinck and the
Belgian dramatists. Under the pseudonym of "Fiona MaclL eod" he

had won popular, though transient, acclaim with warks rooted in

Celtic mythology, and under this guise in 1900 he completed two

plays, The House of Usna and The Immortal Hour. Sharp was not

motivated by any strong desire to establish a Scottish or even a
Celtic theatre; he was, if anything, cosmopolitan rather than
nationalistic by outlook. The Belgians he admired so much certainly
wielded an influence on him, and he perhaps sought in Gaelic legend
the desired symbols unsullied by the stultified Classical overtones
of their Greek and Roman counterparts, for his "psychic dramas"

— dramas of the mind and spirit, rather than of physical action. In
this attempt to find a dramatic expression for the purely sp_ir‘itual ,
Sharp was no Highland Mystic, though this may at first seem so.
Writing of Yeats in 1902, he demonstrated his grasp of the common-
sense necessary in the theatre: '"One may speak with the tongue of

angels, but the accent must be human and familiar'",

THE HOUSE OF USNA, THE IMMORTAL HOUR

The House of Usna was performed at a meeting of The Stage Society

in April, 1900, together with two short plays by Maeterlinck.
Written as a "psychic drama'!, the abstracted nature of the figures
who appear makes the play rather difficult to judge by accepted

theatrical standards.

1 Alaya, Flavia. William Sharp, "Fiona Macl eod", Harvard
1970, p. 185 (quotes Sharp's The L ater Works of Mr. Yeats,

North American Review, 1902)
2 Alaya, F., William Sharp : "Fiona MaclL_eod!" p. 187
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Centred around the obsessive guilt of Concobar, High-king of Ulster,
for the treacherous murder of his rival in fove, Naysha, and Naysha's
brothers, the champions of the rovyal house of Usna, the play begins
with the first report of the killing of Concobar's son by the harper
Cravetheen, Cravetheen, consciously identifying himself with
retributive fate, exults in being '"the VVoice of the House of Usna,
even when captured by Concobar's men; and his role as the mouth-
piece of the High-king's tormented conscience finds an increasing

number of mournful or threatening echoes as the play progresses.

The second Act presents the major stumbling block for The House of

Usna, being completely static and repetitive, wholly devoted to sym-
bolising Concobar's obsession, anguish and self-justification. As
yet unaware of his son!'s death he is seen as the subject of a pro-
found irony as he defies the pessimistic wisdom of the druid, Duach,
and strives desperately to assert that the sins of the past can be
redeemed. He ignores the facts of his threatened kingdom and the
prophecies of total eclipse for all Ireland, turning desperately to
fantasies of his lost love, Deirdre. All the while, the boy Maine,
utterly detached from the king's troubles, chants "Deirdre is

dead! Deirdre the beautiful is dead, is dead." Concobar, finally
is brought to accept present reality, and the Act closes in elegaic
mood with Coal's song in praise of the lost glories of the beautiful

city, Emain Macha.

The last Act begins after Concobar has heard of his son's death.
In his bitterness, he will not at first execute Cravetheen, as
death now appears to him as a release from present pain.
Cravetheen's exultant "cry of the House of Usna'!' on finding this
out, goads Concobar to fury, and he sends the poet to a lingering
death. Defying the Gods, Concobar rantingly urges his soldiers
to victory on the morrow, but Cravetheen's voice is once more
heard calling its mournful triumph, and the curtain descends on
the High-king paralysed by the weight of guilt and anguish which

finally overtakes him.,

The House of Usna obviously has little appeal within conventional

mores of drama, and not even as poetry can it be said to succeed.

William Sharp was no Yeats, despite the similarity in subject matter
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and treatment. Total dismissal of the play is however checked by the
strange but very real quality of hypnosis which is generated within it,
lulling the mind into acceptance of the awesome inevitability of its

conclusion.

The Immortal Hour, though evenless successful in the theatre than

The House Of Uisna,achieved distinction when it provided the basis

for an opera by the composer Rutland Boughton;in which form it was
played on 216 successive nights at the Regent Theatre in 1922, the

longest run for any opera composed wholly in Britain. l

The play presents the myth of the Irish King, Eodhaidh, and his

brief year of glorious love with Etain, a princess of the immortal
race of the Sidhe. Behind the doomed King's tragic aspiration is

the sombre and disquieting figure of Dalua, the Dark Fool of Celtic
Mythology, a personification of madness and fearful power who is
avoided by the Gods themselves. Dalua causes Etain and Eochaidh

to meet, and though he pleads that he is compelled to do so by a force
beyond him, he seems to be identified with it, an impression reinforced
by the subservience shown to him by the mysterious spirit-voices in
Act One, Scene One. Eochaidh has renounced all his royal power

to pursue his dream of perfect, immortal beauty; and because he
does so not in humility but in desire for possession, he is drawn by
Dalua to thelove of Etain, whose memory has been blotted out by

the Dark Fool's touch. After a single year with Etain as his Queen,
Eochaidh is confronted by a mysterious youth, who challenges him

to a chess—-game, and the prize at stake for the King is his '""heart!'s
desire!! — "To know no twilight hour / Upon my day of joy"z - and

for the youth a Kiss upon the hand of Etain. The youth wins, and is
revealed as Midir, Etain's lost love among the Sidhe, who after
enchanting the court with a magical song, restores her memory; and

together they fly from the mortal world. Dalua, who in answer to

1 E.W. White : The Rise of the English Opera p. 150
(Ilvanhoe 1891, 160 performances; Rape of Lucretia 1946,
83 perfors.)

2 F. Macl eod, Poems and Dramas Heinemann, 1910 p. 376
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Eochaidh's agonised cry, "My dreams! My dreams! Give me my dreams!™"

gives him by a fatal touch of his hand the only dream that remains,

Nthe dream of death'.

The atmosphere generated by the sonorous verse and repetitive,

slow rhythms of The Immortal Hour is remarkably powerful. The

figure of Dalua is peculiarly disturbing, anc the tension created by
his plain manipulation of events and the nervous fear of Manus and
Maive, rustics who prefer ignorance to terrifying knowledge, in
whose threatened house Etain and Eochaidh first meet, is maintained
through the play by Etain!'s fragmentary memories and the heavy fore-
boding which accompanies the appearance of Midir. Rather more

theatricality is apparent than in The House of Usna: all the essential

action occurs on the stage, and the changes in scene provide a lively
contrast of bleak wilderness, rude cottage, and royal palace. The
opening of Act Two is particularly splendid, organised purely in
terms of spectacle with music and massive salutes from warriors

and priests, The climax of the play is short and sharp, and does

not rely on a torrent of poetic passion from Eochaidh.

Much of the success attending the operatic version in 1922 was due
to the escapist desires of a post-war public - Boughton confessed
shame and perplexity at the "hysterical enthusiasm quite out of
l<eeping"1 with the mood he had hoped the work would engender.

Yet even in 1914, The Immortal Hour had proved popular at the

Glastonbury festival; and the play remains an interesting and

surprisingly dramatic portrayal of Celtic legend.

William Sharp is the only Scottish playwright to seek his subject-
matter in Celtic mythology, though many subsequent writers had

a far more intimate connection with Gaeldom. This serves as an
indication of the major distinction between the Irish and the Scottish
movements towards national cultural revival. The myths yet current
in lreland had long since vanished in Scotland, even in the Highlands;

and the differences between Scottish and English cultural traditions

1 The Rise of the English Opera, E. W. White, Lehmann,
London 1951, p.150.

- 66 -



were far less marked - to the extent that some still argue that there

is no difference.
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GRAHAM MOFFAT

One of the most striking features of native Scottish drama over the
course of the twentieth century has been the persistent and popularly
successful "Kailyard" strain, the only dramatic form to draw on
nineteenth century roots and establish a tradition recognisably national
in character. Fulfilling all too literally the aim to foster "plays of
Scottish Life and Character!, the mark of the kailyard drama is the
one-act domestic comedy of working-class life, in which a farcical
plot is supported by a plethora of supposedly typical Scottish habits
and expressions. A very large proportion of the humour is derived
from implied ridicule of characters whose intelligence has been
deliberately negated to emphasize their quaintness. Even in less
extreme examples, the dominant atmosphere is sentimental cosiness,
parochialism, and couthy "common-sense!' invariably requiring con-
siderable assistance from fortunate coincidences bordering on the
miraculous. The popularity of such plays, with their emphatic
"Scottish-ness', has created an unfortunate atmosphere around the
amateur drama in Scotland, however unjustly in the light of its more
serious endeavours, and exercised a damaging influence on the work
of the Scottish National Players who in the years between the wars

attempted to establish an "Abbey Theatre!" in Glasgow.

The leading exponents of the kailyaird play are Graham Moffat and
J.J. Bell, the [atter being responsible for a number of particularly
mindless but popular one-act plays. Moffat, however, deserves
rather more attention: his full-length plays about Scottish village-
life are, if nothing else, lively, and their successful documentation
of dead or dying local customs endeared them to Scottish audiences,
especially in the colonies. Moffat!s father was an elocutionist,

a "respectable!' form of entertainer, whose speciality was as

n"A delineator of Scottish Life and Character!t, 1 Following in his
father'!s footsteps, Moffat rapidly discovered that his own talent lay
particularly in the mimicry of the Scots peasant, and it only
required the visit of the Abbey Theatre!s Irish Players to Glasgow

in 1905 to turn his thoughts to the drama. Forming a company which

1 Join Me In Remembering, G. Moffat pl; WL Moffat,Cape Province 1955
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depended to a large extent on members of his own family, most of
whom had music-hall experience, he sought for Scottish plays, and
finding none, decided to write them himself. Known originally as
the Scottish National Players - a title later adopted and made famous
by an amateur company in Glasgow between the wars - Moffat!s
company produced his plays for many years, and always was very

much a family concern. A Scrape o! the Pen, Bunty Pulls the

Strings, Susie Tangles the Strings, and Granny achieved often

staggering success - perhaps most notably outside Scotland: 161

performances of A Scrape o! the Pen in London's Comedy Theatre in

1912; and Moffat, his wife and daughter, as actors in the plays,

rapidly became identified with certain parts.

The outstanding feature of most of these plays is their atmosphere
not simply of nostalgia, but of childhood reminiscence. There is a
Dickensian flavour of incomprehension and caricature about the

adults portrayed, and Bunty Pulls the Strings, the most popular

of them, significantly makes a feature of a young boy, the irre-
pressible Rab. They tend also to be set deliberately in the not

too distant past, documenting at some length the quainter aspects of
dress and custom which very often bear no relation whatsoever to

the theme of the play.

After findihg his feet with curtain-raisers and one-act plays per-
formed as part of music-hall programmes, Moffat produced his

first full-length work, A Scrape o! the Pen, at the Atheneum Hall,

Glasgow, in 1909. This is probably the mostsatisfying of his plays,
in that the plot depends least on melodramatic effects and overt
sentimental ity is at a minimum. It also provides an acceptable
raison d'etre for its corcentrated dose of Scottish custom by being
built around the double celebration of Hogmanay and a village
wedding. The action moves from the farm of Honeyneuk - a name in
itself redolent of cosy well-being - to the town cross of Minniehive.
As the folk of the viilage prepare to welcome the New Year and the
marriage of Beenie Scott and Geordie Pow, a secret drama is con-
ducted in the Inglis family when news arrives of their son Alec,
missing in the Tropics for seven years. Alec, a ne'er-do-well,

in the past courted Jean Lowther, now married happily to Hugh

Menzies, who runs the Inglis farm. He also left behind him a
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pregnant girl who died in childbirth, and his illegitimate daughter,
Eppie, has been brought up by his ageing parents with Jean Lowther's
assistance. All this is revealed by the highly contrived and appar-
ently motiveless visit of Mrs. Baikie, an English woman, who bears
with her a notebook of Alec's discovered in Africa. Thenotebook
contains a cortract of marriage drawn up on the night of Alec!s
flight from home, between himself and Jean Lowther. His father,
Mattha, is at first driven by his sense of abstract legalism towards
a denunciation of Jean's "bigamy", though she has not seen Alec
since she signed the fateful paper; but fs persuaded by his wife

L eezie to a more humane concealment of the contract. The family
go out to the town cross to bring in the New Year with songs and
whisky, and to throw slippers and rice at the newly wedded Beenie
and Geordie, and returnto find an unlooked-for "first-foot". To
their astonishment — though not to the audience's - Alec, the black
sheep, hasreturned home. Trying to claim his bride, he dis-
covers her marriage to Hugh Menzies, and broken-hearted bitterly
confronts Jean and his parents, threatening to reveal all. Leezie
tells him of his daughter, Eppie, and while he visits the child
argues with Mattha about destroying the contract, the only evidence
of Jean!s youthful foolishness. They decide against such a deliber-
ate lie, instead presenting the evidence to Alec on his return,

and appealing to his better nature. Touched by finding Eppie,

the living evidence of his own guilt, Alec relents, Jean's happiness

is safeguarded, and the Inglis family is reunited in love.

This plot is carefully balanced against the colour and festivities
of the weddingparty and Hogmanay, and is never allowed to over-
shadow the dramatic evocation of nostalgia. The recreation of the
midnight singing and subsequent hilarity is quite well-managed,
and although the play as a whole presents a rather rose-tinted
picture of Scotland, Moffat is not afraid to show alcohol and even
drunkenness, and successfully pokes fun at the rigid orthodoxy

of Martha's presbyterianism. A Scrape o! the Pen was a major

success for Moffat, not least in financial terms. Apart from its
long L.ondon run, it was also toured extensively to Australia,

New Zealand, Canada and South Africa, along with Moffat's next,
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and indeed, most widely-known play, Bunty Pulls the Strings.

Possibly influenced by the popularity of James Barrie's novel

dealing with Scottish Puritanism, The Little Minister, the major

feature of Bunty Pulls The Strings (1911) is the depiction of relig-

fousrvess and rigidity and hypocrisy. The plot itself is melo-

dramatic and especially in its latter stages, clumsily handled.

Bunty Biggar acts as housekeeper for her widowed father, Tammas,

a stern but well-intentioned elder at the village kirk, and Moffat's
child's-eye view of the past is explicit in the sabbatarian conflict
which opens the play, as Bunty not unwillingly joins in her young
brother Rab's irksomeness at the restrictive conventions of a

Scottish Sunday. Significantly, the villain of the piece, "a tall

thin, vinegary old maid, with hard features", Susie Simpson, makes

a fetish of such grim religious excess, continually seeking lapses

in observance in the two youngsters which she instantly reports to
their father. Rab's sense of life provides a positive contrast to Susie's
cruel and petty self-righteousness. Bunty is to be married in the
immediate future to Susiel!s nephew, Weelum, a dull-witted clown
though supposedly the youngest elder in the kirk; and Susie soon
reveals her secret purpose, which is to ensnare Bunty'!s father as a
mate for herself. In a rather well written passage, she attempts to
win him with a series of pointed double-entendres which Tammas
rejects by deliberately answering only at the surface level. Enraged,
Susie takes out her spite on the unfortunate Weelum, and stalks off.
At this point Tammas Biggar's past catches up with him, in the shape
of Eelen Dunlop and her niece Teenie: Eelen has, many years before,
been jilted at the altar by Tammas, but though she is in an excellent
position to destroy his respectability and career, she desires little
more than the return of money she lent to him. Susie Simpson is
seen eavesdropping on their conversation as Tammas makes his
damning confession that he has no money available - he has even
temporarily appropriated Susie's capital - and his assets are frozen

until the local mills start working again.

Armed with this information, and perhaps understandably piqued, Susie
attempts to destroy Tammas's reputation at church that day, before

the congregation. Tammas retains his dignity, stolidly refusing to
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discuss business on the Lord!s Day, and is saved from immediate
disgrace by the supposed wit of Bunty. A further and more telling
blow is struck at her father with the news that Rab, resentful of

his father!s strictness, has run off to Glasgow.

In the final act, Bunty Pulls the Strings is jerked to a happy conclu-

sion by Bunty!s highly unconvincing talents, as she first sacrifices
her wedding savings to Tammas, then secures him a wife in Eelen
Dunlop, arranges a suitable position in Glasgow for the chastened
Rab, and finally outwits Susie Simpson by discovering that the
vindictive old maid has herself appropriated an inheritance

which rightfully belongs to Weelum. By a miraculous coincidence,
the mills upon which Tammas Biggar!s livelihood depends begin
production once more. The staggering ineptitude of the concluding
act is made all the more noticeable by the rapid and confusing

series of plot-complications in the first act, and the increasing de-
pendence on starkly contrasted -.caricatures as the play progresses.
At the end of Act I, Moffat even has Susie Simpson furtively draining
a glass of whisky; and in order to assert Bunty's intelligence and
initiative, has to reduce all the other characters to a level bordering

on the moronic.

The success of theplay may be explained by the emphatic "Scottish-
ness!" of the background to the plot, and certainly the author's
directions concerning costume are strikingly detailed, emphasizing
principally the quaintness of a past era. But the single most re-
markable feature of the play is the second act, outside the village
church, which requires no less than twenty extras, plus a sheep-
dog. With these Moffat strives to recreate a Dickensian view of

a Scottish congregation assembling, and thus wins the hearts

of emigre audiences of Scots in the colonies and the delighted
amusement of |l ess nostalgic audiences in London. Mercifully,

Bunty Pulls The Strings only occasionally employs overt senti-

mental ity to support its clumsy comic effects.

It was succeeded after the Great War by Susie Tangles The Strings

in which the action was set in the years of Bunty Biggar's childhood,

and once more depicted Tammas Biggar and Susie Simpson. It is a
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similar collection of childish impressions of life in Scotland, but the
period depicted is outwith the personal recollection of Moffat's audience,
and he depends very much more heavily on sentimentality. The plot

is almost totally unsurprising, sharing the inanity of Bunty Pulls The

Strings. Susie Simpson is housekeeper to the local minister, and has
high hopes thathe will propose marriage to her; therefore she rejects
the advances of Wull Todd, a shoemaker with poetic aspirations. His
heart lies elsewhere with Nannie Ormiston senior, the sweetheart of
his distant youth. Nannie, however, has had an illegitimate child,
young Nannie, who has unwittingly come to work as a servant in the
minister!s house. Discovery of her identity calls upon her the

wrath of the ""godly" Susie, and when the minister proposes to Nannie
senior, indignation spreads throughout the village - despite the saintly
life led by her since her disgrace. Wull Todd and another man, Jeems
Gibb, sympathising with the minister's feelings, blackmail the chief
elder, Tammas Biggar, over his desertion of Eelen Dunlop, per-
suading him to forget his hypocritical expressions of horror and

fend his social status to the minister'!s supporters. The last elder

to maintain his objections to the match is rather unconvincingly won
over by Wull and the kirk choir, but Nannie senior is claimed by

the man who once seduced her, now a wealthy young laird, and

she weds him, explaining to the stoic but saddened clergyman
thatheis in love with a memory of her youthful beauty. For a

little while, Moffat allows his audience to wallow in sweet regret,

and then concludes the play by drawing the minister!s attention to
young Nannie, literally his dream come to life. The similarity to
James Barrie!s romances is here quite striking. They immediately

fall in love, and the curtain descends as they embrace before a

stunned Susie Simpson.,

As background, there is a veritable epidemic of love-matches in and
around the village, mostly comic, and for the most part playing heavily
on distinctly unromantic financial bargaining. There is the spectacle
of a "highland washing" with young girls tramping clothes in huge

tubs of water, hymn tunes are fitted with nonsensical comic rhymes

on the advice of a General Assembly disturbed by the '"profanity"

which frequently accompanied choir practices. Moffat justified the
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inclusion of such verses as historically correct. Although this is
quite true, it is plain from the illustrations which accompany his texts,
thathe and his company "hammed! the choir sequences with consider-
able lack of subtlety, reducing an incongruous and comic situation

to the crudest mockery.

His worst effort was yet to come. In 1927 he produced Granny, in
which a contemporary setting lost him the magical ingredient of
pseudo-historical reconstruction, exposing without the shelter of
colourful distractions a comedy extremely slight and strained. The
mechanical and unconvincing action of the play is centred around the
figure of Granny, who despite being bed-ridden, dominates the fives
of all who come within her interfering reach, until she has married
off to each other Sandy Beddie and Mrs. Pratt, Dr. Duguid and
Daisy Wilson, Jenny Forsyth and Herbert Nicolson - a playwright
whose 'ridiculous! long hair is much mocked - and Mattie Beddie

and Jim Carrick, hitherto a perfect stranger who has for years been
in love with an ageing photograph of Granny as a young girl. Granny's
husband, Andra Beddie, is a persistant tippler, and little wonder:
he is not allowed to smoke in his wife!'s presence, nor to spend his
own money as he chooses, The play closes as Granny plans to find

a new husband for her widowed daughter in Glasgow, and thus rescue
her and her son from the slums of Gallowgate. The incident which
spurs the redoubtable old woman to such efforts of match-making

is the burning, almost on the eve of their Diamond Jubilee, of a
cottage she and Andra had planned to rent, having sold the old family
home. Somewhere amidst the welter of weddings, she hopes that a
house will fall vacant. The burning incident reveals in full the
weaknesses of the play; its wooden dialogue, rudimentary character-
isation, andcreaking construction :

Wullie (enters) Jenny! Grandfaither! - come quick! -

there's a row of houses burning!

Andra : Guidsake! - where? (Jenny and Andra move
up to him)
Wullie : On the Brier Brae!
Granny : Surely not Jeems Stoddart!s cottage, that welve
to get?
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Wullie : The whole row, | tell ye. The folks furniture
is out on the street (Andra crosses down and

looks out of the little

window R.)
Granny : Then we're burnt out of house and hame?
Andra: It's the hand of fate!
Jenny : It's a pity ye ever gave up this house. Uncle

David's difficulties are only temporary, and
there'!'s Uncle Sandy in Canada - he could give
more than he does.
(While speaking, Jenny goes
to bedside and draws Granny's
curtains fully back. She then
looks out from the little
window, R.)

Granny : Sandy's crops have failed this year, and that'!s
why he's free to come home for our diamond
weddin! A queer diamond wedding it'll be if we
canna get enough to keep us.

Andra (coming Ay! Ay! | see there'!s great need for economy.

left a little)

Needless to say, Sandy'!s crops have nhot failed - "it was just a joke
to increase the joy of the jubilee - and he makes the old couple a

present of their old family home.

Moffat!s attitude to these depictions of Scottish |ife and character can
only be regarded as that of a man who saw in his fellow-countrymen

a quaintness and absurdity which, exaggerated, provided excellent

fare for the astonished mockery of foreigners and the excessive senti-
mentality of nostalgic Scots in the colonies. He frequently referred

to the Scottish peasants!"unconscious humour, a phenomenon that is
seldom found south of the Tweed!", which put more bluntly is an
invitation to those who know better to laugh at stupidity and ignorance.
Even when he sought to depict something akin to grief in his characters,
Moffat could not restrain this desire : "The humour of Mattha and

Leezie" - in A Scrap e o! the Pen - "being mostly of the uncon-

scious kind, never disappears even during the most pathetic scenes
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of the play". It is disturbing and depressing that so many Scots

followed Moffat!'s example in their attitude to Scottish characters
and locations, and even to themselves1 — chronically unwilling or
unable to take their emotions seriously. The Gateway Theatre in

Edinburgh successfully - and frequently - revived Moffat's plays

as recently as the late 1950's,

Allardyce Nicoll gives Moffatt credit for popularising portrayals
of Scottish life using Scottish dialect on the L.ondon Stage - Bunty

Pulls the Strings ran for over 600 performances at the Haymarket

in 1911 - but the effects of such popularity have only proved
detrimental to Scottish Drama as a whole, branding the whole

movement in many eyes with the mak of parochial infantility.

1 Compare the role in which Harry Lauder cast himself to
Moffat!'s characters.
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CHAPTER FQUR

THE SCOTTISH REPERTORY THEATRE

The first development of any importance in the movement to estab-
lish serious drama in Scotland was the founding in Glasgow during
1909 of th e Scottish Repertory Theatre Company by an English
theatrical agent, Alfred Waring.

It would be difficult to over-praise Waring: let it suffice to say

that single-handed he created the company, and for five years

wore himself out keeping it alive. First a bookseller's assistant,
later a printer and stationer, he graduated through amateur drama
with William Poel's Elizabethan Stage Society to a professional
association with Frank Benson's Company as a highly successful
advance-booking agent in 1900. The repertory idea in theatre was
in its infancy at this time,1 and Waring seems to have rapidly
committed himself to it. In 1901, Benson'!s Company joined with
Curtius! German Players for a short repertory season at the Comedy
Theatre, L.ondon: three years later, Waring toured as actor-manager
with Mrs., Palmer's Company in repertory. In 1905, he became
advance agent for Beerbohm Tree, and in the following year volun-
teered his now considerable abilities in the organisation of the Abbey
Theatre company's first visit to Britain. The Irish players were
particularly well received in Glasgow, and Waring was sufficiently
impressed by the city's audiences to consider it as a site for Miss
Horniman's proposed "Abbey!" in Britain. When Manchester was
selected for the Horniman venture, Waring decided to approach
Glasgow on his own behalf to establish not simply a carbon-copy
repertory theatre on the lines of the Abbey in Dublin, but a reper-
tory theatre which truly belonged to the people of Glasgow, a

citizens! theatreMl!,

Neil Munro, novelist and also a director of the new company, has

captured the spirit of Waring's particular inspiration :

1 The birth of the Abbey Theatre, the Gaiety Theatre in
Manchester, and the Vedrenne-Barker association at
the Court Theatre are well-documented contemporaries of
the Glasgow Repertory Theatre, all fired by the same
principle, to break from the restrictions of West End
practices.

- 77 -



"Our aspirations at that time were simple, and un-
complicated by any ideas of specijally fostering purely
Scottish drama, which really had no existence yet,

or of training to professional status Scottish actors
still at the amateur stage. Any kind of 'experimental
theatre! for research into and the development of a

new technique for the Scottish Stage was not in contem—
plation. We asked for no more than a local theatre
which would appeal to intelligent audiences. The old
tradition of the Stock Company was still strong in
Glasgow, even in a generation which had never seen

a stock company of resident actors. It was such a
theatre Waring organised at remarkably short notice
and introduced to Glasgow in the spring of 1909", 1

The aims of the Scottish Playgoers Company, as it was then known,
clearly set down in its prospectus, lend support to Munro. These
were :

1 To establish in Glasgow a Repertory Theatre
which will afford playgoers and those inter-
ested in drama an opportunity of witnessing such
plays as are rarely presented under the present
Touring Company system.

2 To organise a Stock Company of first-class
actors and actresses for the adequate repre-
sentation of such plays.

3 To conduct the business of Theatrical Managers
and play producers in Glasgow and other places,
so as to stimulate a popular interest in the more
cultured, important and permanent forms of

dramatic art. 2

It is plain from these terms that Waring saw his principal task as
the formation of a company with highly professional standards to
perform plays of serious artistic intent. However, there was one
other aim defined in the prospectus, one which did in fact receive
considerable attention over the years from Waring, with the

example of the Abbey Theatre before him and his Scottish colleagues.

1 N. Munro The Brave Days Porpoise, Glasgow 1931 pp. 288-9

2 The Repertory Theatre, A record and a criticism PP, Howe,
Martin, Secker, London 1910, pp. 65-66
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This fourth aim was :

4 To encourage the initiation and development
of a purely Scottish Drama by providing a stage
and an acting company which will be peculiarly
adapted for the production of plays national in
character, written by Scottish men and women
of letters. 1

The financing of the Scottish Playgoers Company was a radical depart-
ure from the practices of the London West-End entertainments industry.
The necessary capital was raised by subscriptions fromthe people of
Glasgow, thus making the Scottish Repertory from the outset the
l'citizens! theatre!" of Waring's dream, and the phrase was incor-

porated in every programme printed from 1909 until the closure in
2
1914.

This direct involvement of the city's inhabitants at the grass-roots
level nearly failed:£1000 had been agreed as the necessary mini-
mum to establish the venture, and only twenty-four hours before

the last acceptable date, £80 had still to be found. However, the
£80 duly arrived, and a lease was taken on Howard and Wyndham!'s
Royalty Theatre in Sauchiehall Street, where on Monday, 5th April,
1909, the curtain rose on the Repertory Company's first production,

You Never Can Tell by George Bernard Shaw.

The play was well received, and the company congratulated by an
enthusiastic public; but complete success was not immediate - nor
indeed was it to come before Waring's health had been exhausted by
the struggle. After seven weeks of production, the initial capital was
exhausted; but the plays presented - nine altogether, three of them
new, and including work by Shaw, Galsworthy and Bennett - had been
so widely acclaimed that shareholders required little persuasion to
double their stake. A further season in the Autumn justified their
confidence with the first performance in English of Chekov's The

Seaqull - for which LLondon was to wait a further four years.

By then, the fourth aim of the prospectus was already being faithfully

attended to. In April 1909, Waring had staged Admiral Guinea, an

1 P.P.Howe, The Repertory Theatre, a record and a criticism,
Martin, Secker, London 1910, p. 66,

2 It was ".. the first playhouse of its kind to be supported, not
by an individual sponsor, but by public subscription..."
Allardyce Nicoll, British Drama 1900-1930 p. 264,
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undistinguished melodrama written over twenty years before by R. L.
Stevenson and W. E. Henley, which must have contrasted sadly with

the other plays in a season including An Enemy of the People, Strife,

and the Vovysey Inheritance. The autumn proved rather more fruit-

ful for Scottish drama, however. George Hamlen, a chemist from
Ayrshire, displayed a promising dramatic ability in his comedy

Barbara Grows Up; and this was followed by Neil Munro's specially

written Christmas entertainment, MacPherson, which presented

humour, wholesome satire, and a well-constructed plot in a style
so unmistakably Scottish as to earn it a cosmopolitan rebuke from

The Literary Student for being "too local in character", 1 During

the four years which followed, Scottish playwrights continued to
receive favourable treatment from the Repertory Company,and if
war had not broken out in 1914, it is more than possible that a
dramatic revival would have occurred for Scotland as well as
Ireland. George Hamlen proved his talent with a hard look at hypo-

crisy in his play, The Waldies; and his efforts were supported by

promising work from Donald Col quhoun and J. A. Fergusson.

The kailyard element of Scottish sensibility also thrived under
Waring's attentions in the plays of John Joy Bell, author of Wee

McGreegor and Oh! Christina, which survived the World War, while

the less escapist fell by the wayside.

The real achievement of the Repertory Company lay not in the
establishment of a Scottish Drama, but in the presentation of a vast
and impressive range of the best in international drama to audiences
hitherto restricted to a diet of approved London Mhits", As a result,
the idea of a "citizens! theatre! for Scotland did not die with the

out break of war in 1914: its spectre haunted the twenties and thirties,
eventually to find full reincarnation in James Bridie!'s Glasgow

Citizens! Theatre, established in 1943,

1 The Literary Student No. 1 Dec. 1909 (Glasgow)

- 80 -



In February 1912 the Russian actress Lydia Yavoraka was engaged

for a production of Gorki's Lower Depths; three months later a visit

was arranged for the Abbey Theatre Company with a repertoire of
Irish plays by Lady Gregory, Ervine, Yeats, Murray, and Synge.
A translation of Bjornson's Witch appeared for the first time on a
British stage in 1910, and a controversy was stirred in some news-
papers over the private performance in 1913 of George Bernard

Shaw'!s '"censored" play, Mrs. Warren's Profession. The Glasgow

Herald did not give way to the opportunity for sensationalism: their
critic reported that the audience '“"were far from suffering moral
damage, on the contrary, they were probably much the better for
withessing drama so frank, direct in statement, and so sound in
tealchin'g.lll, This provides a fair reflection of the level of sophisti-
cated interest in serious drama which Waring had instilled in the
Glasgow public. Plays by Arnold Bennett, Harold Brighouse, John
Galsworthy, and, of course, George Bernard Shaw were prominent

and recurring features of the Royalty Theatre's repertoire.

Production standards themselves were of a high order, and many
members of the Company were to become well-known in later years.
Harold Chapin the playwright and W. Armstrong, who became

director of the Liverpool Repertory Theatre, both served as Assistant
Stage Managers under Waring. Harley Granville-Barker, already

a celebrated figure, came first as an actor with Lillah McCarthy in

Man and Superman, and then as artistic director, initially to produce

Bjornson!s Witch.

Despite artistic success, however, the theatre did not thrive as it
might have. In the first year the company recorded a loss of over
three thousand pounds, and though in each successive year losses
were substantially and progressively reduced, no profit had been
made by the end of 1913. Waring, worn out by the continual struggle

to make ends meet, and already having been forced to rest for several

1 Glasgow Herald, April 11, 1913 p.8
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months in the autumnof 1912, felt himself unequal to the task and
resigned from the Repertory Company, to be succeeded by Lewis
Casson. lIronically, Casson's first season, from January to April,
1914 showed a profit of £780. Although the expense of spirit on
Waring's part for four arduous yvears can hardly be rejected out-of-
hand, it would be equally unfair to Casson to stint his praise for
fear of reducing his predecessor!'s stature. Waring had struggled
hard and had brought the Repertory Company at last to the turning
point in its finances: to Casson goes the credit of using this new,
secure base to the fullest extent possible., His three months season
averaged one new play every week, giving considerable attention

to less well-established playwrights - to the extent that some of the
older members of the Board of Directors felt that he was over-

reaching himself, despite the financial success of his policy.

The Repertory Theatre ended what was to be its last season with

a performance of Man and Supeman on the 25th April 1914, At a

shareholder'!s meeting in May, Colonel F.L. Morrison, the company's
lawyer, confessed his pleasure that a profit had at last been obtained,
but warned against the pursuit of a bolder artistic policy in the
autumn season. ! Before his advice could be put to the test, the
First World War broke out. The uncertainty of the first few months
of war affected the directors of the Repertory Company no less than
other people: they decided to postpone the seasonuntil the way ahead
could be seen more clearly. Howard and Wyndham found that the
Royalty was more profitable when presenting music-hall and revue

in answer to war-weary escapists, and by the Armistice the original
Repertory Company had dispersed. No-one seems to have had the
courage necessary to start again from scratch - five years of
carnage, propaganda and despair had destroyed what sensibilities
had been developed in pre-war days. The sense of disillusion is
expressed by William Power in his reminiscences, when he writes

bitterly : "By 1919 most of the people who would have supported a

1 N. Munro The Brave Days Porpoise Press 1931 p. 290
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professional repertory theatre were dead or ruined, The profiteers
who had succeeded them were interested only in 'leg-shows! ".1 The
£700 profit which had been put in the bank in 1914 to await more
favourable circumstances was eventually transferred to promote a
less ambitious venture supporting Scottish drama, and perhaps was
used to best advantage there, under the wing of the St. Andrew's

Society.

Neil Munro wrote of Waring ... he was within an ace (16 years
previously) of securing permanently for Glasgow the sort of theatre
it still protests that it yearns for. It was while it lasted, the more
remarkable an achievement, in as much as Glasgow had no clear idea
what it wanted till Alfred Waring, a total stranger, came to this city

with a persuasive tongue and a passion for the Repertory Theatre, 2

The end of the Scottish Repertory Company did not signal the death

of Waring's dream, however. The idea of a national theatre for
Scotland which he andhis company had instilled did not fade com-
pletely, even during the worst years of the depression. The measure
of the Scottish Repertory Company'!s importance to drama in Scotland
is to be found in the name chosen for its ultimate successor: the

Glasgow Citizens! Theatre.

George Hamlen, a chemist from Stevenston, had three plays pro-

duced by the Scotish Repertory Company, Barbara Grows Up,

Colin in Fairyland - a pantomime - and The Waldies:; the last of

which, though not outstanding, is a serious attempt to come to grips

with the uneasy conscience of Scotland's industrial middle class.

The first play, Barbara Grows Up, was staged in 1910 and

though displaying a measure of the writer'!s talent, and his attraction
towards social problems, it fails to overcome a distinct air of artifice.
The play is a comedy of manners concerning a very young wife of a
rather older husband, who quarrels impetuously with him over his
dismissal of some factory workers. After rather farcical compli-

cations in which she,Barbara,changes her allegiance from one

1 W. Power Should Auld Acguaintance, Harrap, 1937, p. 91

2 N. Munro The Brave Days Porpoise Press 1931, p. 288
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unemployed man to the next - there are not enough jobs for all -
a reconciliation is brought about by her husband's witty, wordly-

wise sister.

The major characters are fairly well drawn, if recognisably stereo-
typed. Barbara herself is a satisfying picture of a naive young

girl whose childish impulses remain as yet outwith her control y
tending towards mercurial and irrational extremes and changes of
opinion., Her youthful excess of idealism is particularly convincing,
but unfortunately the answers which Hamlen provides for her indig-
nant queries arenot. The sister, Margaret, is instantly recog-
nised as a notvery original depiction of the charming and sophisti-
cated older woman, but her part in the plot is marginal , and she
exists really as a foil against which to set Barbara. Kenneth,
Barbara'!s husband, is a strong-willed well-intentioned businessman,
a rather weak attempt at the ""reasonable" man perplexed by his
wifels extremes of temper and the difficulty of finding justice for

all in a competitive situation.

The working-class O'Briens are mere : caricatures, who can be
safely regarded as ""Stage-Irish!"; their drunkenness, pseudo-
religious rhetoric and noisy disorderliness providing Barbara
Grows Up with a rudiment of rustic comedy. Purdie is more
interesting, in that he is a less familiar caricature, and a peculiarly
Scottish one, a cynically calculating "nesty body!" of the variety
found in the industrialised South West. The cast is completed by
Janet, the servant in the Morrison household. The same age as
Barbara, she provides an effective comparison to her by her more
hard-headed attitude, for the most part being ayardstick of domestic
common sense against which her master and mistress may be
measured. Her youth prevents an identification with Margaret,

and her criticisms of Kenneth'!s selfishness are more telling for
their lack of sympathy. It is through Janet that Barbara at last

learns the necessity of tact and moderation when opposing interests
confront.

Although the characters and each turn of the action up to Act Ill

are acceptable, Barbara Grows LIp comes to grief in the last act.
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Hamlen employs as a catalyst for the domestic upheaval Barbara's
reactions to redundancies at Kenneth's factory, business experienc-
ing a depression at the time. First Purdie has come to her, pleading
years of service to the firm and the fact that he is too old to find
alternative employment: many younger men have been kept on at the
Factory. Barbara takes up his cause, only to be confronted by the
O'Brien's, who claim that Purdie's reinstatement has robbed them
of a livliehood, and they have a large family to support. Barbara
attempts to alleviate their distress wih gifts. Having raised, albeit
with a comic overtone, the spectre of very real social crisis, the
author turns the last Act into a trite and self-righteous dismissal of
the problem, showihg that Purdie is in fact quite wealthy enough to
live comfortably on his savings, and that the O!Brien's are drunken

wastrels with jobs waiting for them inthe "ould country",

This refusal to face the consequences his argument seems to be
leading to, combined with the highly artificial "growing up" of
Barbara - she gives a demonstration of womanly wiles which makes
Kenneth, but only Kenneth, gasp with surprised helplessness - brings

the play to a noticeably shallow climax.

The only truly successful element of Barbara Grows Up is the re-

markable portrayal of childish hysteria in an adult, whch the author
captures in Barbara. This feeling persists to the very end of the
play, despite the assertion that the heroine is beginning to find
maturity, and to a large extent undercuts the conclusion. This
evocation is further developed - to the point of nightmare - in

Hamlen's The Waldies, a much more satisfying work.

Before The Waldies was produced, Hamlen wrote for the Repertory

Company a pantomime, Colin in Fairyland, which they performed in

December 1910. Colin in Fairyland makes an interesting comparison

with Barrie'!'s Peter Pan, which appeared five years earlier. Barrie

fashioned his fantasy from themyths of contemporary childhood rather
than the worn-out tales of traditional pantomime, and Hamlen attempted
to produce a Scottish variant. As such it is not wholly successful,
populated as it is with conventional elves and fairies - the Scottish

element stems mainly from Colin's father, supposedly a reincarnation
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of Thomas the Rhymer, and a parody of Scottish Puritanism in Part

Il scene 2. There is however a distinct flavour of satire about the
play, which places it within Scottish tradition rather than English:

in the persons of the Duke and Duchess of Brodick, the pretersion and
stupidity of the aristocracy are mocked; and the parody of Presbyterian
Temperance at L.ucky McGraw'!s Tavern was powerful enough to

threaten the original production with a storm of indighant churchmen.

The final judgement of the pantomime must however be that despite
such flickers of vitality and interest, in general, it lacks intensity
and satisfies netiher child nor adult, falling rather awkwardly between

satire and fairy-play.

The Waldies received its first performance in the hands of the Stage

Society at Haymarket in 1912. Much more successful artistically

than Barbara Grows Up, it raises a serious question of morality

which is fully and convincingly dealt with, though the "Ibsenite"

style was a little dated and conventional even in Hamlen'!s time.

The Waldie family, conventional in their rigid adherence to respect-
ability, are an effective symbol for contemporary society. At first,
the faults displayed seem trivial, indeedlaughable. Euphemia seems

to express only a natural youthful glee when she deceives her father

in order to attend a revivalist meeting of which he disapproves; and
Mrs. Waldie'!'s helpless desire for peace at any price in her lively
household is sympathetically attractive. The faults become more
sinister when they reveal ruthless self-interest and deny any un-
pleasant truth. Aleck, the son, threatened with the exposure of

his gambling debts, takes advantage of Euphemia's new-found but
superf?cial religious zeal at the prayer-meeting to filch some of

the jewellry she donates. Ross the evangelist, not wishing to accept
rich gifts from over-excited young women, insists on returning

the gems and Aleck's plan goes awry. The Waldies; at first grate-
ful to Ross, discover the discrepancy, and Ross is accused of a clever
attempt to defraud. Hannah, who has previously displayed some
concern for the truth, stumbles upon Aleck!'s guilt, and strives against
vigorous opposition from her mother to make him confess and restore

Ross!s tarnished reputation. Unable to persuade him, Hannah de-
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cides to tell Waldie before Aleck's unscrupulous creditor can.
Waldie, shocked but determined to deal justly, is bitterly disillusioned
about his family when his wife, Euphemia, and her fiance Leslie
choose hypocritical concealment of the criminal and attempt to
"reimburse! Ross for his inconvenience. Aleck eventually brings
himself to confess: Hamlen stresses that the boy is in many ways a
victim of circumstances. The others risk nothing but respectability,
and thus seem much the worse., The affirmation of truth destroys the
Waldies as a family, and the author withholds all but the vaguest
hints of optimism from the ending. Hannah and Ross indicate the
possibility of romance between them, and Waldie finds in Hannah a
measure of solace. For the others, including Aleck, there is not
much hope, andthe disturbing image of Mrs. Waldie!s vituperative
self-regard lingers in the memory to shadow what consolation exists

in Hannah and Ross.

Each character is developed with an ease which overcomes even the
slightly high-flown virtues of Ross and Hannah, the notable successes
being Waldie, Mrs. Waldie, and Euphemia. A slight degree of
exaggeration is felt in each case, justified by the resultant effect of
honest goodwill blinded and enmeshed by a web of deception and
triviality. The first Act achieves quite happily the accurate evo-
cation of a family squabble over the tea-table, and the falsity of
Waldie!s apparent strength is seen when after the initial silence -
rather fearful — which greets his entrance, he proves malleable

to Euphemia's expert manipulation. The first obvious crack appears

in the ponderous edifice when Aleck abruptly and without a qualm
demands money from his mother to pay his debts. The arrival of the
creditor, Pritchard, though rather artificial so soon after Aleck's
declaration, finally brings the characters into proper perspective:
Hannah's apparent awkwardness is a concern for reality, Aleck and
Euphemia are strangely lacking in conscience, and Mrs, Waldie is a
weak-willed pragmatist. Pritchard's excellent manners - which remain
even under open challenge from Hannah - foreshadow the later develop-

ment of the play, when Hamlen draws attention to the '"respectable!

preference for face-saving lies.
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Euphemia's discovery of religion soon proves to be a tool in her
attempted flirtation with Ross, and her vitality nothing more than an
insatiable, often petulant demand for material pleasure and other
peoplel!s attention. Mrs, Waldie becomes hysterical in her re-
criminations when she realises that Aleck's guilt is not to be
"hushed up", and is employed by the author to overshadow the un-
happy resolution of the play. Aleck and Waldie, although techni-
cally "saved" by Hannah, are yet embittered by the experience, and
their future holds little promise. Thus are the scales weighted
against hope by the author, whose position is that of making a last,
desperate attempt to resurrect the fading religious ideals of his
society, recognising as he does so that his attempt clearly comes

too late.

Although set.in Scotland, both The Waldies and Barbara Grows Up

are quite clearly within the conventional modes of the west-end:
naturalistic, middle-class, unsensational. Ironically, it is Colin in
Fairyland which found successors through its very parochialism -
in the renowned Scottish pantomimes of the Glasgow Citizens!

Theatre, half a century later.

On May 16th 1910, The Repertory Company produced Jean by Donald
Colquhoun. Although it was the author's first attempt at the stage,
this short play shows considerable promise, unfortunately never to
be developed further, The play centres around the unseen character
of Jean, a servant girl in the farm of James Milroy, a sixty year-old
farmer in the south west of Scotland; and the action concerns only
two people: James and his son, Sandy. Both figures are con-

vincingly drawn without any lapses into what lovers of the kailyaird

call "pawkiness!,

NTheir oufook has been moulded by influences which
have told on Scottish character right through the
nation's history ... But his (James!) regard for
"gear!" is born not out of complacency of possession,
but of a recognition of its cost, and of what its

lack in eardy life has entailed to him in labour

and privation ... (Sandy) is about 27, slow of

speech, dour, and suspicious of sentiment, with

that boorishness of manner whch so often marks a man
who has not quite found himself, and half suspects
that others know him better than he does" 1

1 Introduction to Jean, D. Colquhoun, Gowans & Gray, Glasgow
1914, _88 -



Clearly Colquhoun is seriously concerned with the portrayal of
working class country life and speech - the play confidently em-
ploys Scots dialect throughout - undistorted by the superficial
sentimental ity or comic buffoonery of Barrie!s Thrums or Moffat!s

Lintiehaugh. 1

James has kept his son toiling on their holding for many years with-
out any prospect of substantial reward, with the long-term view of
bequeathing him a soundly established farm and a modest fortune.
Sandy, however, is chafing under the yoke, andunprepared to
await his father's death. The play opens with James! return from
town, and Sandy's ponderous, awkward axrouncement that he would
like to emigrate to Canada. To this end he asks his father for a

lump sum of money, a request which hardly pleases the old man.

Attempting to restrain Sandy's ambition, James outlines all the
benefits which will accrue if he remains where he is for just a
little longer. He has been warned by his doctor that his own health
cannot be relied upon in the future. Becoming rather cautiously
sentimental, the old man charges his son to take good care of Jean
the servant-gir! after his demise, adding as explanation the fatal
fact that the girl was taken in by the family as a "fallen woman?"'.
Thus, unwittingly, James brings about the climax of the play, for
Sandy had intended to take Jean to Canada as his wife. Goaded
by the destruction of his faith and dreams, his rage bursts forth
in a tide of anguished blind destruction. James, as his life!s
ambition crumbles to dust, his son departing in anger and Jean's
happiness in ruins, has a heart-attack and dies unheeded by the
roaring Sandy. Turning to his father, Sandy finds him dead; re-
morse sweeps over him and as the curtain falls, he vows to stifle

his falsepride for the sake of Jean's happiness.

From the point of James! collapse onwards, the play has a slightly
hollow ring. The rising atmosphere of melodrama robs it of its

earlier conviction and Sandy's repentance is too abrupt and

1 Curiously, Allardyce Nicoll in British Drama 1900-1930
(1973) states that Jean is set in Lancashire.
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artificially cramped to carry the weight of feeling required of it.

The onset of James! heart-attack itself seems curiously stilted, and
the emotions which provoke it not quite strong enough. The flatness
of "l dinna ken whits wrang wi me. Tak! me ben the hoose. I'm
queer. I!'ll gang and lie doon a weel'! reflects the weakness which
mars the end of Jean. An imbalance is thus created which inclines
all the weight to the slow increase of tensions before the climax,

resulting inescapably in a sense of unnecessary protraction.

On the whole, though, Jean contains sufficient promise to indicate
Waring's faith in the possibility of a Scottish Drama. Colquhoun
employs the Lanarkshire dialect with confidence, giving no con-
cessions to Anglicised tastes, but refraining from a chauvinistic

NScottishness!! of parochial obscurities.

The characters are well conceived, creditable personalities,

neither heroically inflated nor comically reduced - James!' display

of the "traditional! Scottish tight-fistedness is sufficiently associated
with his pride and his enduring struggle with the land to save it from
low comedy. Finally dialogue is well handled to reveal subtlety of
character and maintain dramatic tension. Especially of note is the
abrupt demand for money which Sandy makes, really an attempt

to assert himself which fails, before his father's strength of mind :

Sandy : Will ye gie me a stert — in Canada?

James : Canada? dinna talk havers.

Sandy : (irritably) It's no havers. | want tae stert for
masel!!

James : Sandy, it's no! like that I'll kin leeve long.

Efter I'm awa' ye'll hiv the ferm.

Sandy : Ye'll leeve lang enough - and I'm gettin! auld.

James : (sadly) I dinnaunderstaun! ye, Sandy.

Sandy : Wull ye gie me the siller, that's a!' | ask?

James : Siller?

Sandy : Ayr, siller to stairt mein ma ain ferm. | wid
pay ye back, Wull ye gimme it?

James : (all his doggedness comes out in answer to his

son's persistence, and his tone becomes peremptory.

— 90 -



He crosses to his old seat by the table, and
faces his son, determined to crush this revolt
at once, and finally)

Ye ask me a direct question. 1'l] gie ye a
direct answer. | will not. 1 widna dream o!

daein'! a sic-like thing.

Sandy : An I'm to stay on here?

James : Aye

Sandy : And work like a servant?

James : No, Sandy, no! like a servant - like a son.

Sandy : Till ye dee?

James : Aye.

Sandy : (he realizes now that he is no match for his
father, but the hopelessness of his position
brings out a last word, full of bitterness.

He rises slowly from his seat, and makes a few
steps aimlessly, his eyes averted from his father)
Faither, | wisht ye wis deid.

James : (looking up at him - quietly - after a pause)
Eh, Sandy, Sandy, ye shouldna hiv said that.

Sandy : It's true.

James : I dinna doat but it's true, and I dinna say
but whit ti's naitural, but ye shouldna hiv
saidit, Sandy, ye shouldna hiv said it.

Sandy : I canna help it - it's true

James : (quickly) And whit if it is true? Mony!'s the

time | wisht ma faither wis deid, but | never
hid the impidence tae tell him that tae his
face. It's no! the thing. And forby, Sandy

it's no! verra judeecious. M

The movement from the initial confrontation to that naked statement
- "l wisht ye wis deid!" - is both profound in its observation and

economic in its implication of concealed but irrepressible feeling.

Not a major play, Jean nevertheless provides a very early example
of extremely competent writing, using Scottish dialect without strain

and depicting life in the country in quite distinctly Scottish terms,

underived from Irish sources.
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ANTHONY ROWLEY

Anthony Rowley - a pseudonym for Arthur Guthrie, a businessman
turned art critic - was a less promising Scottish contributor to the

Glasgow Repertory Theatre. His plays A Weaver!s Shuttle (1910) ,

and The Probationer (1911) are heavily-padded, imitative and trite;

ponderously pursuing the mannerisms of the West—-End and heavily
dependent on Barrie-like sentimentality. Superficially set in Scot-
land, one deals with industrial strife, the other with hypocrisy and
religion: both find complacent, cliched solutions to the problems
supposedly embodied in them; and in each, the use of Scottish
dialect and even accent is restricted to subsidiary characters from

the lower orders - who are, for the most part, comic.

In A Weaver!s Shuttle, carpet manufacturer Cotterell almost brings

disaster on his head by so antagonising his weavers that they are

on the brink of strike-action. His own patented weaving shuttle is -
so unstable that it frequently damages carpets, for which the
weavers are penalised by a system of fines designed to discourage
shoddy workmanship in the factory. The crisis is complicated when
Cotterell denigrates the social status of his son Clem!'s sweetheart,
Jean Ronald, daughter of his foremari Hugh Ronald. Hugh overhears
and walks out of the factory, insulted. Clem saves the day however,
persuading the weavers back to work by suspending the fines and
winning his father's consent to adopt Hugh Ronald!'s improved shuttle.
A rather "mysterious!" visitor, Lady Baxter, turns out to be the
firm!s financial saviour, and at her instigation, Hugh is made a
partner. She then marries Cotterell. For its length — which is
considerable - the play contains surprisingly little matter: its
portrayal of industrial relations is risible - the delegation sent to
negotiate with Cotterell comprises a |left-wing radical who is of
course also stupid, lazy, and maladroit, and a master-craftsman
virtually crippled with the embarassment of complaining to his em-
ployer; and the sunny conclusion is so readily achieved that one
wonders retrospectively if there were any problems to be surmounted
in the first place. Significantly, much is made of a strange sub-plot

which suggests a tenuous love growing between Lady Baxter and
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Cotterell's widower son Robert, whose little daughter Jean provides
the play's urchin-appeal: it is to them that the curtain-lines are given
in an ending particularly cloying in its irrelevant sugariness :

(Lady Baxter indicates for the first time her acceptance

of Cotterell's suit but, in passing Robert, she gazes

wistfully at him for a moment, while he returns the

look. Hugh Ronald stands up and stretches himself,

while Robert is lost in reflection for a second or two:

he recovers at the sound of Hugh Ronald's voice)

Ronald : Welll have plenty of pairtners goin' aboot noo,
Mr. Robert; baith male and female. I've long
pPossessed the best pairtner in the world; and
there!'s your father - one canna be positeeve, but
it looks as if he was hankerin! efter a guid ane;
and there's Mr. Clement, who seems quite pleased
wil oor Mary. But who is to be your pairtner,
Mr. Robert; who are you going to marry?

Robert : That is a problem, Hughie: where is the little
woman for me? Who am | going to marry?

(Jean whohas come downstairs, slipping into the room
in her white night-gown and soft bedroom slippers,
overhears her father and rushes into his arms. )

Jean : Me! daddy, me! Oh just marry me. | thought you
were never, never coming, daddy; so | just came

down for you. (Murmurs) Me, just me.

Rowley!s next play, The Probationer, is if anything even less

inspiring. The Reverend William Logan, a santly Scottish cleric,
is protected from the knowledge thathis son John, directed towards
the Ministry by his father'!s ambition but now struggling with
agnosticism, has stolen expensive books from a local bookseller,
Neil Dinning, one of Logan's closest friends, is suspected of the
crime and loses his job in the bookshop before he discovers the true
criminal. Heroically trying to suppress the truth for Logan's sake,
Neil confesses falsely, but is almost immediately found out by the
bookseller, who agrees to conceal the crime and restore Neil's

position. Young John, contrite, decides to go to the South Seas
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to trade with the natives and perhaps become a missionary for his
father!s sake, a self-effacing but surely unlikely course for an

agnostic. The tale is quite baldly contrived, not even recreating its

cliches satisfactorily.

"To anyone acquainted with the history of the Scottish
Stage. the most important feature of the Glasgow
Repertory Spring Season of 1914 with the production
of Campbell of Kilmohr. This little play, which does
for Scottish History what L ady Gregory'!s work has
done for Irish History, differs as widely from the
rhetorical tragedy of Douglas as it does from the
pastoralism of The Gentle Shepherd. (Even) today

the Scottish Stage depends mainly on the work of
English playwrights and on the visits of English touring
companies., But the recent successes of the Repertory
Company points to the possibility of the permanent
establishment of a Scottish Repertory Theatre; and in
Campbell of Kilmohr we have a new and significant type
of Scottish drama. 1!

Thus writes the Glasgow Herald critic in the introduction to the

printed edition of J. A. Ferguson's play, Campbell of Kilmohr, the

most notable Scottish work produced by Alfred Waring, and one which
influenced the development of Scotland's greatest dramatist of the

century, James Bridie.

Campbell of Kilmohr finds its setting in the Highlands just after

the "Forty-Five; predictably enough perhaps it deals with the
crushing of the Jacobite Gaels and has as its background the pursuit
of the defeated Prince Charles. The major conflict of the play is
one as dear to the Scottish writer as is the setting: the romantic,
almost fanatical imagination of the Highlander opposed to the prag-
matic materialism of the Lowland Scot. The action is extremely
simple. A Highland family smuggling food to the fleeing Prince are
caught in the act by government troops under the direction of
Campbell of Kilmohr, a lawyer enforcing the "Pacification" of the
Highlands. He attempts by threat and persuasion to discover the

Pretender. When all else fails, he offers the youngMorag her

1 Introduction to Campbell of Kilmohr, Gowans and Gray,
London and Glasgow, 1915
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sweetheart!s |ife in exchange for the information. She tells him all
she knows, and Campbell, in triumph, rushes to take his quarry,
allowing his men to kill Dugald, Morag's lover, out of hand. The
play closes with the girl's agony and old Mary Stewart's poetic
appeal to posterity to enshrine the name of the murdered man.
Ironically Campbell is on a fool!'s errand, for Morag's information
though given in good faith, has been false. Dugald had misled her

in case the redcoats questioned her.

The central conflict is a microcosm of Scotland'!'s two cultures:

the few words and intense emotions of the Gael, opposed to the

subtle legalism and worldlypragmatism of his LLowland relations
whose birthright was long since sold for more marketable currency.
Ferguson is careful not to paint too rigid a picture in black and
white: his respect for the Highlanders does not result in overt
romance - the full tragedy of the little play lies In the utter hopeless-
ness which underlies Mary Stewart'!s final invocation, the knowledge that
History will obscure this single murder within a day, almost forget
the entire bloody episode within a century. Campbell himself is
strangely compelling, a clever and ruthless man pitting his know-
ledge of worldly weaknesses against the alien, mystical feelings

and habits of his opponents. The hollow at the centre of his own

life is apparent in the disregard in which he holds others, The

cruel jest he makes of Dugald's execution — he promises to save the
young man from hanging, then has him shot - is peculiarly the spite
of the hopeless. Caught in the tangle of conflicts is the English
soldier, Sandeman, trapped by his Scottish ally into deeds of
vengeance which stem from Campbell's spiritual jealousy rather

than from political expediency.

The play as a whole is a superbly understated design for the final
tragedy, achievingwith remarkable economy an ironic conclusion,
both complex and emotionally profound. Thereis an artificiality
about Campbell!'s verbal virtuosity which is paralleled by the
heightened intensity of the Highlanders!' simpler speech, subtly
underlining the dehumanised personality of the civilised" man;
and the moment when the long—overlooked Morag offers her

desperate bargain to the Edinburgh lawyer is perfectly timed,
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surprising yet inevitable. Ferguson exploits to the full the contrast
between physical redity, human aspiration, and the hopeless, defiant
gesture which paradoxically reconciles defeat and victory, in a manner
which calls to mind the plays of Synge. Physically, the tragedy of
Campbell of Kilmohr lies in the gratuitous murder of Dugald and his
family's sorrow. Spiritually, however, it is in the false triumph of
Campbell's intense intellect, and in Mary Stewart's final speech
denying the sorrow of her son's murder :

"Och! be quiet now, | would be listening till the last sound
of it passes into the great hills and over all the wide world. . .
It is fitting for you to be crying, a child that cannot under-
stand, but water shall never wet eye of mine for Dugald
Stewart. Last night | was but the mother of a lad that

herded sheep on the Athole hills: this morn it is | that

am the mother of a man who is among the great ones of the
earth. All over the land they will be telling of Dugald
Stewart. Mothers will teach their children to be men

by him. High will his name be with the teller of fine

tales... The great men came, they came in their pride,
terrible like the stormthey were, and cunning with words

of guile were they. Death was with them ... He was but

a young lad, wih great length of days before him, and the
grandeur of the world. But he put it all from him. "Speak n
said they, "speak, and life and great riches will be for
yourself. " But he said no word at all! Loud was the swelling

of their wrath! Let the heart of you rejoice, Morag
Cameron, for the snow is red with his blood. There are
things greater than death. L.et them that are children shed

the tears ...
L_et us go and lift him into the house, and not be leaving

him lie out there alone. nl
Campbell of Kilmohr is undoubtedly the high point of Scottish dramatic

achievement under Waring's influence, Colquhoun'!s Jean was a work
which boded well for the future, but was not in itself outstanding;
Hamlen was a competent writer, but lacked originality, following

the mileau of the "problem-play" which developed in the wake of
Ibsen. Ferguson!s play alone can be compared favourably with

those of the contemporary Irish dramatists, without being merely
imitative. As the first effective dramatic protrayal of a distinctly

Scottish cultural inheritance, Campbell of Kilmohr is the first mile-

stone on the stony road towards a wholly Scottish Drama.

1 Campbell of Kilmohr, Gowans and Gray, London, Glasgow 1915
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Of the other Scottish dramatists whose work was produced at the
Repertory Theatre, there is little to be said at this stage. John

Joy Bell and Neil Munro each produced adaptations of their novels and
prose sketches, very much in the "kailyard" tradition and for the
most part extremely superficial and devoid even of theatricality.

Bell dramatized Oh! Christina, Providing for Marjorie and Wee

MacGreegor; Wee MacGreegor later being adapted as a children's

play and published by Gowans and Gray. Even in this form it
evinces no dramatic talent. Munro's contribution was even smaller.
Apart from the occasional curtain-raiser, revivals of the creaking
Stevenson-Henley melodramas, and productions of the internationally
established Barrie, only one other Scottish play was performed.
This was Marigold, by Charles Garvice, a curious and unexciting
mixture of genteel Edinburgh middle-class romance and stereo-
typed kailyard pseudo-satire. Marigold, the heroine, is the child
of a retired colonel, and a Frenchwanan who deserted the family
many vears before the play opens. With the visit of Queen Victoria
to the Scottish capital as background, Marigold first escapes an
arranged marriage with the narrow-minded, hypocritical Earl of
Kettinfoot; then falls in love with the highly personable Lieutenant
Archie Forsyth; and finally achieves the reconcilement of her
parents - for this, it is necessary that her mother turns up under
an assumed name, now a celebrated acress. The characters are
utterly hollow, at best reaching the level of caricature, often
failing even that. Marigold inexplicably has the speech of a dairy-
maid and the manners of an utterly naive middle-class schoolgirl.
What humour exists is strained to breaking-point, andthe play as

a whole may fairly be judged by considering that one of the comic

"highlights", derived from Hood's Book of Heroines is the jingle

about Cleopatra :
"Alas she died, historians relate,

From having found a misplaced aspirate!!
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE SCOTTISH NATIONAL PLAYERS

Although the Glasgow Repertory Theatre failed to survive its
struggle to win a large, regular audience and financial security,

its effect on Glasgow - and indeed, Scotland - was considerable.

Its brief flowering created a taste for serious drama freed from the
restrictions of the LLondon companies who toured with West-end
successes; it suggested, tentatively perhaps, that a peculiarly
Scottish dramatic movement was worthy of consideration: and it
implanted in many minds the enduring notion of a ''citizens' theatre',

closely identified with the local community.

The number of Scottish playwrights whose work was performed at
the Repertory was small and generally of little lasting merit, yet
they provided a spark which kindled many imaginations. The Scottish
National History Exhibition in 1911 featured several plays and page-
ants mostly in a rather inflated romantic style, and in 1913 the
authors of these works - academics and respected men of letters -
joined with the St. Andrew Society of Glasgow to form a symposium
on the question of Scottish drama and how it could be fostered. A.
P. Wilson, a Dumfries man then working as the manager of the
celebrated Abbey Theatre in Dublin, was invited to join them, and
on the advice of a leading Scottish amateur actor, Ralph Purnell,
the St. Andrew Society was persuaded to found a "School of
National Drama' closely modelled on the Irish example.1 A
committee was appointed who studied between fifty and sixty plays
with a view to production, when War broke out and the plans had to

be shelved.

The project was revived in 1920, and with Wilson as producer a
company of amateurs — who were in fact paid for most performances -
formed while suitable material was sought. Adopting the title of the
Scottish National Players, this company began what was to be one

of the most important dramatic careers in Scotland with a triple bill

of new Scottish one-act plays in January, 1921: Chatelard, by

1 Glasgow Herald, January 17, 1922
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C.S. Black; Cute McCheyne, by A.P. Wilson; and Glenforsa by

John Brandane and A. W, Yuill. None of these was particularly
memorable, but it is indicative of the intention of the Players that
each was couched in a different mode of language: 'straight" English,
Ayrshire dialect and a rather refined form of West Highland speech,
r*espectively.1 Their reception was encouraging, and in the following

April, a similar programme of plays was presented - Harold Chapin's

The Philisopher of Butterbiggins, first performed at the Glasgow

Repertory Theatre, The Mother , by George Blake, and The Baillie!'s

Nominee, by David Martin. More new plays were performed in the
Autumn, and as the ambitions of the company expanded, their
connection with the St. Andrew Society, which could not undertake
the financial responsibility of a sustained theatrical "campaign"

was terminated. The shareholders of the defunct Gilasgow Repertory
Company were invited to transfer their holdings to the Scottish
National Players, which raised over £400, and after appeals to
various other sources the new company began its independent exist-
ence with a total capital of almost £700. Following the road

adopted by the Irish Players, a Scottish National Theatre Society

was formead at the beginning of 1922, its objects being :

(a) to develop Scottish National Drama through
the productions by the S.N.P, of plays of
Scottish Life and Character.

(b) to encourage in Scotland a public taste for
good drama of any type. - and
(c) to found a Scottish National Theatre. 2

The last aim was felt to be especially important, and a fund was
established specifically for the endowment of such a theatre in

Glasgow. The second aim was never seriously pursued.

The Scottish National Theatre Society in this form controlled the
company's finances until 1928, and these were to be the "golden!!

years of the S. N, P., though it was 1950 before the movement

1 The Scottish National Theatre Venture, Bone & Hulley,
Glasgow 1953.
2 Glasgow Herald Jan. 17. 1922
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finally vanished. They quickly established a reputation as actors of
considerable talent, receiving much praise from John Masefield and

John Drinkwater for their handling of ver‘se-dr‘ama;1 and in October

1922 performed A Valuable Rival by N.F. Grant, and Cute McCheyne,

before the King and Queen at Balmoral Castle. Several of the company
became professionals - Elliot Mason, Morland Graham and James
Woodburn were to discover fame in lLondon and America. Their
producers also had ability and included, besides A. P, Wilson,
another pioneer of the Abbey, W.G. Fay; F.D. Clewlow, a future
principal drama director in Australian Radio; Moultrie Kelsall,

later one of Scotland's best known actors; and most illustrious of
all, Tyrone Guthrie. The plays they produced in this period, al-
though generally of a disappointingly low key, were not uniformly

so. After finding their feet in the initial years with one-acters
either broadly comic or romantically adventuresome, and George
Blake's dark, cumbersome character-studies, they discovered a siow
but regular supply of much more promising material, each better

than the last, so that the S.N.P. seemed to be advancing steadily

up a ladder at the top of which would be found the first masterpiece

of the expected dramatic renaissance. In 1923 The Glen is Mine and

Gruach provided the first taste of artistic success, followed by

The Treasure Ship in 1924, James_the First of Scotland in 1925,

Soutarness Water and Count Albany in 1926, and in 1928, The

Coasts of India. The identity of almost all the plays performed,

at least until the early thirties, was very distinctly Scottish with
respect to setting and character, and most of the dramatists em-
ployed Scots dialect with considerable facility. Comedies were
presented which did not rely on the self-destroying reductive
idiom of the kailyard; dark and ominous character-studies spurned
the misty, tartan romanticism of Scott-land or neo-Ossianism for a

harder naturalism; dramatic verse was discovered in the plays of

1 The Scottish National Theatre Venture, Bone & Hulley,
Glasgow 1953, p. 35
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of Gordon Bottomley and Robert Bain; and in Count Al bany Bonnie
Prince Charlie, Scottish historical chauvinism!'s romantic arche-

type, was subjected to the exposing wind of bitter irony.

Regular tours in the country districts were initiated, with mixed
results. Playing in any hall where a theatre could be improvised,
the Players with considerable dedication subjected themselves to the
rigours of audiences less sophisticated and a good deal less partisan
than their regular and uncritically enthusiastic Glasgow support.
In this venture, they struggled to overcome a deeply rooted desire
to disbelieve - summed up in the overheard remark, "If they are as
guid as the papers wad make oot, d'ye think they'd waste their time
coming to I_ocher'bie?"1

"In towns with over 2000 inhabitants, the man in the

street stayed away in large quantities" ... (el sewhere)

... "the farmservants rolled up and in some places
literally fought to get in, "2

In Troon, with a population of 9474, only 136 people came to see
the performance. In Gatehouse, with a population of only 528,
323 people jammed themselves into a 250-seat hall. 3 From these
figures it is plain that in at least some areas, there was a
considerable demand for drama, and therecan be little doubt that
the work of the S.N.P. on their tours did much to encourage the
great expansion of amateur drama throughout Scotland betwesn the
two world wars. To this effort must be added occasional radio

broadcasts, the first coming in 1924,

Nevertheless, the Scottish National Players were still lacking a
permanent theatre of their own, and as the years passed the
necessity of a secure base became increasingly apparent,

"The Abbey was enabled to establish itself first in

Dublin as an 'artistic! theatre appealing only to

quite a limited group. Popular success came much

l[ater. The early stages were possible because

there was a building of the right type and size, which
enabled the company to evolve a distinctive style of

acting and production, and to play to full houses,

while yet drawing on quite a limited section of the public. "

The Scottish Player, 14th November 1923.

-

The Scottish Player, 14th November 1923
The Scottish Player, 14th November 1923

The Scottish National Theatre Venture p. 15 Bone & Mulley,
Glasgow 1953
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Because of the limited amount of capital available - it should be
remembered that the S.N.P. operated during a major economic
depression - the strategy adopted had been that the players should
through their productions, earn enough cash to build a theatre.

This they never succeeded in doing, and in fact barely managed to
remain solvent. Some, including Bridie and Brandane, felt that the
company should become professional, but few were prepared to take
such a risky step. In 1928 therefore, a bolder step was taken by the
creation of a joint-stock company with a desired capital of £10,000.
In fact, only half of this sum was raised but this was sufficient for
the renting of rehearsal rooms and workshops, and the hiring of
staff includinga producer, assistants, typists and a stage-carpenter.
The Players had never been in any way radical in the past - indeed
the conservatism of their board had driven Guthrie and several play-
wrights to distraction - but they tended to be directly involved in the
productions. The board of the new company was, artistically at
least, ominous in its established and rather distant opulence. The
Duke of Montrose was its honorary president; its office-bearers,
Sir James Barrie - a phenomenally successful West-End playwright
whose contribution to the national dramatic movement was nil - Sir
Johnston Forbes-Robertson, Neil Munro the novelist, and John
Buchan, well established as a novelist and politician. The rest of
the board comprised of a retired colonel turned timber-merchant,

a managing director, a chartered secretary, a professor of medicine
(Bridie), the Northern area director of the B, B.C., and an author,
J.L. Waugh. More business-~like in their attitude, the majority of

them were more prepared than the members of the Scottish National

Theatre Society to recognise defeat.

At first, victory seemed imminent. Though fewer programmes were
presented in later years, between 1931 and 1932, the search for a
permanent theatre was twice almost concluded. When a wealthy
citizen of Glasgow expressed considerable interest in the scheme,
plans were drawn up - rather too ambitiously, it would appear - for
a building to accommodate 1000 people: unfortunately the only
available site was bought for the Glasgow and West of Scotland

Commercial College. A similar fate befell a project to adapt a
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disused Church building, which was lost to the |oca] orthopaedic
clinic. The Players were thus obliged to continue using theatres
quite unsuited to their needs; large commercial establishments which
they could never hope to fill or Y.M. C, A. premises "with hopelessly
ill-equipped stage, where ... (the S.N.P.) were just one more in a
series of amateur per‘for‘mances'”. By 1934, most of the capital was
exhausted despite the tactic of financing the rest of the year's work
by extending the annual Christmas run of a "safe! favourite — nor-
mally a Barrie. In the face of vigorous opposition from the Players,

the board of directors put the company into liquidation.

Refusing to abandon their aspirations, the Players elected from their
number a small executive body and continued with production, cover-
ing their costs and even making pr‘ofits,2 until the outbreak of war
dispersed them. In this period the type of play presented by the
S.N. P, underwent a noticeable alteration: there were now far
fewer new Scottish one-acters - indeed, there were far fewer new
plays of any description - and much more stress was placed on
established successes. The dramatists whose names recur in this
period are Hal D. Stewart, James Bridie, and James Barrie, of
whom only Stewart made any real attempt to continue the "Scottish
Life and Character" strain, and then only occasionally. Between
1935 and 1940, out of 26 plays performed by the S.N,.P., only five
were new works. In the previous five years there had been three
times that numbea of first performances. The remaining 21 reflected
the tastes of the better English Repertory Companies at second hand
- even Bridie!'s plays had become established elsewhere. The
initiative in the Scottish Dramatic movement had clearly passed into
other hands, to the Scottish Community Drama Association, where
many dramatists who began with the S.N,P. found a large market
for their works, to the Scottish Region of the B.B.C., and to the

Curtain Theatre, opened in Glasgow in 1933.

The Scottish National Theatre Venture, p. 15 Bone & Hulley,Glw 1953

2 Hal D. Stewart, letter to Scottish Theatre, October 1969,
"when | left them at the end of 1937 they were not only
paying their way but had an accumulated nest egg of about

£800. .M
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Moultrie Kelsall attempted after the war to revive interest in the
company and its aims, and secured a new play by a rising Scots

playwright, The Walls of Jericho by Robert Kemp, which was toured

round Scotland for thirty performances in 1948, No further pro-
ductions were mounted. In the midst of the war which had effectively
destroyed the Scottish National Players, two new companies of
exceptional vigour had been born, the left-wing amateur Unity
Theatre, andthe professional Glasgow Citizens! Theatre. The
S.N.P. could compete neither with the grass-roots radicalism

of the one, nor with the polished and exuberant Scottish-ness of

the other, and by 1948, two more Repertory Theatres in Scotland
were devoting attention to Scottish Drama. In 1950 hopes of further

production were abandoned and the company was formally wound up.

The significance of the Scottish National Players in the Scottish
dramatic movement is a vital one. They were the first theatrical
company to regard themselves as having a peculiarly nationalist
mission which would affect all Scotland - the Glasgow Repertory

Theatre had been much more local in its conception.

Tours throughout Scotland, in both town and country, were initiated
from the outset of the S.N.P.'s career, and continued until the
very end. There was much co-operation with Scottish Region of
the B. B.C. in broadcasting Scottish plays, using S. N, P, actors
and frequently, adaptations of plays from the S.N,P. repertoire.

It was as a Scottish rather than as a Glaswegian company that they
visited London, and played before the King and Queen at Balmoral.
The policy of plays pursued over their twenty-year span of activity
was quite blatantly nationalist - their secondary aim, '"to encourage
in Scotland a public taste for good drama of any type", received but
scant attention: whereas Scottish Life and Character, drawn from

an extremely wide range of cultures and influences from croft to city,

were if anything over-exposed on S.N. P, stages.

The necessary prerequisite of dramatic renaissance was the
creation of a first-rate acting company, and there can be little

doubt that in this the Scottish National Players were strikingly

successful.
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"Our main achievement, as | see it, was that we
provided a valuable training ground for talent:
the best in Scotland, and one of the best in
Britain; and more important, that we were one of
the links in the chain that will ultimately result
in some form of indigenous drama in Scotland"

This is Tyrone Guthrie's assessment of the work of the Scottish
National Players; it is significant that in the 1950's when the
above was written, he still looks to the future for Scottish plays
- worthy of international recognition. James Bridie was rather
more favourably disposed towards the S.N.P. s playwrights,
though his praise is at best cautious:

"The S.N.P, achieved a great deal. On the acting
side it proved that there is almost an unlimited supply
of acting ability in Scotland if the actors are pro-
perly directed and given something to act. More
surprisingly, it unearthed a remarkable number of
competent dramatists .... for a brief period, it
looked as if we were going to have a school of
dramatists. There was a freshness and vitality
there, and little of the cloying sentimentality that
hitherto made Scots plays like treacle baths.,.. "

In truth there was to be no great ""school of dramatists, The Irish
experience was not repeated in Scotland, for though several plays
were written and produced which were more than merely competent,
few were sufficiently durable to be of any lasting importance, and
none achieved international stature. This is not to say that such

work had no value; but its [imitations were severe and must be

recogni sed.

The deliberately national bias in choice of plays hovered rather
dangerously on overt, uncritical nationalism, most especially in
the early years of the S.N.P. between 1921 and 1930. "A
demand has been created for Scottish plays in the vernacular,
which in turn is creating its own supply! wrote one observer in

1930 :

NAt the moment the younger dramatists have been
writing more with the object of satisfying that demand
than to express any original views. The result is that
Scottish Drama, a true and national expression of
Scottish Life has yet to be written,

1 J. Bridie, Dramaturgy In Scotland, 1949 (printed in
Proceedings of the Royal Philosophical Society of Glasgow

Vol. 74 pt. 1. (LXXIV)
2 D. Sutherland - Scottish Stage, Dec. 1930 p. 93
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and Tyrone Guthrie was to complain :

"Some of our Board considered it their duty to press for
plays by Scottish authors, if possible in the vernacular;
and advocated the presentation of even raw and amateurish
scripts provided that their authors were Scots. It

It was presumably this motive which moved the S.N.P, to produce

J. J. Bell!'s agonisingly unintelligent Exit Mrs. MclL_eerie no fewer

than 26 times - the first performance being in 1928, thereby per-
mitting no excuse in inexperienced enthusiasm. This nationalist
attitude was combined with a certain conservatism of taste which
inevitably shied away from extremes and eccentricities of exper-
ience or expression, indicating that the much-hailed lessons of the
Abbey Theatre had been but poorly learned. As a result, the two
playwrights whose influence was most strongly felt around the
S.N.P, were, up to 1928, Brandane, and thereafter Bridie; one
of whom portrayed a romantic city-dweller's view of the Highlands,
while the other - at least with regard to the S.N. P, - rarely failed
to escape the superficiality of his satirical whimsy. At least one
playwright was driven by the S.N.P. selection board to a state of

desperation. In an article for 'The Scottish Stage'! in 1933, Murray

MclL.ymont, author of the successful play The Mannoch Family
criticised them vehemently :

"[f the Scottish National Theatre Society demand that
Scots dramatists shall pretend that Scots people and
things are other than they are, shall ignore existing
conditions and perpetuate the hoary tradition of glens
and pipers, of kail and kitchens, of mulches and

tappit hens, then I, for one, am never likely to be of
much use to them ... Damn tradition! Damn our senti-
mental habit which stands in the way of truth and turns
an artist into a romantic pervert ... !

It would be unfair to say that the S.N,P. never escaped from con-
servatism: but it is true that the overall impression of their work

is of romantic retrospection and kitchen-comedy.

LLack of a permanent theatre may have contributed to this, with the
resulting need for a good box-office. The rapid expansion of the

Scottish Community Drama Association which followed in the wake

1 The Scottish National Theatre Venture,p. 16 Bone & Hulley,

2 M. McLymont, The Scottish Stage, May 1933, p. 69
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of the S.N.P., certainly took the 'box-office! view, drawing play-
wrights like Corrie towards the perenially popular kitchen-comedy
rather than more progressive directions. Ultimately, however, the
explanation rests within the S.N.P, itself, and its board, "a model
of douce and dignified discretion!, 1 Having created an acting
company of considerable merit, they lacked the ruthlessness to risk
the enthusiastic welcome received in 1921, for the determined pur-
suit of a high standard of play. The history of the Scottish National
Players is one of many beginnings, and no conclusions. The amateur
actors turned professional and sought their fortune el sewhere. The
producers did likewise, Without their example, it is difficult to

see how the Scottish Community Drama Association, the Glasgow
Citizen!s Theatre or indeed, Scottish Region of the B.B. C. could
have developed as they did. Tyrone Guthrie described them as a
link in a chain which would produce eventually an indigenous Scottish
drama. The S.N.P., were more than that. They took the first
conscious step along the road towards a committed national drama,
which for good orill is the most important feature of dramatic de-

velopment in Scotland in the twentieth century.

1 The Scottish National Theatre Venture Bone & Hulley, p.1 6
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GEORGE BLAKE

In the first two years of their existence, the Scottish National
Players produced three plays by George Blake, a Scottish novelist
popular with his contemporaries, especially for his portrayals of
the ship-building industry on the river Clyde. These plays, though
hardly outstanding, provide an interesting indication of the main
directions adopted, and their consequent limitations, in this first
concerted attempt to establish a consciously national dramatic

tradition.

The three plays performed by the S.N.P. are The Mother,Fledglings,

and Clyde-Built. The first is a tragedy of the Highlands and its

crofters, the second a more light-hearted confrontation of the
Highlands and the industrial Lowlands, the last a dark picture of
ruthless self-seeking in the industrial heart of Scotland. Three
different aspects of Scotland are thus depicted which became the
staple diet of the developing Scottish drama: the Highlands as
romantic or tragic; the contemporary Highlander as a wise,
cheerful and successful opponent of modern superficiality and in-
humanity, concealing his wisdom under a cloak of simplicity; and
the Scottish industrial world of the lowlands. On occasion these
conventions gave rise to works of perceptiveness and skill: more

often they limited severely the depth of feeling which alone creates

drama rather than play-acting.

The action of The Mother (1921) takes place in the kitchen of a

Hebridean croft in Ardlamey. Blake successfully evokes an atmos-
phere of timeless continuity by the close integration of three
generations in the Gillespie family, Calum, the grandfather, Morag
his daughter-in-law, and Alistair her son; and by the repetitive
phrases of Old Calum, endlessly intoning the watchword of their
way of life, "Aye a Gillespie in Ardlamey'. The family display
great gentleness and understanding towards each other, and Calum
and Morag carefully respect Alistair's soaring spirits, doubts and
shyness as he goes to propose to his sweetheart. The harmony is

ended by the arrival of the laird's factor, John Catto, significantly

a lowlander who presumably fails to appreciate the beauties of the
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Gillespies! tranquil existence. Catto by contrast is overbearing,
vindictive and deceitful, toying with Morag's guilt-stricken conscience
with hints and allusions to her shaming, long past adultery with him,
while her husband was still alive. Having played cat and mouse with
her to his gratification, he suddenly and with brutal directness
informs her that the whole family are to be evicted to make way for
the laird!s "improvements!", Not even the knowledge that Alistair

is his bastard son touches him to avert this catastrophe; and he is
impervious to Morag's threat of public exposure of his misdeeds,
confident in the knowledge that what to him would be a minor em-
barassment would to her be a killing shame, blighting not only her
own name on the island, but stigmatizing that of her son, as well.
Catto leaves her to break the news of eviction to Calum and Alistair
but she cannot bring herself to tell the old man. Instead, she waits
until the laird visits the croft the following afternoon, and tries to
explain to him in person what eviction means to a highland crofter
family. He is embarassed by the direct confrontation with a victim
of his economy, but nevertheless determined in his course of action.
Morag breaks down, the laird leaves; Catto lingers on, making
light of the woman!s anguish. Alistair meantime, has returned home,
spurned as a bastard by his sweetheart, for Catto has betrayed
Morag!s secret. He overhears Catto and Morag as his mother
attempts to make the factor feel some responsibility as the young
man's father, rushes in enraged to assault him, and in his passion
kills him. The Gillespie family is now broken: Alistair is forced to
seek refuge overseas, leaving Morag no hope of seeing him again,

and the play ends ironically with Old Calum, unaware of the murder,

mumbling "Aye a Gillespie in Ardlamey!.

The atmosphere of The Mother is powerfully grim and its portrayal

of life closely identified with place and custom is successful: but the
effectiveness of its simple plot and painful conclusion is hampered
by somewhat wooden dialogue which robs Morag and Catto,the
principal figures, of conviction as living people; and the theatrical
effects which Blake attempts are clumsy - Calum's catchphrase is

repeated to the point of distraction.

- 109 -



Blake does display a tentative sensitivity to Scottish speech rhythms,
however; and makes an effective contrast between the fluid locutions
of the West Highlands and the Lowland Scots dialect of Catto.
Clearly some debt is owed by Blake to J. A, Ferguson, whose Camp-
bell of Kilmohr had been presented by the Glasgow Repertory

Theatre in 1914, and through him to the Irish peasant plays of the

Abbey Theatre; but there is sufficient native feeling in The Mother

for it to escape mere imitation.

In Fledgelings (1922) Blake turns to comedy, though the setting is

similar, this time an inn on a west coast island.

"Mr. Blake perhaps treats the Highlander as rather
too credulous; it is doubtful if even in the "Islands"
the people are quite so unsophisticated as the little

circle who make the comedy in this Hebridean inn.

The village eagerly anticipates the return on a

visit of Duncan Galbraith, who left it years before
with no very good reputation. But Duncan is said

to have prospered exceedingly in Glasgow, and is
credited with having male his fortune. On the
contrary, he returns in the rakish garb of the
Glasgow 'Keelie!, with the accent, the manners, and
the ethics of that interesting tribe. He is in reality
penniless, a bookmaker's tout, but with fluent and
lying tongue he easily imposes on the villagers, and
paints Glasgow so alluringly as a city of golden
pavements that he persuades nearly all the little
community to abandon their simple life and seek

easy fortune in the city... he is aided in his

evil plot by a wanton, Cissy, a not very convincing
type of rural adventuress schooled in city ways. She
for a time estranges Colin, an honest fisherman, from
his betrothed, Ketron, and makes futile efforts to gain
possession of nineteen pounds with which Colin con-
templates entering upon the conquest of Glasgow.
Colin is not quite so simple as that, and his Highland
shrewdness is proof against her wiles. Ultimately
Duncan stoops to theft and extracts the money from
Colin's trunk. But Old Anna, the mother of Colin,
who of all the characters is the truest type and

who throughout reveals Celtic caution and penetration,
is withess to the theft and ultimately surrenders (one
wonders why) £10 to Duncan, who, along with his
fair accomplice, makes mean exit... The lovers are
reconciled, and the Hebridean adventurers, persuaded
of their folly, decide to continue the placid island
life. The play is cleverly constructed, admirable in
dialogue, and clever in some of its characterisation,
but the theme is rather thin to carry through three

acts. .... "

1 Glasgow Herald, Jan. 25, 1922,
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Clyde-Built (1922), is a stilted, sub-Ibsen "problem! play about a

middle-class family, the Crocketts, who for several generations have
been involved in Clydeside ship-building. Every few lines the phrase
n"Ciyde-Built" is employed with a thrill of pridé, and Blake's brand of
Clydeside chauvinism is clarified by ritual invocations about the
cheap unreliability of foreign made ships, post-war jerry-building
and Yankee trickery. Sir William Merson, financier and ship-
builder from England and the heavy villain of the piece, is even
rather Jewish in his appearance: Blake has no scruples about
appealing to prejudice - any prejudice — in directing his audience's

sympathies.

The Crocketts have for years built life-boats of great reliability for
the ships which sail from the Clyde. Matthew Crockett, believing the
business to be secure, has retired, and his son Tom has through
instability and lack of '"character'allowed financial disaster to over-
take the firm. Matthew has two middle-aged daughters, Helen, a
spinster, socially pretentious but also cynically ruthless; and Mary,
whose husband a naval officer, died at sea. Mary's daughter Jean,
the major focus of the play, is in love with a young seaman, Harry
Douglas; though Mary opposes the match. Tom Crockett attempts

to repair the fortunes of the family business by arranging a marriage
between Jean and Stanley Merson, whose father may be persuaded to
arrange a financial takeover. Young Harry Douglas goes off on his
first command, a ship built by a Merson yard, and in his absence the
Crocketts are faced with bankruptcy. The wlole family, except the
ageing Mrs, Crockett, prepare to "'sell" Jean to Stanley Merson.
News from abroad reports Harry Douglas and his ship as missing,
presumed lost, and Jean, pressurized by the cynicism and self-
interest of her family, numbly consents to be Stanley's wife. The
great Sir William Merson arrives to seal the bargain by merging the
Crockett!s business with his own, when Harry Douglas returns,

The playwright now asks the audience to believe that Harry'!s ship
literally fell apart the first time it encountered rough weather, but
that the crew were saved by the famed Crockett lifeboats. Old
Matthew Crockett tears up the merger agreement, Jean is saved,

and Merson has to face a court of enquiry - though Blake suggests
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that his lawyers may yet get him off the hook. The lovers go off in
triumph, and Matthew is left alone in darkness, facing a foreboding

future but filled with his rediscovered self-respect and pride.

Given that Blake's portrayal of the post-war economic crisis which
crippled the shipbuilding and heavy engineering industries of
Clydeside is simplistic and naive in the extreme, the relationships

in the play are well-conceived, if handled in rudimentary fashion. As

in The Mother, dialogue is unsatisfactorily wooden. Blake is at his

best in Clyde-Built in his portrayal of the disappointment of Matthew

Crockett, the proud but honest self-made man, in the failure of his
expectations in his son. The early enthusiasm for industrial and
financial achievement gives way to a betrayal of its over-simplified
ideals and increasingly cynical social elitism, and the Crockett
family becomes a symbol of well-being and mutual trust undermined
by social and financial ruthlessness and pervasive self-interest.
The play is, however, crippled by Blake'!s repetitive chauvinism
about Clydeside and a culminating act which by descent into melo-
drama arbitrarily denies the outcome demanded by the very real

forces invoked previously. Clyde-Built was however favourably

received by audiences in Glasgow, its topicality and local familiarity

overcoming all other considerations.

Blake wrote another play, The Weaker Vessel, an extremely short

piece whichclearly is derived from Synge's Shadow of the Glen. It

is also his best work in terms of characterisation, for in it at last

Blake created credible personalities. The Weaker Vessel shows the

attempt of a young wife married to a hard, middie-aged husband, to
taste real love and romance with her lover. The lover is too un-
imaginative and conventional to understand her need for freedom
and her desire for honesty, and is content to seize the opportunity
of her husband!s absence at the fishing grounds to snatch one

night of passion. A woman arrives with news that the husband is
missing at sea, and the lover rejoices at the new future which now
opens before them - though his dreams are somewhat inclined
towards domesticity. The husband returns: the lover flees by the
back window. With hard, cold cynicism, the husband mocks his

wife's poetic aspirations and her lover's high-flying promises,
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finally inviting her to leave the house and take her chance with
freedom. The curtain descends as she hesitates. The debt to Synge

is obvious, notleast in the poetic language, yet The Weaker Vessel

displays a subtlety of observation and feeling not apparent elsewhere

in Blake's plays.

After this, Blake turned his full attention once more to prose writing,
leaving the impression that his ventures in the drama sprang from a
sense of duty towards a worthy cause - Scottish drama - rather than

from more personal and immediate expressive needs.

His stagecraft is barely adequate - except in the highly imitative

The Weaker Vessel - and the tedious monotone in which Clyde-Built

is conducted suggests that the author was far more at home in prose

than in dramatic dialogue. His characterisations never achieve

a solid existence on the stage. In his favour it must be said that he

did at least take his subject-matter seriously: his crofters are a

far remove from the eccentric caricatures of Graham Moffat!s kailyarders;

and the issues he struggled with were of contemporary relevance.
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J. A. FERGUSON

Emotional excess was also largely missing from the plays of J. A.

Ferguson, whose early play, Campbell of Kilmhor was themost

notable Scottish work discovered by the defunct Glasgow Repertory
Company before the first world war. Ferguson wrote about the
Highlands in a manner strongly reminiscent of Synge, and the S.N, P.
after reviving Campbell of Kilmhor followed it with The Scarecrow

in 1923 and The King of Morven in 1926,

Described by the author as a "Halloween Fantasy", The Scarecrow is

a well-written light comedy based on a very simple situation. The
action takes place in the outshed of a small‘ Invernesshire farm, in
which the cow has been repeatedly milked in the middlie of the night,
despite a strong lock on the shed door. The old woman of the farm
calls in the local policeman to catch the culprit - a thick-witted,
boastful young man, recently posted from Tiree and somewhat in-
clined to relish the power of his authority - and hints darkly at
witchcraft in the strange thefts. The young girl who lives in the
farm is almost caught by them as she slips food to her lover, a
deserter from the navy, who is hiding in a large barrel in the shed.
There follows a long contest in which the girl tries to persuade the
policeman to abandon his vigil, ending at last when she fascinates
him with tales of the supernatural. The scarecrow leaning against
the barrel is said to be bewitched, she claims, and sometimes it
comes to life. The young sailor in the barrel overhears, takes the
hint, slowly rises and stalks out, carrying barrel and scarecrow
with him, and the policeman faints. The action is very straight-
forward but the characters are exceptionally lively, and Ferguson

makes excellent use of humour and suspense,

Where Campbell of Kilmhor with its overtones of Synge had yet re-

mained distinctly Scottish, The King of Morven is more plainly

derivative of thelrish playwr‘ight. The King of Morven has as

background the Highland clearances, and its principal character
is McCaskill, the factor for the village of Morven, on the West
Coast of Scotland. Through conversation with his cold, remote

wife and an itinerant tinker, it is learned that McCaskill has
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arranged for the forcible emigration of the entire village to make way
for the landowner'!s sheep. The tinker laments that he has passed
through a desert landscape where before were thriving communities,
revealing as he does a flair for the poetic which at times sounds
rather contrived in his mouth:

"Where now are the men of Morar, of Appin and Morven

and Moidart, the men that were good company? Where

are the klndly people? Cold are their hearths now, and

over the worn steps of their doors the wid nettie blowmg

in the wind. 1

He also exposes the treachery of the clan chiefs and their abuse of
the People'!s loyalty; at which the outraged factor opens the door to
turn his uninvited guest out. His ears are stung by the sound of
wailing carried on the wind as the dispossessed are rounded up.
McCaskill tries in vain to blot out the sound by winning the tinker!'s
companionship, but is rebuffed and cursed when the traveller
realises the meaning of the sounds outside. McCaskill's wife now
openly rejects him; and in viciously petty revenge he tells the
sailors from the emigrant ships that wife and tinker are rebellious
villagers who have escaped their net. Alone in the empty house,

the factor becomes aware of the ghostly sounds of the deserted glen,
the wind blows outhis lamp and the rain begins to tap on the window.
The tinker!s prophecy, that McCaskill, "the king of Morven' will

never escape the haunting of his conscience, has begun.

The sombre mood of the play is well sustained by the silent conflict
between McCaskill and his wife and his nervous unease. Tension
is maintained first by the tinker's ignorance of the situation, later
by the sailor!s: and the climax of the action is brief and un-
melodramatic. It isunfortunate that in spite of the accuracy of

the historical background, the debt to the Irish theatre in style
and poetry distinctly outweights the attempts to inject specifically

Scottish characteristics of thought and expression.

1 The King of Morven, Page 20
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ROBERT BAIN

Robert Bain's James the First of Scotland (1925) is not a great play,

though like Gordan Bottomley!s Gruach it caused a considerable stir
when first performed. Wpritten in 1918 with the old Glasgow Repertory
Theatre in mind, it is more than competent in its careful selection of
incident and in its pseudo-Shakespearian blank verse. It presents -
without inflated heroic romanticism - the political life and eventual
murder of one of Scotland's greater kings, judiciously intertwining
the developing conflict of interests between monarch and nobility

with the legendary events of popular history.

In twelve scenes, Bain traces the king's life from the young man,
newly acceded to the crown, popular with the common people as their
champion against the anarchic tyranny of the nobles; through the
consolidation of his power and its accompanying growth of ruthless
cunning; to the fatal point where his power becomes brutally
whimsical and a band of desperate lords unite to assassinate him.

If at times the individual relationship of succeeding scenes is tenuous,
and the scenes themselves a trifle confusing in their crowded incident,
the overall impression is of coherent unity. The final catastrophe is
well prepared for, through the alienation of the king'ssupporters by his
tyrannical lapses and his own fatalistic acceptance of doom-filled
prophecies. The end itself is derived unadorned from legend, and
has the starkly dramatic quality of the ballads in its refusal to em-

broider its documentary of word and action.

Tone and tempo in the play are varied considerably: from the opening
scene in a confused and dissolute Scotland with the athletic young
king mingling unrecognised with the common people at a fair; to the
grandeur of the court and its tense muted conflicts of will between
nobility and monarch; the informality of royal soldiery perfunctorily
searching an inn after their great victory over the Lord of the Isles;

the tapestry-like splendour and refinement of James! private chambers;

and the eruption of violence which precedes the tragic lament which

concludes the tale. Wowvien throughout is the unmistakable irony

of the ballads, the prophecies and omens which mark the king's

progress towards death. An eclipse darkens the sky at the moment
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when James allows full rein to his ruthlessness against his unruly
nobles; a wise-woman foresees in his righteous anger as a young man,
the iron will which ultimately repulses him from the affections; his
fate is sealed when he tries to escape his murderers through a cellar
blocked at his own express order - to prevent tennis-balls being lost
from his games-court. The deliberate and superficial deployment of
blank verse to "elevate!" some aspects of the play is never allowed
to become an exercise in bombast or grandiose verbal elaboration,
and, asin the following fairly typical passage,
Queen : A phial of rose-water! How it fills
The air with sweetness.
King James: My good, brave Hatto,

You have wrought a wonder on me. When | think

Of all you have perilled on the stormy seas

To bring this phial of summer to the queen

I am ashamed of all my turbulence.

My lords, this little phial in my hand

Is stored with more of knightly courtesy

Than | have ever known in all my life.

(Act 111, P, 56)
acts as a stylised device embodying social hierarchy which accords
well with the ballad-like impression of the playas a whole, especially
as it is balanced by the Scots prose of the commoners. The play is
concluded with Maurice Buchanan's brief but compelling lament for

the death of the common folk'!s royal hero.

There are good moments and bad in James_the First of Scotland. The

battle against the Lord of the Isles and the Highland chiefls subse-

quent conversion to James!'! cause is weak and unconvincing, though
the soldiers provide a concrete symbol of the King's dependency on
the commons: The wise-woman who haunts the play becomes less
credible the more frequently she appears, and the episode with her
in Act 4 obscures the king's attitude to her prophecy rather than
illuminates it. Furthermore, Bain inexplicably undercuts the
verse employed so effectively throughout the play, in the last Act,

by abruptly introducing James!' reputation as a poet, and quoting
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directly from the glittering stanzas of The King's Quair. Bain's own

poetic efforts can only suffer from the comparison.

These faults limit, but do not crush the achievement of Bain's play.
Its unromantic objectivity in accounting for the decline in personal
attractiveness which accompanies the King's rising political fortunes;
its consistent invocation of inescapable destiny through prophecy;
and the rigidity with which, in general, material extraneous to the
central themes is excluded; unite to produce a directness and
simplicity already observed in discussing the murder—scene. It is
these features, quite clearly within the old ballad tradition, which
impart life and strength, and perhaps a certain bleak grandeur to

James theFirst of Scotland, ensuringit a worthy position in the

history of the Scottish National Players.

GORDON BOTTOMLEY

The performance of Gordon Bottomley's play Gruach in 1923
marked the first major success of the Scottish National Players.
Bottomley was by that time already recognised as a poet and

as an experimental playwright, whose attempts to restore verse to
the theatre had since 1900 produced highly imaginative blank-verse
plays based mostly on early British, Celtic and Norse mythology.
Such included The Cries by Night (1900), Midsummer Eve (1902),
The Riding to L ithend (1909), King L ear!s Wife (1915) and Britain's

Daughter (1921). Of these King L ear!'s Wife shares with Gruach

origins in Shakespeare,

"In these plays Bottomley displayed a peculiar
power of dealing with primitive nature. His early
Britons and Scots are not just modern characters
uttering their thoughts in verse; they are given
an individuality of their own- a greater brutality,
a sterner indomitability of purpose, and a greater
simplicity. By exploring these qualities, Bottomley
succeeded in doing what few authors of his time
achieved creating the atmosphere of another race
and time. Yet in essence he was merely pursu-
ing the old path: his plays were no more than
variants of the style cultivated by so many in the
previous century.!

1 Allardyce Nicoll, British Drama, 5th Ed. (revised) p. 318-9
Harrap, London 1962
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Gruach takes as its subject the first fateful meeting of the young
Macbeth and the woman who becomes his wife and eventually his
tragic queen, the lady Gruach. Although brought up as an orphan
in a remote part of the Highlands, the blood of a defeated roval
house runs in her veins, and for this reason a marriage has been
arranged between her and the heir of the family she lives with,
Conan. Openly resentful of this future with the dull-witted,
pedestrian bridegroom, but unable to defy grim, cold Morag, his
mother, Gruach is instantly attracted to an unexpected visitor lost
in the winter snow, MacBeth. In the night her restless spirit be-
trays her infatuation by bringing her to him in a sleepwalking trance,
and the truth thus revealed between the pair, they resolve to flee
together, risking death from pursuit and from blizzard. Though
Macbeth is a warrior, a taker of risks, it is Gruach's reckless
daring which assumes the lead: inevitably, as the audience knows
from Shakespeare, her dominance in their relationship wil lead
them both to disaster. To their successful escape in this play
Bottomley adds another irony - that servants discover their flight,
but are afraid to report the calamity to Conan; Gruach ends with his
unwittingly hollow complacence over the securing of his beautiful

bride.

Bottomley here creates a highly satisfying gallery of characters who
support this plot: Morag, mercilessly submitting herself and others
to a primitive and inhumanly rigid family duty; Conan, her brow-
beaten son, seeking at last to satisfy his smouldering resentment
by becoming husband and master to the contemptuous Gruach; Fern
his sister, timid, acquiescent, loving and repressed, a gentle
spirit ailing under a harsh life; and some quickly sketched but
dramatically effective servants whose refusal to leave the limits of
familiar, regulated experience makes its own telling contrast to the
intensity and daring of the principals. Gruach and Macbeth them-
selves are somewhat obvious and indeed, romanticised - she in
particular is a familiar type of "wild, impulsive!' heroine - but in

general their deficiencies do not detract from their function in

the play.
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A fair measure of theatrical ability is apparent in the devices
Bottomley employs to body forth his thematic intentions. The
loosely "Shakespearian! verse which he uses throughout escapes
mere bombast and pretention. His flower-imagery - Gruach first
enters carrying a great tangled bunch of wild-flowers into the for-
bidding austerity of Morag's hall; later she chooses the hellebore
for her own flower, and finds a purple flower in Macbeth's helmet -
is if unsurprising, nevertheless effective for its economy., Tension
is added to the action by repeated ironies, as when Morag and Fern
decide that Gruach'!s fate is inescapably bound to Conan's and
therefore rigid in its predictability, only for Macbeth's arrival to
overturn the balance of forces in the househoid; or wken the un-
expected visitor, loyally praising the Queen he serves with formal
extravagance, unknowingly provides a lyrical fanfare of praises

to accompany Gruach'!s entrance in the fairy-tale finery of her

wedding-dress,

Gruach has its weaknesses, particularly in its two major character-
ers who fail to develop but instead tend to repeat the same super-
ficial characteristics in different circumstances. Bottomley is thus
led to prolonging the details of their escape to no fresh purpose.
Generally, however, the play remains an interesting ahd theatrically
aware variation of the Celtic Myth strain, comparing well with

William Sharp's efforts in the 1900!'s,

After Gruach, Bottomley came under the influence of Japanese Noh

plays and of Yeats! Four Plays For Dancers. He forsook established

theatrical forms and sought to create a '""drama of the soul' through
experiments with verse, dance and symbolism, in the collections
Scenes and Plays (1929) Lyric Plays (1932), Choric Plays (1939)

and Poems and Plays (1953). His commitment to Scotland and

Ipurified' verse-drama led him further and further away from a wide
audience. It was not the semi-professional Scottish National Players
to whom he turned, but the fragmented and transient membership of
the Scottish Community Drama Association. His playlets became
increasingly orientated towards self-conscious minorities -

esoteric, romanticised and precious, dramatic verse rather than
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verse-drama. A key is provided to much of his later work in the

introduction to Poems_and Plays which observes n, .. the affinity of

poetic drama was not, he held, with prose drama at all, but with
opera'. As opera, indeed, many of Bottomley's plays might find
the vitality they at present lack — even as William Sharp'!'s The

Immortal Hour did with Rutland Boughton's music. Without music,

their static stage-qualities, elaborate and complex lyrics, repetitive—
ness and incorporeal abstraction promote unrelieved uniformity of
tone and result in boredom.

"On the stage, utterance usually accompanies action

or explains it; but when poetry is performed between
persons, the fact that their intercourse is raised to

the poetic tension often causes the action to be on the
spiritual level; and when that is the case, the words

become the action..." 1

Worse still , Bottomley imagined that the legends - often grippingly
stark — which he employed required comforting postscripts to alleviate
the distress of their cruelties, invariably falsifying the emotions which
they had stirred. Some of his plays nevertheless succeed briefly in
creating unusual effects quite beyond the reach of many playwrights

more theatrically able but less boldly imaginative.

The most remarkable of the works in Scenes _and Plays, Ardvorlich's

Wife provides an example of Bottomley's better capabilities. The
chorus with which the play opens and closes is formed by eight

women in white, who form a chanting '"ballet!! of the snow. Between them
and Ardvorlich's distracted wife a curious bond is formed of shared
experiences beyond the human, and the incantatory power of the

piece is found in the author's careful orchestration of their voices.

The Lyric Plays collection is the most substantial of Bottomley!s

offerings, displaying some of his finest experiments, most of his
most prominent faults. The theme of overlapping time-scales found
in these plays became a prominent feature of all the author'!s subse-
quent writing and stylistical elements derived from Yeats and Noh
theatre, particularly the use of a curtain symbolically folded and

unfolded to create new stage-spaces, are meticulously observed.

1 G. Bottomley, A. Stage For Poetry pp. xiii-xiv TWilson.Kendal 1948
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Mairsaili's Weeping, the most theatrical of the Lyric Plays is

typically hampered by over-elaboration. The reiterated phrases of
the chorus with which the play opens have the hypnotic attraction of
waves on a beach, evoking continuity and permanence. When the
technique is continued unvaried for the remainder of the play it
becomes tedious. The first part of the play relates how Mairsaili,
abducted by Macaintoisich with her parents! connivance, swears

that he will never see her tears. Rescued from him, she suffers his
jealous vengeance years later when he kills her husband and three
children to make her break her vow. In her grief she is confronted
by her parents and reminding them of their part in the abduction,

she turns them away with a curse. Up to this point the vigour of

the conflict and the rawness of the emotions which spring from it
maintain the audience's interest but when the play goes on to a
lengthy postscript in which Macaintoisich, now fugitive, encounters
Mairsaili to explain himself and find peace in the anguish they share,
placid "wisdom! seems a most unsatisfactory conclusion to the
extremes portrayed earlier. !'"Bottomley has his philosophy to express!
writes Priscilla Thouless :

n .. partial reconciliation ... though writtenwith

delicacy sentimentalizes the story and softens and

blurs the life of the poem, the hard, taut

vitality by which it lives. " 1

Of the Choric Plays, only The Falconer's L_assie draws attention to

itself, and then because it marks a total departure from experiment.
As if to prove that the author was still capable of writing within a

conventional mode, this is a straight-forward historical comedy.

In 1945 Bottomley glanced briefly at the professional stage once more
before retiring even further into Celtic mists, writing a conventional
love-comedy based upon an eccentric custom performed annually by

the students of St. Andrew's University, Kate Kennedy.

Bottomley died in 1948, his dream of restoring verse to the stage
unrealised. His plays since 1921 seem in retrospect deliberately
esoteric, their use of Scottish legend suspectand romanticised.

All too often his highlanders and choruses ring false :

1 Priscilla Thouless, Modern Poetic Drama p. 184
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"One is uneasily reminded . . . of Barrie!s ghillies,
of the Stage Scotchmen, all nature's gentlemen,
consumed with a desire for learning.. . " 1

There is much pretended grandeur in his. themes which evaporates
rapidly on closer inspection. Only as a determined experimenter
with form did he find true value, and his experiments seem to have
led directly away from the public stage. Despite his dedication to
Scottish drama, his practical contribution to it is minute: he found
no imitators - he rarely found spectators - and he did not popularise
the mythical themes he was so fond of. Unlike the legends of Ireland,
those of Scotland had ceased to be current: by turning to them,

Bottomley effectively shut himself off from the contemporary world.

JOHN BRANDANE

In co-operation with another leading figure in the Scottish National

Players, A.W. Yuill, Brandane wrote Glenforsa, a romantic adventure

set in the West Highlands in 1760, and one of the three one-act plays

with which the S.N,.P. began its career in January 1921.

The young laird of Oskamull awaits the arrival of his friend, MacKinnon
of Glenforsa, whlo will be eloping with Grizel Cameron, younger
daughter of the laird of Draolinn. From Oskamull's housekeeper it

is learned that Oskamull'!'s heart is set upon the older daughter,
Elspeth, though she is supposedly infatuated with Glenforsa who

has spurned her. Glenforsa, it seems has a reputation as a rake

and a wastrel. Glenforsa duly arrives with a heavily veiled woman, who
turns out to be not Grizel but Elspeth, who has tricked Glenforsa in
the darkness of the night in order to save her sister from shame and
bitter disappointment. Glenforsa now sees the error of his ways,
and once more declares his love for Elspeth, explaining that their
estrangement was caused by her misunderstanding of his opposition
to the Jacobite rebellion and his own subsequent pride. Elspeth is
thrown into confusion by this, and cannot decide instantly to fly
with him to church - after all, five minutes before, Glenforsa was

to marry her sister. The young laird's self-esteem is once more

1 Priscilla Thouless, Modern Poetic Drama p. 181
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damaged, and in bitterness he forces his friend Oskamull to gamble
with him, losing in the process not only the last of his inheritance
but also the ancestral lands of his clan. He then deliberately insults
Elspeth and Grizel and is challenged by Oskamull , already angered
by jealousy over Elspeth and Glenforsa's insistence on the gambling
stakes. They cross swords, but Glenforsa, the better swordsman,
comes to his senses, and the conflict is ended by Elspeth's decision
to accept him, Oskamull, his disappointment rather crudely mollified
by Elspeth!s suggestion that her younger sister may be more suited
to him, returns Glenforsa's forfeited lands, and helps the lovers to
escape when the pursuing laird of Draolinn is heard approaching

outside.

Glenforsa is nothing more than an adventure story with Stevensonian
echoes. Heavily dependent on its rapid changes of action, the
characters are mere stock-figures without life ororiginality.
Nothing in the play bears the least resemblence to adult experience,
and the whole tone of the entertainment is of superficial escapism

into a romantic never-land.

In November of 1921, Brandane'!s first wholly individual contribution,

The Change House, was performed by the S.N,P. Considerably

better than Glenforsa, it attempted a drama of emotional tensions

rather than physical action. The background to the play is the
accidental murder of a soldier by "lain Dubh!, master of the brig
Margaret; and the arrest, trial, and sentencing to death of another
man, Callum, for the crime. lain Dubh having put to sea after the
accident is not even aware that the soldier is dead, let alone that
Callum is to be hanged. He returns to the island, and learns the
grim news from Donnacha Mcl_ean, the local innkeeper. He tries
immediately to organise a rescue attempt to save Callum from the
rope, but the local men will not take the risk unless lain Dubh's
crew join them, and the Margaret has been forced to run south in
the face of a storm leaving its captain stranded and alone. Into the
inn, or change-house, come Seonaid and Flora Macleod, the cousin
and sister of the dead soldier, unaware of his fate and believing

him to be merely ill. Horrified, Donnacha tells the truth to the
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cousin, Seonaid, and together they keep Flora happy in her
illusion. Ironically, Flora and lain Dubh are lovers, and he does
not know his victim's identity until Donnacha takes him aside.,
Seonaid explains to Flora only that her brother is dead, omitting
lain Dubh's part in the affair; Brokenhearted and stricken by the
grief he has brought to his lover, the seaman attempts to give
himself up to the vengeful military authorities, only to be forcibly
restrained by Donnacha and the villagers, who believe that even
his confession would not save Callum's life. Finally, Flora learns
the whole truth from an embittered Seonaid. She forgives lain
Dubh for his folly but cannot forget the blood that has been spilt.
The play ends as lain and Flora accept the bitterness of fate,

and part forever.

Though the sentiments of the play are frequently strained and the

characters remain stereotyped, The Change House is a marked

improvement on Glenforsa., There is a healthy atmosphere of people

performing everyday jobs, rather than conspicuously "Scottish!
pursuits, and kilts are mercifully absent. Set only seven years

after the Forty-Five, The Change House makes no reference to that

frequently romanticised episode, and expresses no overtly national -
istic sentiment. Faults exist: an attempt to find poetry in the love-
scene between Flora and lain Dubh fails through low intensity and
lack of vitality; and not enough is made of the tensions round the
concealment of truth from Flora or of the final climax. Donnacha's
violent outbursts against the Mcleods remain inexplicable and
melodramatic, and where Seonaid's violent emotions provide a
sharp contrast to the numbly philosophic Flora, none of the

characters is more than a rigidly conceived and unoriginal sketch.

The following year, Brandane joined forces with Yuill once more

to write The Spanish Galleon, a drab and unstimulating play built

around an historical event, the sabotage of the Spanish galleon
San Juan Bautista in Tobermory Bay, in 1588. Confusing in its
employment of historical data and melodramatic in the love-affair
which complicates the plot, theplay comesto a conclusion of over-

strained dramatic irony as the government agent in Tobermory,
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Smollett, after denying the pleas for delay from a clansman whose
relative has been takenby the Spanish as a hostage, gives the order
for destruction, only to learn that his own son has gone aboard the

doomed vessel.

In 1923 came a three act comedy which by far outshone any of his
earlier work - and indeed, much of his later work - being indeed, one

of the outstandingplays in the record of the Scottish National Players.

The Glen is Mine is probably the best Scottish play of the country
versus town variety, though rich as it is in comedy, it still fails to

handle adequately the real implications inherent in the opposition.

The central conflict of the play is between Angus, an elderly but
spritely crofter; and the laird!'s son, Charlie Murray, who having
taken over the running of his father'!s estate, tries to establish a
mine to dig the iron-ore deposits discovered on it. Angus's cottage
lies in a mountain glen which the young man wishes to transform into
the site for a hydro-electric dam, and Angus eventually decides that
he does not wish to be disturbed. Charlie attempts to force the old
man out by persuading McPhedran, a merchant who appears to hold

the entire countryside in debt, to bankrupt Angus.

Brandane shrewdly and with admitted bias wins for Angus, in the
first Act the sympathies of the audience. He is careful not to paint
a blatantly false picture of a cr‘bfter"s life - having broken ribs and
a leg in an accident, Angus has to recuperate under the care of a
local farmer's wife, his own croft lying at the end of a long and
difficult climb up the hillside. As a patient he is less than perfect,
plaguing his neighbour, Mrs. Galletly, with his restless energy
and his bagpipes. [nh a scene with the old laird, Colonel Murray,
the tenant-landlord rel ationship is cordial, though clearly less
paternalistic than the colonel wishes, though the colonel is genuinely
concerned with the welfare of thepeople on his estate, The doctor
arrives to examine Angus, and it is from him rather than from his
son that the Colonel learns of the mining project. A little later, it
is revealed that Charlie!'s motives are not purely concerned with
benefits to the estate — he seeks in mining-rights a quick remedy

to his financial troubles, caused by unwary speculation. After
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outlining to Angus the benefits the scheme will bring to the district,
Charlie attempts clumsily to buy him out, only to be rebuffed by the
crofter'!s sharp-witted caution and thorough legal knowledge of the
Crofters! Act. In contrast to Charliels brusque and overbearing
manner, Angus is placid and humorous, and is plainly well-liked by
the colonel, the doctor, and the Galletlys. Where Charlie's decision
has been so hasty as to become effective before he has troubled
himself to inform his father, Angus insists on time to consider whether
he will abandon his croft; and only after hearing both sides of the
argument over industrialisation vehemently declared by his daughter,
Morag, and her sweetheart Murdo, does he decide to remain in the

glen.

Charlie's attempt, through McPhedran, to apply force to Angus,

provides The Glen is Mine with an excellent sub-plot and considerable

comic material, asthe wily crofter pits his wits against threatening
bankruptcy. Having sold a poached stag's head to the English sur-
veyor, Stockman, as a trophy, Angus secretes it by mistake in
McPhedran's vehicle. McPhedran then offers the laird and Charlie
a lift, and the incriminating head is discovered when Charlie sits

on the antlers. Angus does not hasten to explain.

The last act is something of a disappointment, the problems raised
earlier in the play being brought to over-swift conclusions and the
author!s humour becoming noticeably thinner than before. Murdo
inherits a distant croft, and Morag and he are thus unimpeded in
their marriage plans. Angus resents the prospect of his daughter
leaving him, refusing in his bitterness the apology andoffer of
assistance from a suddenly conciliatory Charlie Murray. The
Colonel succeeds where Charlie has failed, but not before Angus has
been promised a vacant neighbouring croft for Morag and Murdo.
Angus is then assisted to pay off his debts to McPhedran as Charlie

turns his mind to forestry, animprovemet to the estate which arouses

less passion than the mining project.

The only major criticism of The Glen Is Mine is that Brandane,

having in Act | posed the very real problem which faces the Highlands

- whether to retain unspoilt beauty and simplicity in the face of
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depopulation, lack of amenity, and even poverty; or to introduce

the wealth and ugliness of industrialisation — becomes partisan in

his attitude and facile in his rather hollow "solution! to the conflict.
"The complications solve themselves too easily, in fact they almost
vanish. .. n! After using Murdo and Morag as the champions of the re—
spective viewpoints, and phrasing Morag's indignation in the terms of
youthful, escapist romanticism - she talks about "the old hunting
pastoral days .... the wild free open life!", meaning presumably the
placid repetition of meagre subsistence farming on the crofts -

Angus finally hardens his heart against the mine without any more con-
vincing argument. Charlie's motives and actions are increasingly
damning, and Brandane fails to restore him to good grace with the
pathetic claim in the last act that he was prompted to desperate
measures by his regard for a favourably disposed but exceptionally
wealthy young lady. This avoidance of genuine argument suggests that

the scales of judgement in The Glen |s Mine are weighted towards

pastoral ideals inevitably tinged with romanticism, despite the author's
initial refusal to depict a peasant life of idyllic bliss - remember

Angus! broken leg, and the problems it causes.

The terms of Brandane!s one-sided argument are reflected in the
characterisation. Angus is a lively and sympathetic figure, even if
his canny Highland wisdom and sense of humour suggest a not un-
common stock character. The determination with which he opposes
Charlie is seen in the less edifying form of childish stubborness in
the last act, and Brandane successfully holds Angus above too much
sentimental indulgence, even when the bagpipes are tucked triumphantly
under his arm. The other rural characters, McPhedran and the
Galletlys, are excellent: the author has with considerably shrewd-
ness, male the Galletlys not from the Highlands, but from Ayrshire,
and there exist a subtle contrast of speech and manner between them
and the crofting community, which adds to the variety and depth of
the play. The Scottish habit of dry sarcasm is put to good purpose
in the sly innuendo with which McPhedran greets his customers and
debtors. The Colonel and Charlie are less satisfactory, and never

achieve the sense of life felt in the other characters. Morag and

1 Kurt Wittig, The Scottish Tradition in L iterature,
Oliver and Boyd, Edinburgh, 1958, p. 315-6
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Murdo are unsurprising but acceptable stage lovers. The comedy is
generally rich and good natured, if situational; and if the last act

is somewhat less gripping than the others, it is only in the awkwardly
manipulated exits and entrances of Act 2 that Brandane's technical

ability really lets him down.

The Glen Is Mine, with its pleasing comedy and over-optimistic rather
than romantic conservatism about the Highlands had great appeal to
urban audiences and was the second most frequently produced play

in the S.N,P. repertoire. Fifty years later its attraction has
diminished only slightly, its lively humour defending it against the

inroads of less credulous critics.

In some ways more successful - though not with regard to popular

acclaim - is The Treasure Ship (1924). In this comedy, Brandane
finds firmer ground for his study of materialism and the Highlands.
His method is to set a sharp-witted and at times farcically compli-
cated pursuit of easy money against an unpretentious but more

attractively positive example of renunciation.

According to legend, the wreck of a Spanish Galleon lies somewhere
at the bottom of Torlochan Bay; and in the village of Torlochan, a
Treasure Ship Syndicate headed by Fraser, the local doctor, and
MclL.aren, the grocer, has for some years been searching for it with
as yvet only marginal success. A few items of Spanish gold brought to
the surface in the diving operations are exhibited in Fraser'!s home,
beside his collection of pewter. The first act introduces the situation
and the principal characters, and indicates the devious depths to which
the fortune hunters are drawn. Fraser seizes every opportunity

in and out of the surgery to sell shares in the Syndicate, and is
accused by Mclver the joiner of neglecting his poorer patients. The
assistant doctor, McDonald, in love with Fraser's daughter lona, is
being thwarted in his applications for an independent post by Fraser!'s
insistence on providing references not merely glowing but incandescent
in their exaggerated praise, none of which are | ikely to impress
"bolshevik!" Parish Councils. On this matter, Fraser is utterly un-
approachable, and after an exchange of insults, McDonald enters

into an intrigue with lona to change the older doctor's mind. To this
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end, they arrange to meet in the garden later that night. Fraser and
his associate McL.aren have meantime decided to stage a fake robbery of
the gold on exhibit in order to win publicity for the Syndicate, and
employ their diver, Cooney, to effect the theft, Cooney does so, but
unfortunately gets drunk beforehand and asks Mclver to assist him.
lona and McDonald see the whole episode, and confront Fraser in a
wholly successful attempt to blackmail a new, carefully dictated
reference for the young man. Overnight, the "robbery!" plan is
knocked awry by Cooney!s inebriation, for he is arrested in the

dawn feeding whisky to the seagulls on the pier. Mclver reveals his
own part in the burglary to Fraser, forcing him to cancel his medical
bill; only for both of them to discover that Cooney has stolen the
wrong exhibits - he has gone off not with the gold, but with Fraser's
pewter. They are forced to unbelievable lengths to conceal the
treasure from the local policeman, who groundlessly imagines
himself to be a detective of skill and perception. Finally the treasure
has to be wrapped in a bed-quilt and dropped out the window, and to
allay suspicion, Fraser announces that a reward is being offered.
Mclver promptly collects the valuables and announcing that he has
just discovered it, holds out his hand for Fraser!s money. In a some-
what protracted fourth act, the entire episode is rounded off and put
in perspective by the discovery of a wreck and the raising of new
treasureby the Syndicate!s new diver. In the midst of great popular
excitment, Fraser receives the new specimens, only to discover

that they are his own collection of pewter. Aghast at the prospect

of discovery - there are experts journeying from London to examine
the find - he is saved by his hitherto quiet and respectable wife, who

tells him he must arrange another burglary.

The farce itself is well conceived, especially in the double-dealing
self-interest of the accomplices in crime. Fraser and McL aren are
sufficiently aware of the commercial side-effects of the Syndicate to
quarrel fiercely in attempts to conduct diving near their respective
chemist's and grocer's shops; and Mclver!s outsmarting of Fraser is
uproariously brazen. The agonies induced by the initial crime are
quite credible, and lead inevitably towards Mrs. Fraser'!s instruction

that the whole process must begin again. Outside this whirligig of

- 130 -



trickery stand lona and McDonald, laughing at Fraser's antics before
leaving Torlochan to marry and work in another village far removed

from the mad pursuit of elusive wealth.

Where the farcical humour is rich and the denouement highly effective,
characterisationin the play is non-existent and the progress of the plot
unnecessarily protracted. lona and McDonald may be acceptable in
their capacity as the perennial young lovers, but Fraser, Mclver,

and the rest are but the merest one-dimensional sketches. In The

Treasure Ship this is not a serious fault: the play makes no pretence

of depth. More serious are the red-herrings occasioned by numerous
extras who seem to be forming sub-plots which are rarely developed,

and the frankly boring triviality which comprises most of the last act.

In 1925, Brandane extended his one-act play, The Change House into

a full three acts, entitling the new work The L ifting. It is not a

success. Where The Change House made an attempt to portray the

impassive cruelty of fate, The Liftingdescends into romantic Highland

adventure, its superficiality only emphasised by the pseudo-tragic

climax. Using The Change House as a first act, Brandane goes

on to have Callum the condemned man, escape from captivity, and
once in hiding with lain Dubh and the others, falls instantly in love
with Seonaid. Attempting to escape form the island, now filled with
pursuing soldiers, the party is saved by lain's self-sacrifice in what
is surely one of the most far-fetched scenes ever to be staged, with
lain and the soldiers chasing each other back and forth through the
various doors and windows of Donnacha MclL ean's inn, reminding
irresistably of a Whitehall farce. Needless to say, he dies in the

arms of his reconciled love, Flora. The Lifting is, in the light of

The Glen Is Mine, and The Treasure Ship, to say the least, dis-

appointing in its amateurish romancing.

The same year saw The Inn of Adventure produced by the Scottish
Set in the Inn

National Players, an equally undistinguished work.
of a West Highland village in 1829, it concerns the love-affair

dawning between Philip Linnel and Mairi McDonald; the restoration
of the honour and respectability of Linnel's father; and the public

disgrace of the men who shamed him and cheated others, thel aird
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of Ardow and his son. The whole tale is childish, its Highland Inn
setting providing mere costume-drama colour, The inn is owned by
the sisters Belle and Beta Macdonald. Mairi is their sixteen year
old niece, infused with the romances of Scott and Byron. The locale
is infested with retired officers of one particular regiment, including
the good-hearted Captain McColl. Linnel's father also served in this
regiment. After quarreling with two wild young lairds, Carsaid and
Ardow, junior, over a lady, Linnel and McColl contrive to trick
Ardow by feigned cowardice and drunkenness, into revealing a set

of loaded dice. There is no depth of any kind in this play; either of

intention, characterisation, or construction.

A one-act piece, Rory Aforesaid was performed in 1926, in which

Brandane regained some of the vitality felt in The Glen Is Mine.,

Rory Aforesaid, a superficial comedy set in a rural Scottish court-

room, is short enough not to overstay its entertainment value. Once
more it is with the contemporary Scot that the author finds a sense of
life, and the Rory of the title, a shepherd, displays all the depth of
simple cunning expected of his type to outwit not only his accuser,

but the less than ethical defence lawyer, and so escapes without paying

either fine or fee.

The last of Brandane's plays to be performed by the S.N.P. is in the

same vein as The Glen is Mine and the Treasure Ship though un-

fortunately lacking their healthy simplicity. This was Heather Gentry

(1927). In the play, the laird of Drimfearn struggles crookedly to
maintain his estate by letting it out at exorbitant rents for shooting
and fishing, despite its daunting mountain terrain and almost chronic
lack of game. The latest tenant, Borden,outraged by the lack of
satisfactory sport, has gone beyond complaining to Drimfearn, and
proposes to net the estate's salmon river in direct cortradiction of the

unwritten laws of fishing. Unable to stop him, Drimfearn listens

with approval to a plan for his son Murray and the local countryfolk
to forestall Borden's scheme bypoaching the river in advance.
Marsaili McAlpine, Murray's fiance, is violently opposed to such

practices, seeing the Highlands losing their honour and sense of

values by induldng in such trickery. The words ring uncomfortably

true for Drimfearn, confirmed and practised in dishonesty as he is,
but do not prevent him from putting soft-soap on the wings of captured

game birds that they may not only be '""planted" for his irate tenant's
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benefit, but also will present easy, slow-moving targets

The Drimfearn household is at this time plagued by an Irish housemaid,
Bridget, who patently does not know "her place'. Bridget turns out
to be Kate Kelly, daughter of a wealthy war-profiteer, who has come
in disguise to the district in pursuit of Dr, Kennedy, with whom she
served during the war in Yugoslavia. With everyone guessing as to
her identity - she is frequently observed meeting a man in a Rolls
Royce - and with Drimfearn erecting a large, publicity seeking gate

across the road through the estate, Heather Gentry lapses into a

confusion of tenuously connected and trivial confrontations between
Marsaili and Drimfearn, Drinfearn and Borden, Bridget and Kennedy;
supposedly resolved by the arrival of Bridget's father after colliding
with Drimfearn's gate. In the end, Bridget gets her man - though she
spends much of theplay repelling his advances - Marsaili persuades
Murray to turn his back on his father's |atter-day banditry, and an

unrepentant Drimfearn continues his career of mild chicanery.

After the first act, in which the problems of the contemporary High-
lands are to the fore, the play loses its sense of direction, attempting
to make up for it by increased tempo, which soon becomes shallow farce.
Bridget is poorly drawn and superficial, and no aspect of her involve-
ment in the play carries much conviction. Even her comic disruptive
influence is asserted rather than witnessed. The climax of the play,

a long awaited verbal battle between her and the wiy Drimfearn, is

in the outcome uninspired. !"Happy endings'" are forced on the

plot in the crudest fashion, and there is not one character in Heather
Gentry with the least spark of life. Taken as a whole, it is a dis-

appointing descendant of The Glen is Mine.

That Brandane was, with James Bridie, one of the Scottish National
Players! two most frequently performed dramatists, can only be
regarded as an indication of that body's inadequacy. His view of
Scotland was strictly limited to portrayals of a falsely heroic

Highland past, and a falsely secure Highland present. Nowhere

does he attempt to deal with industrial Scotland, despite his adolescent
experience of grinding, 12-hour shifts in the Glasgow mills. His
attitude to the Highlands and its people is very much that of the

urban escapist, and his plays abound with humorous, contented
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crofters whose admirable qualities are none the less the products

of caricature. In The Glen is Mine he avoids serious and full con-

sideration of the question he poses so effectively about economic
development of the Highlands; and in his later plays increasingly
employs farce as a reductive medium for this his only topic of
importance. David Hutchison has commented :

"t would be wrong to deny the qualities of Brandane's

plays. They are entertaining and they have charm. It

is not, however, the charm of life, but of a non-

existent rural paradise, Brandane's trouble is that,

like so many Scottish dramatists, he has technical

ability, but nothing to say. 1

Though the audiences of the S, N. P . may hawe found Brandane
entertaining, the quality even of his technical ability is not high;
his popularity and influence typifying a self-conscious movement
in which conservative Nationalism with its emphasis on sentimental

chauvinism, was the prime virtue.

G.R. MALLOCH

A more hopeful influence than Brandane for the Scottish dramatic
movement at this time was George Reston Malloch, a poet and
dramatic critic who succeeded in writing plays which sprang direct
from deeply-felt Scottish experience in a manner which eluded most
of his contemporaries. Though his work is uneven, in at least one
play he attained a power of thought and symbol both impressive and

profoundly disturbing, andof distinctly Scottish character.

The first of his plays to be presented by the S.N.P. was Thomas the

Rhymer, a one-act representation of the legendary Scottish poet's
supernatural recall to the underworld. In a clumsy opening sequence,
Thomas, in conversation with a knight, a friar, and a neighbour denies
his mystical experience as consort to the Queen of Fgery, and de-
liberately stifles his intellectual and imaginative hungerings in pre-
ference to a mundane and far less dangerously intense life on earth.

The unquenchable curiosity of his active imagination is nevertheless

apparent in his appreciative reaction to the poetry of Tannhauser

1 David Hutchison, Scottish Theatre, September 1969 p. 16
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and his lively interest in a cabalist heresy. His repetitive assertion
that the three years "under the mountain" are only a dream which
plagues him, and that in reality he had departed on a vague '‘journey"
is too dogmatic to overcome his continuing disquiet; and he is not

assisted by his wife's regret at his transformaion from poet and seer

to comfortable farmer and doctor.

Disquiet grows to fear as prophetic signs of his recall to the super-
hatural plane multiply: desperately, he throws himself on the mercy
and protection of God and the saints, but is hypnotically drawn to
play and sing despite his vows and prayers. He confesses to his
wife the nature of his three-year's "dream!", a poetic vision of the
mystical terrors of a man among immortals: in the land of Faery,
there is no protecting God to shield him; and says the poet, "t

is a good thing to die at the last." He has sworn to return to the
Queen he has forsaken, but cannot face the awesome demands it

will involve. Thencomes the fateful news that a white hart and a
white hind are walking unafraid through the town. Unable to escape

his fate, Thomas follows them into the forest, and disappears forever,

Despite a poor beginning, Malloch rapidly captures the starkly simple
atmosphere of the ballads, with their unnerving mystique and
unassailable predestination. The tension within Thomas, between

the turmoil of his imagination and the careful facade of orthodox
normality he strives to maintain, is effectively conveyed; and Malloch
has characterised the Rhymer!s wife as a symbol both of earthly

existence and humanity's yearning for a higher beauty. Thomas the

Rhymer, though not outstanding, is yet as good as most of the S.N,P.'s
historically-based work.
At the Atheneum Theatre in January, 1926, Malloch achieved his

greatest success with the premiere of two plays performed in the

same programme, The House of the Queen and Soutarness Water.

Of lesser importance is The House of the Queen; even so, this short

work of poetic allegory is a striking departure from the common
currency of Scottish one-act plays produced by the S. N.P. Three

men toil up a hill with stone for the building of the queen's palace.

They have been commanded to this work by the queen's Messenger,
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and they resent the enforced and difficult labour, for none of them

has seen their ruler, knowing of her only by hearsay and exaggerated
legend. The harshness of the land is contrasted to the l[ush meadows
of the distant south, where life is easy and the queen, if remembered
at all, is mocked as a delusion which chains the northerners to endless
and irrelevant slavery. The three men abandon their work, reject

the queen as a myth, and decide to travel to the southern land; but

are checked by the arrival of the Messenger. The queen, he tells
them, already occupies the half-built palace as a spirit. Angrily,

the men point out that they cannot see her and the Messenger describes
her to them in heroic poetry which invokes images of the stern grandeur
of their native land andits glorious history. Entranced, the men's
senses are awakened, and they see the queen in the fullness of her
beauty, returning joyously to their task. Alone on the mountainside,
the Messenger implores the queen to grant him a glimpse of her

beauty also.

The allegorical significance to the dream of a resurrected Scottish
nationhood is obvious, but the play is couched with sufficient skill
to avoid pretension, though not an element of preciousness. The
short form is well handled as a vehicle for poetry, the speech of the
labourers rhythmic and repetitive, in contrast to the Messenger's
careful rhetoric. The physical stass on the stage is balanced by
modul ations of speech, as the national visionary who is the

Messenger builds with his imagination a dreamwhich becomes concrete

for other men.

That Malloch'!'s "nationalism" is of a different order from Brandane's,
and indeed, most of the consciously Scottish products of the S.N.P.,
should already be apparent. Malloch's locations are superficially
Scottish - they could in truth be anywhere - the content of his plays
may be rooted more deeply in Scottish experience but paradoxically,
is more universal in appeal. Parochialism, it seems, is the in-
sistence on tartan or shipbuilding, on creating a Scotland on the

stage, rather than Scotsmen writing from their intellect and emotion.

Nowhere does Malloch penetrate more deeply into Scottish con-

sciousness than the three acts of Soutarness Water. One of the
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few mature and intensely serious plays performed by the S.N.P. , it
took as its subject Predestination, a central and particularly harsh
tenet of Scottish Puritan theology. Supreme above the piteous struggles
of its literally doomed characters is a terrible old Testament God,
never openly recognised, but whose inhuman "mysterious ways'" seem

to toy sardonically with the lives and hopes of men before cutting

them off altogether. With startling effect Malloch identifies this

deity by argument and symbol with the Soutarness Water, a murderously
changeable river which lurks threateningly behind each scene of the
play; and with the mentally defective Daft Jock whose petty vengeance
on a local farmer initiates the final tragedy. The bitter irony of this
equation of God with capricious inhumanity and malicious insanity is
emphasised by Malloch!'s chorus, the minister of the local kirk and his
elders, desperately but ineffectively attempting to reconcile the
members of their flock to the inexplicable blows which beset them;

and opposing them, the impassioned, blasphemous intellect of Gavin

Dochart.

On a stormy night, with the sound of Soutarness Water in rising spate
for a background, Hugh Munro quarrels with his mother over the girl
he is courting, Jean Dochart., Mrs. Munro, though she will not state
her reasons, is utterly opposed to any association with the girl, and
when Hugh refuses to heed her objections, spitefully tells him he goes
out to see Jean "without her blessing". As Hugh leaves, the minister
arrives, and to him Mrs. Munro confesses her anguish concerning Jean
Dochart. She feels she has been unjust to the girl, but curiously
asserts that Jean's mother "ill-wishes!" Hugh's dead father, her
sometime lover. The minister is astonished by this belief in pagan
powers by a Christian woman, and sternly rebukes her, but Mrs,
Munro cannot be entirely persuaded. She tells the minister how the
sound of the river seems like a voice endlessly repeating ""His

mercy endureth forever', and as she is apparently comforted by this,
the clergyman takes his leave. Almost immediately, the weird figure
of Daft Jock walks unheralded into the house, with another inter-—
pretation of the river!s voice - the words of the curse supposedly

wished on Hugh's father; "I or well, trickle of spate, Soutarness

Water!ll get ye yet", Mrs. Munro, after questioning Jock about the
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rhyme, suspects that Jock is an illegitimate son of the Dochart woman
and her own late husband; and is then Paralysed by the thought that
Jean may be the child of adultery and half-sister to Hugh. In tur-
moil, she prays to God for guidance then forgiveness for such an
accusation against her man; but now her head is filled with the sound
of the river repeating "11l or well , trickle or spate, Soutarness
Water!ll get ye yet!", Terrified that by withholding her blessing

she may have loosed the curse on her son, she goes out to cross the
river and warn him to cross the river in safety by the bridge rather
than by the swifter but less secure stepping stones, but is herself

drowned while taking this dangerous route.

The second act takes place on the morning of Mrs, Munro's funeral.
Hugh and the minister depart from the Munro cottage, and in their
absence arrive first Daft Jock, seeking a quiet refuge away from
other folk, then Gavin Dochart, Jean's father. Dochart is a finely-
drawn, complex character; a man of intelligence and sensibility
transformed to bitterness and self-degradation. Threatening Jock
continually with violence, he assaults instead Hugh!s whisky, and
insistently plies Jock with it as well. Prompted by the helplessnhess
and incomprehension of his companion, Dochart gives tongue to

his feelings with a consuming rage all the more frightening for its
control. Dochart once ceased to beliew in the existence of God,
under the impact of great suffering. His belief has returned, but
he now regards God as a monstrous tyrant, worshipped by the timid
who cannot bring themselves to accept the reality of death and pain,
who take refuge in pathetic assertions of "God!s mercy!: thus,
says Dochart, the appalling slaughter of the Great War is become
"a God!s mercy!"., The reason behind this outburst is made clear
after two church elders interrupt his increasingly drunken monologue,

and he savagely exposes his problem to them for the judgement of

more orthodox opinon.

Dochart, like Mrs. Munro, has come to suspect the identity of
Jean's true father - only his evidence is considerably more concrete:
he knows that his wife, was unfaithful to him. Hugh Munro now wants
Jean for his wife, and though religious scruples hold no sway

over him, Dochart is afraid that someone else may know or guess the
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truth, and crush his daughter's happiness by whispering it abroad.
The elders are dumbfounded, andDochart drives them away with
mockery. Faced by Jean and Hugh, Dochart is driven finally to the
point where he must confess his suspicion: and at this point, God
seems to intervene positively, though with terrible power - Gavin
Dochart suffers a stroke which stills his voice forever before he

can utter the fatal words. Blasphemy appears to have received a

fearsome reward.

Jean and Hugh procede with their wedding, at which Dochart is a
helpless, wheel-chair ridden guest. The ceremony is disrupted,
however, by Daft Jock who out of revenge for a beating once re-
ceived at Dochart!s hands, shouts that Jean is Hugh's sister,
While minister and elders attempt first to overcome the objection,
then to reconcile the lovers to an abrupt and total separation,
Jean throws herself in to the river ard Hugh follows her example
by shooting himself. The curtain descends on Daft Jock, sitting

alone in the Munro kitchen,a meaningless grin on his face.

There are occasions when Soutarness Water becomes melodramatic

or attempts effects outwith its author!s<kill. The deaths are not
well handled, and in the last act are distinctly clumsy. However,
it should be remembered that Malloch is dealing quite literally with
a "deus ex machina'', andif this does not excuse his failure, at
least it explains his difficulty: how to portray convincingly the
unexpected and apparently meaningless manipulations of a God
invested principally with motiveless malice. Technically,

Malloch is plagued by the necessity of reporting the most crucial events
of his play rather than showing them; and by the end of the last act
his manner of doing so has become repetitive and wooden. He also
takes the risk of a prolonged soliloquy in act one, which though he

has contrived to fit it into a formal prayer to God, is yet not wholly

satisfactory. The overwhelming impression of Soutarness Water

is not of these failures, but of the remarkable powea with whch the

theme of Predestination is pursued throughout the play.

The sound of Soutarness Water is not only continually present, its

relevance is emphasised by the conflict of its "voices!, the infantile,

pagan rhyme overcoming the Christian reassurance. What in other
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circumstances would be a symbol of life is here the instrument of
death, its power associated not with a higher justice, but with the
insane randomness of Daft Jock. The elders who discover Mrs.
Munro's death in Act 1 specifically introduce the concept of pre-
destination in a nervously snappish argument about the effectiveness
of prayers for the dead; and after their departure there comes an
oddly disquieting moment when the kitchen door swings open, almost
as a deliberate lure for Hugh as he crosses the river. Dochart's
terrible raging in Act 2 fully developes Malloch's argument, and in
one moment of brilliance finds in a whisky bottle an extended simile
for God and his influence. The extreme swings of fortune's pendulum
only accentuate human helplessness; and in the end Jean's fatalistic,
hopeless resignation is far more terribe than all her father's defiant
bitterness and rage. Malloch does not oversimplify: Ines, the kirk-
elder who upholds rigidly the necessity of bowing before God's will
however harsh, is neither dull-witted nor cruel - he too has suffered,
and has found his religious "comfort" barely palatable. Lastly, there
is Daft Jock, equal in influence to Soutarness Water and apparently
in communication with it. From first to last his is the vital contri-
bution which sets in motion the process of destruction, first by im-
planting the rhyming curse of the river in Mrs. Munro'!s ears, then
by prompting Dochart to his obsessive defiance of God, and next by
interrupting the marriage. It is the imbecilic Jock who, at least
figuratively, inherits the stricken household at the end of the play;

alone undisturbed by the insanity implicit in the events around him.

Soutarness Water is powerfully written in a form of Scots not difficult

to comprehend, but generally undistinguished. On occasion Malloch
displays a lively taste for imagery; as when Hugh Munro, speaking

of the obstacle to his marriage and its effect on Jean, says:"... a
thing like yon wad rub the bloom aff a young saul like a man's fingers
taks the bloom aff a plum." There is no trace whatsoever of immature
coyness: adultery and sexual jealousy are explicity dealt with, and on
the subject of religion the author admits no false restraints - indeed,
the Glasgow Herald critic at the premiere reported that one scene in
particular was too frankly imaginative for outraged respectability,

when the ""blasphemous apotheosis of the whisky-bottle elicited a

~ 140 -



. . 1
hiss from the audience." That was as near as Glasgow came - at
least in the twentieth century - to the riots which not infrequently had
welcomed O!'Casey's plays in Ireland, but it was enough to scare the

Scottish National Players, and Soutarness Water was performed by

them only half-a~dozen times. In this they abandoned one of the very
few plays with which they were presented which found its origins
deep within Scottish experience, both emotional and intellectual ,

and which dealt with its theme exhaustively and skilfully. Soutarness

Water deserved much, much more,

The Coasts of India (1928), in three acts, was never published and

no text apparently exists. Of it, the Glasgow Herald said the
following :

... the theme is the down fall of a proud Scottish family,
and ... it is set in a small Scottish town and in Glasgow.

The play is oneof considerable interest. The term
"Scottish national drama! has come to mean swatches of
the vernacular, tartan plaids, bearded faces, crooked
sticks, and balmoral caps. But Mr. Malloch has
dispensed wi th all these gadgets seized upon by the
music-hall comedian for the purpose of drawing a
libellous picture of the Scot with which to entertain the
world., Instead he has dressed his characters according
to the fashions of the early nineties, and he makes

them speak with good Scottish tongues the English they
were taught. The story tells how John Mair and Thomas
Mair, flourishing owners of spinning mills, are brought to
ruin by the entrance of a competitive industrial concern.
John Mair the enigma of Scottish pride, refuses offered
assistance and even when he is unable to pay the rent of
a small flat in Glasgow he speaks to the collector from
the heart of such burning pride that only the timely
intervention of his wife averts further disaster. John
Mair has an imaginative daughter who holds on to a
phrase, 'the Shores of India! as symbolic of all she
intends life to give her. Hence the title. The

author also deals quite cleverly with the changing
customs of the period and for the purpose introduces
trade unionism and other social questions. ! 2

The Grenadier (1929) is by comparison a rather slight piece, de-

pending too much on coincidence though its characterisation is of

1 Glasgow Herald, 20 Jan. 1926
2 Glasgow Herald 24 Oct. 1928
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a high standard. It is a very straightforward tale about a West
coast family awaiting the arrival of the ferry-boat "The Grenadier'",
to carry the daughter to Greenock and her ship-connection for
America. Her brother is expected to arrive on "The Grenadier"
to take farewell of her, but apparently is not aboard. In fact, he
has been accidentally killed on the journey, and the parents and
Captain of the ship unite to conceal the death from the girl, thus
enabling her to depart in happiness for her hopefilled future.
Despite the accute observation of character - the father in
particular is excellent - there is not sufficient conflict or physical
movement to make the episode truly dramatic; the stage is occupied
most of the time by a blind woman sitting almost motionless. As a
result, the bitter laughter of the bereaved father which ends the

play seems melodramatically exaggerated and The Grenadier, as a

whole, is an inferior successor to The Coasts of India and Soutarness

Water. Other pieces, such as Prologue to Flodden failed equally to

contribute anything approaching the value of these two plays.

DONALD CARSWELL

Donald Carswell!'s Count Albany (1926) is a hard, hard look at the

legendary hero, Bonnie Prince Charlie, and the romantic Jaco-

bitism so dear to Scotsmen. The play is set in 1766 - twenty
penurious, degrading years after the disastrous Forty-five - not in
Scotland, but in Rome; in the private study of Henry, Cardinal of
York and brother to Charles Edward. The Old Pretender lies on
his deathbed, and Henry has sent to Florence for his long-estranged
brother to attend his dying father. When the curtain rises, Mackintosh,
Henry'!s clerical secretary, is discovered taking a sly nip from a
whisky bottle carefully concealed in his writing desk. He is almost
caught by the unheralded arrival of his master, an intelligent,
moderate man, though rather thoughtless about his effect on the
feelings of others. Henry, strained and worried by a long vigil at
his father's bedside, yet proves himself capable of wry humour and
even heartiness in his response to Mackintosh's dourly sarcastic

comment about the Stuart family and cold steel — Mackintosh has
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little sympathy for Henry's complacent denigration of Scottish lack
of sophistication. The secretary is prickly and angular in his pride;
deliberately self-righteously, awkward about the Stuarts! debt to
Scotsmen: but the tragic tale of his brothers' death for the Jacobite
cause proves to be habitual, both obsessive and carefully rehearsed.
The two men argue over the non-arrival of Charles Edward, from
which are learnt the embarassing details of the Prince'!s life in

exile - drunkenness, debauchery, crippling extravagance and a
degradingly ill-tempered relationship with a certain Clementina
Walkinshaw, his companion in disgrace. Mackintosh is goaded by

an impassioned outburst from Henry into patriotic violence; but his
l[imitations are apparent in the satisfaction his ponderous imagination
derives from an excessively long formula expressing his outrage,
and Henry at the end is once more in control of the situation. To-
gether, the two men are Carswell!s precise and observant comment

on the relationship of Scotland and the Stuart dynasty.

Charles Edward!s arrival is announced by the entrance of Clementina
Walkinshaw, a long-suffering and desperate woman, who announces
that her beloved consort is drunk, and that they cannot pay off the
coach which has brought them to Rome. Clementina, long since

ruined by life with the Prince, revenges herself on the wa'ld - and

the Stuarts in particular - by being a constant source of embamassment.
In this, she succeeds magnificently with Henry. Charles Edward
himself now enters, drunk, dissolute, and shockingly threadbare,
bearing all the marks of his wasted life. Henry is horrified, but
Mackinnon the Scotsman is blinded by romantic preconceptions:

he is rapidly charmed and shamed into handing over the hidden whisky,
and prompted once more to repeat the tragedy of his brothers. In
another striking symbol of Jacobite reality, Carswell has the Prince
"remember" Mackintosh's family and praise their courage - unlike

his brother, Charles has no scruples about pandering to others!

illusions especially if they concern himself.

Alone together, the brothers argue over the past: Henry with bitter

realism, Charles with inspiring romanticism, despite his increasing

drunkenness. Charles fully comprehends the reality behind such
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inspiration - but he has nevertheless been powerfully moved

by it.

Charles : "Quite right. We were the raggedest, lousiest
regiment that ever marched, but we marched to
win a kingdom. We had no guns, we had no
money, we had no food. But we had what was
better - loyalty to the death, love stronger
than death - all the things that only fools
believe in. It was a fool!s game, but it

was a great game. "

Henry : "A [ost game. !
Charles : "But a game that was almost won - ay, and will
be won vyet, .. 1

He is brutally objective about his political position, disbelieving the
principle of inherited Divine Right on which the Stuart cause was
based, preferring instead to see himself as one upon whom Grace

has fallen as a chosen instrument of destiny. For his charisma was
he followed by the clans, not for his name. This magnificent elevation
ultimately becomes suspect as he expands his vision till he towers
over the rest of mankind and foresees his future triumph over all
adversity, with armies rising to his standard from the Moidart

caves. The vaunting rhetoric is cut short by Clementina's re-entry

- and suddenly it is clear that Charles is extremely drunk. He

sings heedlessly and loudly, and then physically assaults Clementina.
As Henry drags him away, the confusion is abruptly halted by a
sonorous, statuesque messenger who ritualistically announces the
death of the king and the accession of Charles. Henry begins
desperately to excuse his brother!s condition, and Charles, drunkenly
stumbling over the ritual reply, reaches a lengthening pause .......

"Harry ... Help me ... I've forgotten. | knew it
all once, but I've forgotten. Oh, God, l've
forgotten how to be king'.

He breaks down, weeping, and the play is concluded.

1 Count Albany, Seven Short Plays, Pan, London 1951 p. 217
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Count Albany is one of the very few outstanding Scottish plays to be

written between the wars, and has seldom been equalled since. The
dialogue fulfills every demand made upon it to sustain a play so
heavily dependent on conversation; the characters are excellent,
Henry and Charles especially being studied in considerable depth

and subtlety. Carswell's sense of irony is remarkably well developed
throughout the play, but its grimness is finely relieved by the sheer

flamboyance of the ageing rake Charles. Count Albany is of major

importance to Scottish drama not simply by virtue of the author's
technical or imaginative skill, excellent though these are. Carswell
has boldly seized a theme so frequently adopted and abused by senti-
mentally inclined writers as to be almost automatically equated with
the second-rate, and instead produced an original , brilliantly damning
assault on all the second-rate escapism which plagues Scottish

drama and literature.

Under the pseudonym of Cormac Simpson, William J. MacDonald,
resident in London where he was a schoolteacher, followed the

presentation of his one-act domestic comedy The L ast Move (1926)

- a very frail vessel indeed - with more substantial work : Avyont The

Hill (1927) and The Fiower In the Vase (1928). Avyont the Hill is a

quite astonishingly predictable cautionary tale concerning a Perth-

shire farmer who becomes so restive at the approach of his ""hirplin
days!" that he sacrifices his marriage, his farm, his son's life, and
his daughter's to travel the world and drink in its varied excitements
before old age canclaim him. With quite staggering lack of surprise,
he discovers that London is not Eldorado and returns suitably
chastened to a wife andfamily who forgive him in the end, enabling
them all to live happily ever after. Scottish dialect is used

extensively. The Flowe In The Vase is hardly an improvement,

In this play, Irene leaves the falseness and sophistication of middlie-
class London to follow her friend Mary to Mary's home, a farm near
Aberfoyle. After some love complications with Mary's brothers Andy
and Alec, she gives her heart to Andy, a rough farmer. After
hesitating about whether to join his rural way of life, suspecting

that she would be a hindrance to him, the arrival of her ambition-

- 145 -



obsessed mother proves to Irene that the country is preferable to her
past existence. There is nothing to recommend Simpson's plays - in
fact, it must be suspected that his dogged pursuit of the obvious in

tenuously Scottish settings can only have done a disservice to Scotland

on the stage.

Similarly, Donald Macl_aren, wlo wrote It Looks L ike A Change (1929)

and S For Sugar Candy (1938) wrote regretably low-grade plays. The
first of these is a curiously protracte d and characteriess attempt at
Scots comedy, in which Robert Scriven "vanishes" to escape his
nagging wife Janet and her hypocritical and bigoted Uncle James.

Janet remarries cheerful grocer Alexander Ross, keeping him more
firmly under her thumb even than Robert, who, supposed dead, returns
disguised as a Canadian acquaintance. Janet recognises him, and to-
gether they learn of an inheritance which they can only claim as man
and wife - and of course, neither can now admit to Robert!s continuing
existence. Macl_aren paints a curious picture of Scottish life, and

his play is crowded with eccentrics conceived - one supposes - in

the tradition of "Scottish Character Acting'", one of the least
appetising symptoms of the kailyard school which presents all Scotsmen
as infantile oddities. Macl_aren's villagers, Bell Bogle, Archie
Norrie, the church officer, Dicht MacReady the farmer, and 'Houp-
la', all fall into this category; and the play depends so heavily on the
distractions of their quaintness that the shifts of the plot are quite

undisguisedly contrived and even nonsensical. $S.For Sugar Candy

is an abysmal comedy in which the young American niece of Peter and
David Coggie, manufacturers of confectionary, revitalizes her unclés
home and factory, thwarting the wicked Jews Lord Birtleshaw and
Isadore Benn. She then marries the butler!'s son. The humour is
anaemic and the antisemitism unpleasant. Where Cormac Simpson

is merely dull, MaclLaren is distinctly offensive.

The One-Acts
The general impression of the first ngolden" decade of the Scottish

National Players is of dull - sometimes infantile — one-act domestic
comedies or historical costume-dramas; relieved at intervals by

more substantial work which on occasion could display rivetting
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skill and Iimagination, Unfortunately the superficial one~act comedy
rapidly became an institution among Scottish amateurs, and continued

to recur in S.N,.P. programmes right up to 1938,

The embarassing badness of these plays is typified by Morland Graham's

Clest La Guerre (1926), performed no fewer than eighty times by the
S.N.P.; John Bone'!'s The Crystal Set (1924), and most agonising of
all, J.J. Bell's Exit Mrs. Mcl_eerie (1928).

Clest La Guerre depicts an incident in the great war, in which an
uncouth Scottish soldier, taking refuge in a cellar from German
gunfire, discovers hiding there an elderly Frenchman and his beautiful
daughter. Unable to speak each other!s languages, beyond a few
words, the trio drink tea together, and the soldier tends a wound

on the girl!'s arm. Each hesitant attempt at conversation inevitably
terminates in the repeated phrase, ''c'est la guerre', until the
soldier packs up his equipment and returns to the war outside.

The Jock, struck by the girl!'s beauty, confesses to wistful pangs

of romance before resolutely resuming his duty. Theplay is boring,
undramatic, and heavily sentimentalised. Graham wrote another play

for the S.N.P., in 1928, The Hoose wi! the Golden Windies, a heavy-

handed child!'s morality which in its awful couthy homeliness is no

improvement on Clest L_a Guerre. Topical enthusiasm for the infant

radio services provided John Bone with material for his slapstick

comedy, The Crystal Set. Though its principal appeal, the audiences!

familiarity with the farcical aspects of "cat!s whisker!" wireless
receivers, has longsince vanished it is plain that there was very little
else in the play beyond a judicious use of broad Scots accent. As a
brief sketch in a variety programme it would be entirely satisfactory:
it is hardly the type of play to receive the attention ofa movemement
dedicated to national dramatic r*evival.1 J.J. Bell's piece, Exit Mrs.

MclL eerie, would not have reached the stage of any self-respecting music

hall. Its humour is extremely feeble, relying solely on the most

obvious slapstick and caricature. The action is centred round the

insistence of the forceful Mrs. Munro that her friend Mrs. MclL eerie

1 42 performances by the S.N.P.
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should visit Buggles' photographic studio. Mr. Buggles is at first

busy in the dark room, and as the wanen await hijs atention, Mrs,

Munro succeeds in damaging as much furniture and fittings as are in

her clumsy reach. Mr. and Mrs. Bruce, dissatisfied customers, arrive
at the studio, only to be discomfitted by Mrs. Munro's fishwife humour.
The Mfun'!' is derived from the weakest malapropism, ignorance, and
stupidity on the part of the characters, Sadly, this was not an early
production by a society as yet unsophisticated and with little material.

. . 1
Exit Mrs, Mcl _eerie was performed for the first time in September 1928,

in the wake of most of the S.N,P, !'s greatest achievemernts.

Some of these one-act domestic comedies were less tedious. 208

Separate performances attest to the popularity of A Valuable Rival ,

a one-act comedy by N.F. Grant, whHch was the choice of the S. N, P,
for presentation before the royal family at Balmoral in 1922. Strongly
satirical, the play depicts the conflict between two small-town news-
paper owners in a north Scottish town, Jameson and Bain, and
Jameson'!s confession when given thepower to smash his rival that

he finds Bain's competition a necessary part of his pleasure.

At the start of the play Bain, the younger man, is in the ascendant,

and Jameson is fast losing advertising and circulation. Maggie
Jameson, his grimly vindictive daughter, reveals that she has been

to Bain'!s home town and uncovered an attempt by Bain fifteen years
previously to perpetrate a forgery. Despite the fact that the intended
victim longsince forgave Bain, Maggie has with single-minded cruelty
obtained the fatal evidence with which to destroy her father's competitor.
Her malicious triumph over Bain prompts Jameson to remark wryly,
"Aye, | suppose next Sabbath, Maggie, ye'll hae the kirk-bell itsel!
dinging out, 'Forgery! Forgery!!'l'. Bain is sent for and confronted
with the evidence, Jameson deliberately prolonging the tension despite
Bain's stoic acceptance of defeat and requests for the terms of the
blackmail. Jameson then throws the evidence into the fire, thunder-
ously quelling a hysterically disappointed Maggie, and explains to Bain:
"l dinna want to lose sich an incomparable adversary as yersel'. ..

Mester Macnab o! 'The Advertiser! is now in an asylum, and Mr. Bliss

of 'The Record! is in his grave. ... ", and since his victory over them,

1 26 performances by the S.N.P.
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life has been too quiet. Bain is trapped by pride into remaining in the
town, and leaves the house to arrange the next round of their contest,
Jameson now turns on his tearful daughter, demanding that she
remember her Christian upbringing, and for good measure blackmails
her into silence over the affair - he knows that her vindictiveness
~comes from jealousy of Bain's attentions to anotier woman., Having
thus captured his "valuable rival" and humiliated his daughter, the
old man turns to his evening meal » solemnly bowing his head for the

mumbled grace: ''thy mercies - Christ!s sake - Amen, . 1t

The reversal of direction half-way through is well-managed, and
as an entertaining light satire it is effective, especially in the magni-

ficently hypocritical display of religious humility with which it ends.

Scotland's two most prolific writers for the amateur stage, Charles
Stewart Black and Joe Corrie, began their careers with productions
by the S.N.P., developing their talents elsewhere during the huge
expansion of amateur drama in Scotland which followed the S.N.P.'s

establishment.

Charles Stewart Black gave them Chatelard (1921) in the romantic

historical vein, and an attempt at satire The Guinea Stamp (1923),
woodenly written and highly predictable in its conclusion, though
there are a few pleasing moments, Joe Corrie, a writer of some
talent who found for himself a ready market for light comedies in the
expanding amateur drama became the uncrowned king of the amateur
festivals, having written over seventy plays. Those he presented to
the S.N,P. are of interest for their simplicity, vitality, and above
all, for their settings; for Corrie, a miner, portrayed the life of
the mining village, far removed from the dramatic norms of Highland
dream-world, Highland reality, and urban middle-class alike. The

Shilling-a-Week Man (1927) for example, has its action in a poverty-

stricken miner's house, in which the miner's wife struggles to make
ends meet and somehow pay off thepackman - the "Shilling a-week
man" - who operates a primitive, and for himself lucrative form of
hire-purchase, deliberately holding the wiole community in grossly
inflated debt. The wife, terrified lest her husband finds out about

the money she owes, attempts to evade the packman, but is eventually
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cornered by him. She tries in vain to borrow the sum, and in the
meantime her husband returns home, having lost his job. He soon
grasps the situation, despite her attempts to deceive him; but he turns
his anger not on her, but on the packman, driving him out without his
money and telling him flatly that it won't be paid until the family can
afford it. Corrieportrays the hand-to-mouth existence and its
pathetic attempts to maintain a respectable front with spare effective-

ness, without comment or complaint or falsely heightened emotion.

It is of note that it was in the field of the one-act play that Scots
dialect and language was most frequently and confidently employed,
and that almost without exception whenever the setting was modern,
it was also working-class. This association of class and speech
is quite natural: it is however regrettable that both should have
become so readily identified with the most reductive and uncouth
brand of humour. Scots language In particular found itself unjustly

but understandably suspect in the theatre of subsequent years.

- 150 -



THE SECOND DECADE

After the change of policy in 1928 and the demise of the Scottish
National Theatre Society as the principal influence on the Scottish
National Players, the number of new Scottish plays performed by
them declined noticeably; and in the 1930's there were only two new
authors of interest whose work came to the fore — Hal D. Stewart and
James Bridie. Bridie ultimatly became Scotland's most prominent
modern playwright; but no single play appeared to rival the excite—

ment generated by the first performances of Gruach, Soutarness

Water or James the First of Scotland. The wlole tone of the

decade is one of declining initiative and the stultification of the

original ideals.

JAMES BRIDIE

Undoubtedly the greatest single indication of the S. N, P. !'s decline
during the 1930!'s was the failure to find in James Bridie a principal
dramatist for their movemeat, as they had done previously with John
Brandane and G. R. Malloch. Eight of Bridie!s plays were performed
by them between 1928 and 1937, but of these, only four were written

specially for the S.N.P., and they were far from being his best works,

The first of Bridie's plays to be publically performed was The Sun-
light Sonata written in 1928 in close co-operation with John Brandane
and Tyrone Guthrie. Described as a "farce-morality!" it was the only
work Bridie produced with the S.N.P. in mind to which he applied

all his energy and skill, and though its intention was frivolous and
light to a degree which sometimes drew the author into occasional

flights of downright foolery, The Sunlight Sonata nevertheless bore

the distinct stamp of both a rare talent for rhetoric and the continuation
of Scottish tradition in satire and irony. The play somewhat eccentri-
cally mocks the besetting pettiness of the sins indulged in by Glasgow's
middie-classes, by taking a sample of its membership and making them

the pawns in a contest between good and evil, in which the Seven

Deadly Sins figure very prominently. The conflict is hardly Miltonic,

however. A comically despondent and somewhat ineffective Beelzebub,

attended by the Seven Deadly Sins as naughty children following a
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grim, intellectually superior master, is confronted by the three
providential "Aunties" - Faith, Hope and Charity. These three
ladies are particularly excellent foils to Beelzebub, complacent,
twittering, good-natured members of the Women!s Guild, dressed -

in Bridie's words - as "handsome but uneventful Pantomime Fairy
Queens!'. By contrast, Beezebub is a devil in the Auld Nick tradition,
eloquent, depressed, given to soliloquies of magnificent rhetorical
power, quite attractive in his comic insistence on evil. It is with
some point that when Beelzebub is masquerading as a gardener, one
of the characters observes him to be a "fine old Scotch type!'! Set
out with burlesque elaboration in Prologue, Interlude, Demonstration,

Apotheosis and Epilogue, The Sunlight Sonata shows humanity plagued

by the Seven Sins as a situation far more preferable than the total
separation of vice and virtue. When, under the influence of Beelzebub,
the accustomed level of trivial self-seeking in the human is aggravated
to the point of violence, the three Graces intervene to create an
equally untenable atmosphere of prim and hypocritical virtue.

Bridie impishly equates the triumph of the "Aunties" with the rice-
pudding and rissoles which become the staple diet of the reformed"
Groundwater family. The victory of evil is also made ridiculousin
the gross degeneracy of Eisie Carmichael, who falls under the spell
of all seven of the Sins. As the wicked Lady, she is emphatically
played for laughs, a huge cigarette-holder being indispensible to the
role. Bridie finds his satirical solution in a return to the situation
with which the play began, with humanity comfortably established
midway between the evil and the good. The farcical restoration of
the original order is crowned by an Nepithalamion" recited by Faith;
as the Seven Sins respectfully arrange themselves around the re-
deemed Elsie and her newly-won fiance:

"Phoebus is throned and Hymen's Torch is lit
And we had better md&e the bestof it.

So to this happy blend of rib and dust

If evil spirits come (as come they must)

As reverent servitors let them attend
Utterly purposed never to offend.

L et Avarice keep the wolf-pack from the door
And Envy polish up the parquet floor.

et soft Luxuria deck the wanton bride

And Gula keep the inner man supplied.
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Let capable Superbia nurse the kids

And Ira whack them, as the Bible bids.
Let Sloth transport the family jars away,
On these conditions only let them stay -
To stimulate, to comfort, to sustain,

Or, at the least, perhaps to entertain,
And do remember, dears, in the event

Of fire, flood, families or accident,

That you can count eternally on me

And my sweet sisters, Hope and Charity.

The Sunlight Sonata is entertaining and imaginative, rather than

brilliant and witty; but its dry humour and unfettered fantasy
marked a strikingly fresh injection of vitality to Scottish comedy,
and Iin Beezlebub!'s opening speech Bridie indicated the talent which

became such a distinctive feature of his plays, rhetorical virtuosity.

In the following year, Bridie approached the S, N.P. with a serious
work which he had written in the early 1920's under the lingering
influence of Alfred Wareing and the Scottish Repertory Company,

The Switchback. This cynical study of medical ethics and popular

opinion, with its unconventional conclusion, he showed to John Brandane,
who rather surprisingly suggested that Bridie try not the S.N.P,, but
Barry Jackson at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre, where it was
readily accepted. When Jackson soon followed the production of The
Switchback with another Bridie play, What it is to be Young, any sense

of importance which the S.N,P. wielded over Bridie quickly evaporated.

After writing The Anatomist (1930) for the Masque Theatre, he "felt

very guilty about the Scottish National Theatre Society, so (he)

wrote them a play too"1

"It was called The Girl Who Did Not Want To Go To
Kuala Lumpur ... The Girl Who Did Not want To Go

To Kuala Lumpur was not a very good play. It was about
a girl who fell in love with a postman and | laughed myself
sick when | was writingit., The actors laughed them-
selves sick at rehearsals, It went on the stage with
excellent prospects, but the audience were hardly quite
so much amused, and the Glasgow dramatic critics not

at all. "
A trivial attempt at very light, comic-romantic entertainment, the play

2

is boring, heavily padded, and maddeningly elongated. Three friends

1 The Seven Deadly Sins
2 J. Bridie One Way of L iving Constable, London 1939 p. 270
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from the bohemian section of the artists! world, Mary, Tom Garscadden,
and Harry - an exceptionally weak copy of Wilde's Algernon Moncrieff
- attempt chaotically to rescue Margaret Unthank from being carried
off against her insipid will to Kuala Lumpur by her guardians, an

aunt and uncle who are highly accomplished though largely unsuccessful
confidence tricksters. A romantic, poetic Highland postman is dis-
covered, who instantly falls in love with Margaret when shown her
portrait. His name is John Sobjeski Stuart, and he is really a
divinity student: he is also the Amateur Cruiser Weight Champion

of Scotland. With such attributes he is irresistible, and after un-
believably protracted nonsense involving Smellie, a victim of the
Unthanks, and their landlady, Mrs. Syme; John brushes aside all
obstacles in a style which parodies Douglas Fairbanks to win Margaret
and escape with her from the babbling crowd of friends, enemies, and
passers-by who fill the stage. After a limping start the entrance of
the Unthanks in Act 1 marks the beginning of a series of blatant
contrivances which are continued through the rest of the play with

no attempt either to disguise or wholly burlesque them. The play
succeeds in no way as entertainment, leaving only an impression of
sustained and superficial facetiousness entirely insufficient to relieve
the boredom instilled by the slowly grinding action. There is not even

a trace of Bridie!s verbal dexterity to brighten the pervading dullness.

His next offering tothe S.N.P. was The Dancing Bear (1931) which,
though preferable to The Girl Who did not want to go to Kuala Lumpur,

ishardly impressive. The play is recognisably written in the Bridie
mode of surrounding a lost individual with a confusion of chattering
fools who lead hm this way and that before he discovers his true

direction. The play within the play, St. Eloy and the Bear, provides

an unmistakable statement of the central theme, in its tale of the
dancing bear who devours its masters when they unthinkingly enable
the beast to speak and understand. Colin Kilgour, a young poet from
a Scottish seaside townis "discovered!" by the pretentious litterateurs
who visit during the summea months., They adopt him into their highly
superficial society and carry him off to a Glasgow artistic soiree,

where, after the performance of St. Eloy and the Bear he is made to
Stung by their stupidity and condescension,

recite some of his poetry.
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he breaks off his reading, and is saved from his humiliation by the
sympathetic Kitty Murdoch. They are briefly infatuated, and decide
to marry, but in Act 3 Kitty begins to reveal that she too is one of the
literati Colin now despises. Neither is happy about the forthcoming
wedding, and when they discover thejp respective true loves in Jean,
the housemaid, and Betts, the artist, they elope separately on the
eve of the wedding. The theme is never more than rudimentary in

its handling and the happy ending is an obvious refusal to take the
issue serl‘iously. Winifred Bannister has noted the parallel with
Robert Burns and his involvement with "Clarinda" and remarks :

"Bridie probably funked dealing with the situation as
a tragedy. Indeed, his treatment is de] iberately one
of apologising for emotion with an immense surround
of distorting decoration. " 1

This decoration is in itself extremely unsatisfying. The caricatures of
the literati are weak, obvious, and frequently tedious. The play of

St. Eloy and the Bear is undermined by an infantile descent into

slapstick at the end; and though the developing relationships of the
two pairs of lovers are neatly woven through the plot, in themselves

the characters carry little conviction.

The last contribution made by Bridie to the S.N.P. was Colonel

Wotherspoon (1934) a mild satirical comedy about a young man whose

first, abysmally cliched novel becomes, through a quirk of fate, a
best-seller. The young man, Archibald Kellock, is dominated by the
neatly-drawn figure of his ruthlessly possessive mother, who with

his lazy and selfish uncle Tom, lavishes praise upon her son's
achievement until his second novel meets a far less enthusiastic
response, whereupon she hypocritically warns him of the narrow
limitations of his endeavour. Opposed to her is Archie!s sweetheart,
the intellectual Emily, who from the outset hasopenly condemned
Archie!s work for the adolescent escapism which it is. Emily unfortun-
ately has found little success in her own literary efforts, and is thus
extremely vulnerable to Mrs, Kellock!s unjust accusations of envy and

spite. As a result, she withdraws from the affair, and Archie for a

1 W. Bannister, James Bridie and his Theatre, Rockliff,
lLondon 1955, p. 84
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little time falls under the spell of Mrs, Kishmul » his American agent.
When Mrs. Kellock and Uncle Tom desert Archie on the failure of his
second book, Emily returns at last to the combat, and in a burst of
startling invective reveals their self-interest and saves Archie from
his virtual slavery. Colone] Wotherspoon is used as a symbol for
ill-informed fatuousness, a frequently invoked but never-seen friend
of Uncle Tom's. The play itself is unexciting, its mildness frequently
declining into tedium, and it is saved neither by the weakness of
Archie, Uncle Tom, Emily and Mrs. Kishmul as characters, poorly
caricatured as they are; nor by lapses into the infantile, as when

a book reviewer heard over the radio is made to whistle his sibilants
during a lengthy discussion due to a previous dental operation. The
only relief in an otherwise flat and trivial piece is the character of
Mrs. Kellock, whose blind, determined egotism Bridie captures

perfectly.

The Switchback, The Anatomist, The Black Eve and Tobias and the

Angel were also eventually performed by the S. N, P, , but only after their

success had been proved elsewhere. The Anatomist was played for only

three successive nights in 1936, fully six years after its first per-
formance by the Masque Theatre, and by and large Bridie's lukewarm
relationship with the Players andtheir declining initiative failed to

contribute anything of value to drama in Scotland.

Hal D. Stewart, who after his association with the S.N,P. began a
successful theatrical career as a producer, first with the Howard
and Wyndham Players, and later in the West End, was a superficial
dramatist who occasionally employead his |imited talent to successfu!

comic effect, but more frequently wrote the most trivial of pot-boilers.

. . 1 ..
He is at his best in the "historical impertinence!", Rizzio's Boots, a

farcical parody of the romantic treatment of Mary, Queen of Scots.
As the title indicates, the play deals with Mary's conjectured love-
affair with her Italian secretary David Rizzio, and the curtain rises
on this pair, locked in passionate embrace. They are almost dis-
covered by the untimely return of the Queen's husband, Darnley, and
Rizzio takes refuge behind an arras which does not quite conceal his

boots. Mary herself flies into an inner chamber, and the situation is

1 H.D. Stewart, sub-title to play
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neatly reversed and undercut by Darnley's entry, for he immediately

attempts to seduce the Queen's lady~-in-waiting, who proves a not

unwilling victim. Thus it is Mary who is outraged by her spouse's
infidelity, and the quarrel between Darnley and herself as she out-
manoeuvres his suspicions of Rizzio is conducted in a light-hearted
manner which smacks of modern suburbia rather than the Reformation.
The author does not hesitate to employ the farcical tactics of a review—
sketch: in the midst of Darnley!s helplessly childish rage, who should
enter unannounced but John Knox — portrayed as a boorish, single-
minded scandal-monger. In the course of the play, Darnley first
draws back the arras to discover that Rizzio's boots are unoccupied

- the owner having fled via a secret staircase - and later believing
that he has at last trapped his [talian rival, repeats the action, to
discover a bewildered John Knox. At no time is the audience called
upon to believe in either characters or situation, and as a light and

entertaining lampoon, Rizzio!s Boots is quite successful, even in its

guying of Scots historical obscurantismin the title. However, the
verbal wit displayed by Mary and Rizzio is neither sharp enough

nor swift enough, the action on which the farce depends is rather
sparse and the pivotal feature of the secret stairway rather mechanical
in its application. Theend, in which Rizzio and Mary laudh at
Darnley's confusion, is too low in tone after the uproarious con-

frontation with Knox to be a wholly satisfying conclusion to the

comedy; and Rizzio's Bootis is hardly outstanding.

It was followed by Fire Policy (1936), The Home Front (1931),
Trade Union (1936) and The Nineteenth Hole (1932), trivial one-act

pieces ranging from melodrama to uninspired comedy or insipid

tragic effects, none of which contains a spark of interest.

Stewart also wrote two full-length plays for the S.N.P., both some-
what in the Brandane vein, A Month of Sundays (1931) and The

Beannachy Bomb (1937). The first of these is a low-key romance

with moral overtones, set vaguely in a backward Highland village
but involving figures whose only Scottish characteristics are their
names. The new minister, Forsyth, turns the village upside down

with his enthusiasm for modernity, refusing to wear clerical dress
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when Moff-duty", and paying little heed to the traditional super-
stitions of puritan belief. An attractive personality, he soon wins
the affections of Molly Carlyle from Bobby Farquhar, and Bobby in
jealous anger investigates the minister's past to discover not simply
that he already has a wife, but that she is a music-hall actress. The
scandal which follows empties the village Kirk, but Forsyth convinces
the congregation that he genuinely believed his wife to be dead, and
that their quarrel should be with him rather than the church. Bobby
and Molly are broudt together again, and in a rather peculiar ending,
Forsyth abandons the ministry to follow a career on the music-hall

boards. Clumsily written, A Month of Sundays has little to recommend

it beyond the attack on the sheep-like hypocrisy of the "unco-guid" in
Act Four, and the satirical flavour of Forsyth'!s exit from the religious

complacency of the Scottish Kirk.

The debt to John Brandane is more obvious in The Beannachy Bomb

a light romantic comedy. Reminiscent of Brandane's Heather Gentry,
——

it tells the story of a young Glasgow housemaid - in reality the
daughter of a wealthy tea-shop owner - who restores the waning
fortunes of the old-fashioned Highland hotel at Beannachy and in-
cidentally wins the heart of the proprieter's son, Colin. The girl,

Isa, takes advantage of the hotelier's absence in a distant hospital

to force a semblance of modernity, indeed, of reasonable comfort on
the establishment, defying traditional rigidity in the cook, Mary, to
bully and cajole Colin into accepting two out-of-season guests. The
guests, sophisticated city-dwellers Elizabeth Claremont and George
Fulton, stun Colin by requesting cocktails, but Isa undaunted, concocts
a potent and pleasing brew which she christens the "Beannachy Bomb!t,
The cocktail is an instant — and to Colin, mystifying - success: the
guests decide to stay a little longer; but to Isa's chagrin, Colin, on
whom her heart is set, falls victim to Elizabeth's charm. Sympathetic
to the young girl, Fulton - a journalist — agrees to boost the hotel's
reputation with a few laudatory articles to the more influential

Scottish newspapers, and soon the building is bursting at the seams with
enthusiastic cocktail-drinkers and mountain climbers. Fulton al so

attempts secretly to restore Isa's prospects with Colin by staging an
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accident for her on the mountain side, but the scheme goes agley
and Colin is injured as he attempts a rescue., Into the confusion

of hotel guests now strides the comically overbearing hotelier,

Angus, with the news that Isa's improvements have been in vain,

for the mortgage on the Beannachy Hotel is to be foreclosed and

neither he nor Colin can raise the money to save it, He is followed
closely by a Mrs. McGregor - who turns out to be Isa's mother - who
has deliberately bought the hotel's lease in an attempt to take it over.
She offers instead to become a partner in the business, and with the
collusion of Angus attempts to seal the bar gain with a marriage between
Isa and Colin. The young couple furiously reject the attempt to mani-
pulate them as pawns in a financial game, but their future is saved

by Colin's insistent declaration of a love for Isa which overcomes the
reaction of his pride to their parents mechinations. To the rescue of
the Beannachy Hotels fortunes is finally added the engagement of Isa

and Colin.

The Beannachy Bomb is lively enough and some of its characters have

considerable entertainment value: Isa and the cook, Mary, are
successfully opposed as voluble, strong-willed polarites of opinion;
and Colin's father, Angus, is drawn direct from the Brandane notion
of the ageing, wily Highlander, combining ruthliess peasant cunning
with a charmingly blatant simplicity as he pursues his goals. Never-

theless, The Beannhachy Bomb represents no new development, being

merely a restatement of a tried and tested formula embodying a
concept of Scotland and the Highlands which consistently refuses
to treat real problems seriously. The plays of Hal D. Stewart,
popular as they were with the Scottish National Flayers, are by
virtue of the lack of originality and depth which they display,
symptomatic of the general decline in the impetus of the Players!

contribution to Scottish drama which began in the late 1920's.

Aside from Stewart!s output, the number of plays which dealt with Scotland
in any formdeclined noticeably, and there were none which considered

any serious problem of contemporary Scotland at all. If setting

and at least part of the dialogue was recognisably Scottish,

the players seemed to be happy: the vigour of the first decade
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dwindled. Experiment ended, and the spirit of indigenous drama
passed to other groups, less willing to rest on the achievements

of the past.

From 1921 to 1939 the Scottish National Players provided the focus
for Scottish dramatic aspirations. The Players! achievements lie in
the establishment of a Scottish acting company of no small ability,

in their far-ranging tours of a land starved of Theatre, and in the
quality of some of the Scottish plays they produced. Yet despite
these attainments, the major successes which attended Ireland's
Abbey Theatre eluded them. Why this should be so may be seen in
their plays. Scottish life, customs and speech were translated
admirably to the stage, where they were frequently wedded to
theatrical skill and imagination; but only rarely was there any sense
of poetry, any suggestion that the restrictions of the narrowest
haturalism were transcended. Those writers who employed some
form of Scots language seem to have been content with the mere usage:
none attempted to find in Scots - as the lrish dramatists had done
with their language - a poetic power with which to heighten dramatic

effect.
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CEAPTER ONE

JAMES BRIDIE

James Bridie - a nom de plume concealing the identity of a respected
Glasgow physician, Osborne Henry Mavor - is the only playwright of
the century who combined an unmistakeably Scottish identity with a
large measure of success beyond the confines of his native land.
Like James Barrie before him, his achievements in London'!s West-
End won him a place in the modern English theatre. Starting to
write seriously only when middle-aged, he soon established his
reputation: in the thirties and forties he ""came to the rescue of

the English theatre when there was no one left after Shaw who could
write the polished and witty conversation pieces which English

audiences had grown to admire and demand instead of tragedy.

Like Shaw - with whom he was often compared - argument was a
principal feature of his plays.

"Argument is among his prime accomplishments, and

an argument is the basic structure of many of his

plays. They often resemble an intellectual wrestling

match, and his typical characters are agile, brawny

and urbane... The plays finish when the argument

is finished. " 2

He proved himself more than able to deal with fantasy, metaphysics,
and symbolism; and shared Shaw'!s concern for morality and satire,
his taste for "obvious verbal jokes"3 and his use of fantasy in the
midst of naturalism... The vital difference between the two authors
which makes Bridie so much more than a mere disciple of Shaw lies
in the Scotsman'!s refusal to assert any specific dogma4 or to suggesf
that the arguments he presented could ever find a resolution. Indeed,
his mature works suggest that ultimately he was as interested in the
human emotions and motivations which lie behind an argument as in
the intellectual terms of the argument itself. Any direct influence
by another dramatist felt by Bridie stems from Ibsen, from whom he
derives the taste for symbolism so marked in all his plays, and which
he developed further into his own form of surrealism. Like Ibsen,
he is - in terms of settings - a ""parochial" writer, although also

like the Norwegian he chooses the language of the professional theatre

1 Lumley, Trends in Twentieth Century Drama, Barrie,
Rockliff 1960 p. 222

Linklater The Art of Adventure, pp. 38-39 Macmillan, London 1947

3 G. Weales, p. 79, Religion in modern English Drama Pennsylvania/

— O v. 196
4 G. Weales, p. 79, Religion in modern Er@ﬂ%‘% %Te\l/ma ?
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of his day rather than the less-widely-apprehended tongue of his
native land. Bridie is quite capable of using Scottish dialects in

his plays - as he does in The Anatomist and Doctor Angelus for

example - but is no enthusiast for Scots as a medium of expression.
The world he depicts is more often than not that of the Scottish
professional classes, with their anglicised refinements, confused
national perspective, and provincial isolation from metropolitan
ideas. This isolation sharpens the author'!s focus on individuality
as character and values are challenged by social values generally

hostile to them.

The argumentative s’cr‘uctur‘e1 of his plays is seen in the cyclical
movement which returns characters in the last act to their starting-
point, and frequently the central acts are in the form of a symbolic
journey, or an acknowledged fantasy, or even a supernatural
adventure. Thus the dramatist proposes his argument, expands and
tests it, then presents the audience with the results of his experiment.
As for conclusiorns which may be drawn from this experimental process,
Bridie prefers to leave them to the audience. Supporting this formal
structure are a variety of dramatic devices all intended to distance
the audience from the action on stage, and thus direct its attention

to the intellectual as well as the emotional aspects of a play. The
use of a chorus in a large number of Bridie's plays, often without
any pretence ofnaturalism, creates a formal framework of detachment
from which the action may be studied. 2 Prologue andepilogue spoken
by choric figuresaound throughout Bridie!s career, from his burles-

que The Sunlight Sonata of 1928 to The Baikie Charivari of 1952,

Similarly, fantasy, surrealism, and a studied deployment of melo-
drama heighten awareness of the author'!s formal purpose; and to these
features may be added his use of soliloquy and monologue,3 and

his ""developing tendency to experiment with poetic devices like
symbol, myth and legend. "4 There is in Bridie!'s dramatic career

a sense of constant fretting against the naturalistic conventions

1 J. T. Low Introduction to M. Litt thesis, The Major Plays of
James Bridie, 1972, Edin. Low emphasises the structural
formalism present in Bridies work.

J. T. Low introduction to The Major Plays of James Bridie

J. T.Low introduction to The Major Plays of James Bridie

4 J. T. Low introduction to The Major Plays of James Bridie
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prevailing in most theatres, an impression of a partially thwarted
experimenter frustrated by the pronouncements of critics who com-
plained, for example, that his direct appeal to the audience in the

soliloquies of The Black Eye was '"a ruinous innovation', ] The

conscioushess of the artificiality and artifice of the theatre which
underlies Bridie's use of such a variety of alienating techniques - and
in this Edwin Morgan places him closer in spirit to Brecht than to Shaw
- suggests a curious similarity to the self-conscious fantasies of James
Barrie and his Islands. The central Acts of Bridie!s plays frequently
fulfil a similar function, translating the characters to a situation out-

with normal conventions of order.

Much of his popularity stemmed from flamboyant characterisations such
as Dr. Knox in The Anatomist (1930), Donald MacAlpin in The Forrigan
Reel (1944) andL ady Pitts in Daphne Laureola (1949), all indicative of

his enduring fixation for the individual out of step with society. His
fascination in the strong-willed and voluble never faded; though as the
years passed he displayed an increasing distrust of the "over'dedicated"2
and self-devoted, and the demonic aspects of powerful individualism
were never far from his mind. The devil, in fact, is a recurring
character throughout Bridie!'s work. The other principal type for his
protagonists - if less startling — was no less theatrically attractive.

In Tobias and The Angel (1930), The Black Eve (1935) and Mr. Gillie

(1930) Bridie's hero is mild, even meek, for most of the time, and is
swept along by events beyond his control. Such characters, like their
more active counterparts, display a remarkable sense of |ife regardless
of eccentricities of plot which endeared them to actors and audiences
alike. Refusing to paint portraits in black and white, Bridie maintained
a sense of identity between audience and character by insisting that the
trivial tempers and foibles of everyday existence should be evident in
the most exalted. 3 His heroes are as liable to fits of petulance, his

villains to spontaneous generosity, as anyone. Even his poorest plays

1 James Agate in W. Bannister's James Bridie and his Theatre

ckliff, London 1955 . 124
ngm Mbrgan, Scottigh Ihtérnational , November 1971

5. Weales, p.80, Religion in modern English Drama
Pennsylvania/Oxford Univ. 1961




maintain a glimmer of interest by virtue of such sympathetic character-

isations.

The conflict of duty embodied in the plays was less successful than his
characterisations with certain critics. During the nineteen-thirties

Bridie wrote a number of second-rate works such as The King of

Nowhere and The Last Trump which justly earned complaints about

disappointing last acts and half-developed ideas. Bridie's lack of
commitment, his jaundiced view of social values which prompted his
satirical impulse - and in [ater years, a deep pessimism - and his
refusal to provide a solution or indicate an allegiance at the culmin-
ation of his highly argumentative plays; continued to elicit such re-
sponses long after their validity had evaporated. To the oft-repeated
cry that he could not write a last act the author drily retorted, "only
God can write last acts, and he seldom does!,

"You should go out of the theatre with your head whirling

with speculations. You should be lovingly selecting

infinite possibilities for the characters you have seen

on the stage. What further interest for you have they,

if they are neatly wrapped up or bedded and coffined?" 2

The honesty with whch Bridie pursued this end, his "judicial

ambiguity"3 as Helen LL. Luyben calls it, succeeded too well in many
cases. His evocation of final uncertainty emphasised the desperation
behind many apparently positive endings, provoking in the audience a
disquiet possibly not untinged with resentment. He must have appreciated

this himself, after his unpleasant characterisation in Babes In The Wood

of Brewer, whose "Perhaps the answer is that there is no answer?!

finds a chilling echo in many a more successful work from the same pen.

It is to be stressed that Bridie!s success as a playwright, despite his
involvement during the late 1920's in the Scottish National Players
venture, depended mostly on the English stage until the formation of
The Glasgow Citizens! in 1943, He sought after professionalism in the

theatre, and when the S.N. P, failed to graduate beyond its semi-

1 J. Bridie One Way of L iving Constable, L.ondon 1939, p. 298

2 J. Bridie One Way of Living p. 298

H. Luyben, James Bridie, p. 10 Pennsylvania 1965




amateur status at the instigation of himself and others, he abandoned
hope in their efforts. Thenceforth his better work went south of the
border, andthe S.N.P. received but scant attention from him.
Nevertheless, Bridiel!s plays are plainly the work of a Scot; not
simply in their settings, but also - to a frankly surprisingly degree -
in their preoccupation with motifs traditional in Scotland.

"For three hundred years the temper of Scotland

was determined and its conduct controlled by

Calvinism - or its development as Presbyterianism -

and James Bridie is very thoroughly a Lowland

Scot. 1 1

The legacy of Scottish Calvinism is apparent in the frequent use of
Biblical sources in his work and the insistence on individual re-
sponsibility of Bridie!s dramatic moralities, and in his better work

in the profound sense of ambiguity denying any assertion of final
certainty either by the characters of his plays, or by the playwright
himself. A prominent symbol of his moral conflicts is the Doctor

with his rigid individualism and equally rigid duty. If the mysterious,
vengeful Old Testament God of the Covenanters does not figure '
explicitly in Bridie!'s works, then His spirit is present in the in—-
comprehensible, irresistible forces which inspire, delude or

coerce so many characters without explanation or heed. John

MacGregor'!s pessimistic assertion "l do because | must" in Marriage Is No
Jbke is a sentiment repeated with increasing frequency in Bridie's

later years, reaching towards tragic proportions of dignity in his

most mature plays. Ronald Mavor, Bridie!s son, has observed of

his father :

"The variety and diversity of the plays has blinded
many people to the fact that the majority of them are basically

successive workings out of man's place init... Itis a
Calvinist view . ... " 2
1 Eric Linklater, The Art of Adventure p. 28
2 R. Mavor, Saltire Review, Vol 4, no. 13, 1957, pp.45-6




and Gerald Weales in Religion In Modern English Drama, elaborates

on the dramatist!s attitude :

N . only in two of his last plays - The Queen'!s Comedy

and The Baikie Charivari - did he appear to be working
toward some specific statement about religion. For

the most part, his plays express a faith in and a fondness

for the individual, a distrust of institutions,... a dis-

taste for social compulsion, a suspicion of the over-
dedicated man, and a feeling for a God who is distant

and impersonal , unconcerned with and uninvolved in the
activities of man", 1

Many of Bridie's protagonists are tortured by their need for a final
judgement of their worth and their morality, but refuse to be
assessed by their fellows. They direct their demands instead to
God, to posterity — and to the theatre audience. Their lack of
certainty — for Bridie at his best denies them judgement — grants
to them the humanity, individuality and pathos which make Bridie's

plays so arresting.

Similarly in his portrayal of the moral struggle between individuals
and a more pragmatic society, Bridie repeatedly portrays his

protagonist as "possessed" by the ideal he pursues. In Tobias and

and the Angel, the ideal is personified as a supernatural being, and

the words of Rafael clearly indicate the author!s standpoint :

"A daemon, spelt with an !'at! is a creature by whose
agency you write immortal verse, go great journeys,
leap into bottomiess chasms, fight dragons,

starve in a garret ... It is perhaps fortunate that
daemons are much too occupied to visit, or to
concern themselves with the bulk ofmankind. ..
When it is nhecessary to Jahveh'!s purpose they make
contact, often with extremely disturbing results;
for daemons are not all equally expert and con-
scientious, and their material is not invariably well
chosenl!!,

Sara in this play is induced by her daemon to strangle seven husbands.
Throughout Bridie's dramatic career the daemons continued to haunt
and delude, but the positive qualities represented by Rafael as Tobias!'

good daemon waned steadily through ambiguity to disillusion and the

1 Weales, p.80Religion in Modern English Drama Pennsylvania/Oxford
Univ., 1961




exhausted, angry plea of The Queen!s Comedy against divine intrusions

into the affairs of men. The devil who frequents so much Scottish

fiction is no stranger in Bridie's plays, and is last found in The Bakie

Charivari_manipulating the daemons which quarrel for the right to

possess Pounce-Pellot.

Characters inspired by daemon or ideal become fanatical, exercising
the fascination of mixed respect and fear for the strong-willed found

in Scottish novels like Weir of Hermiston and The House With The

Green Shutters. They are often demonic in themselves, like Dr. Knox

in The Anatomist or Buchlyvie in The Last Trump. If not, then they

are victims to the self-willed characters who surround them like evil
spirits, as are Mr. Gillie in the play of that name, Pounce-Pellot in

The Baikie Charivari, or Gillet in Babes in the Wood. Frequently,

the plays present both types simultaneously, as opponents in Bridie's

moral debate. Thus, Dr. Knox is complemented by Anderson, in The

]

Anatomist, Mallaby with Craye in The Switchback.

"Like so many Scottish writers of the past and present,
Mavor (Bridie) deliberately assumed a subjective point
of view: truth has as many faces as a nightmare. .. ! 1

It was this conscious subjectivity which produced both his particular
focus on individual morality and the ambiguity which pervades his work .
The stronger the convictionsof his characters, the greater is the sus-
picion that they are deluded: reasoned argument fails before the
apparent irrationality of the Universe, and Bridie!s eye is sharp for
the farcical and ironic aspects of human choice. The Reverend

MacCrimmon, in Mr. Bolfry, saves his soul by impulsive violence

when his intricate theology aligns him with the devil. The uncommitted
receive no praise, however, and are either satirical caricatures of
a dull-witted and shallow modernism or the weary victims of a

Calvinistic, vindictive fate.

Other Scottish cha'r'acter‘istics, perhaps more immediately dis-
cernable, abound. Scots writers for many years struggled to reconcile
a well-developed intellectual tradition with an emotional growth stunted

by puritanism, and the emphasis on argument, the ready sense of

1 K. Wittig p. 321 The Scottish Tradition in L iterature Oliver & Boyd
Edinburgh 1958
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fantasy, and the ever-present satirical impulse to be found in Bridie's
plays are common features of their fiction. The less creditable
inclinations of the Scots which stem from this dichotomy and which

gave rise to the sugary emotional indulgencies of the less discriminating
pens of the kailyard authors, are hinted at in Bridie's reductive and
somewhat sentimental biblical adaptations. A device he frequently
employed to overcome inhibitions in his characters and reveal their
feelings, drunkenness, is so much a Scottish characteristic as to be
embarassing - the literary parallels may be found in Stevenson,

George Douglas Brown, and Hugh McDiarmid.

Bridie's early optimism rapidly fades, and his humorous treatment of
human foibles gives way to a deepening pessimism hastened by the war
which robbed him of a son. It is from this gloom that most of his best

plays rose, Daphne L_aureola, Mr. Gillie, The Queen's Comedy, and

The Baikie Charivari. Helen .. Luyben in her bobk, James Bridie :

Clown and Philosopher describes a philosophical continuity, "traced

through three stages of moral awareness, which might be labelled
innocence, disillusionment, and resolution, corresponding to three
chronological periods, ear sty 2ty 1 Although "resig-
nation would more accurately describe the playwright's last period than
"resolution", the three stages provide a convenient framework within
which to approach the plays. The myth of Adam and the fall which she
perceives behind the characterisatic Bridie heroes is less clear:

they and their paradoxical conflicts are more readily comprehended

in the light of the well-established Scottish traditions of ambiguity,
unsteady protagonists and attractive demonic doppelgangers; and the

dual opposition of intellect and emotion, individual and society,

The key to Bridie's plays is discovered, conveniently, in his first

serious work, The Switchback, not produced till 1929 though written

seven years earlier when the author was thirty-four and had the
experience of service in the Great War behind him. 2 As a first play,
it is remarkable in its maturity and theatrical skill, fusing meta-
physical overtones and naturalistic style with an ease rarely improved

upon in later work. The Switchback tells the story of Dr. Mallaby,

1 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher,
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania U.P, 1965, p. 9

2 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
) ‘ p. 36
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a middle-aged rather drab general practitioner in a remote country
district, who returns home early one morning from a call to find his
pretty young wife playing a rather startled hostess to three very
eminent strangers whose car has broken down. They are Burmeister,
a Jewish financier, Lord Pascal, popular newspaper owner, and Sir
Antony Craye, President of the Royal Academy of Medicine and
Surgery. While admiring his well-stocked library, they have
stumbled on Mallaby's private research project - a radical cure for
tuberculosis - and Burmeister and Pascal, partially spurred by
Craye's snobbish lack of enthusiasm, subtly flatter and lure the G. P,
with visions of a public campaign to finance his researches. Pascal
has seen the opportunity for superficial gimmickry to sell his news-
papers: Burmeister, less obvious in his designs, has his eye on
Dolly, Mallaby!s wife. When Craye crustily points out the professional
ruin that threatens association with a newspaper crusade, Mallaby's
quick temper hurls unreasoned defiance in his face. The Mallabys are
carried off to LLondon by their new protectors, and installed - together
with the eccentric Aunt Dinah - in a "moderately good" hotel. There
Mallaby first realises that his noble intentions are in service to
Pascal's sensationalism, and that he has lost control of his own
destiny. There too Burmeister successfully woos Dolly, her re-
sistance weakened by the thrill of the city and its expensive enter-
tainments. Sir Antony Craye, too late, attempts more sympathetically
than before to save Mallaby from disaster: instead he provokes another
outburst of reckless anger which now verges on hysteria. The last
Act finds Mallaby back in his consulting room in the midst of chaos.
His tuberculosis cure has been proved incomplete by rigorous testing,
he has been struck off the medical register, he has been abandoned by
Pascal because his story no longer sells newspapers, and he has
been deserted by Dolly for Burmeister, He is rescued from heavy
drinking by Aunt Dinah, who in her mad fashion directs his attention
to the paradoxical freedom he now has, and encourages him to follow
a long forgotten dream of pursuing archaelogy in Palmyra. Amidst
increasingly surreal stage-effects, Craye returns with a repentant
Dolly, offering a research job and eventual reinstatement to Mallaby

if he submits to the "discipline" of a "period of probation'. His



advocacy of social responsibility fails to win a man society has
"smashed", who lyrically defends his vision of freedom to seek the
kingdom of heaven within himself. Outraged, the great physician
stalks out, and Mallaby sets out to listen to the "ironic tales" of
long dead civilisations invoking the closing lines of Milton's

Paradise L ost :

"The world was all before them where to choase
Their place of rest, and, Providence their guide,
They hand-in-hand with wandering steps and slow
Through Eden took their solitary way"

It is on this note of mingled grief and hope that The Switchback reaches

its profound and ambiguous conclusion.

The theme of the possessing idea or daemon dominates the play, in
Mallaby'!s guiding visions and in the more concrete form of Aunt

Dinah and the three great men. Burmeister and Pascal are traditional
figures of temptation, powerful, wordly, persuasive, easily gulling
the unwary victim into a snare of seli-destruction; one to ruin him,
the other to cuckold him, playing on his desire for fame and fortune and
respect. Craye and Aunt Dinah are more complex; the daemons of self
and society who war around Mallaby in the last Act. Each is given
supernatural associations; Aunt Dinah is of patriarchal antiquity and
displays a disquieting insight thinly disguised by her curious turn of
speech. In Act |, she calls Pascal "Lord Rascal", and Burmeister
reminds her of the word "Bucket Shop!. In Act Ill she comes into her
own, usinga pack of cards like a gypsy fortune-teller to hammer

home to Mallaby the reality of his misfortunes when he tries to drown
memory in alcohol. A strange power over the broken doctor!s

attention is hinted at :

Mallaby : Nothing will help.

Aunt Dinah: Ah, no, no, no, no! Don't say that. [I'm
a little bit daft, but I will. 1'll help.

Mallaby : Dear silly old woman, how can you help?

(He stops before a map of the Near East and stares

at it).
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The coincidence of her offer of assistance and his pause before the
map which is to bring overwhelming inspiration to him is the more
striking by what follows: she sends him to shave, and studies the
map , muttering like a crazed incantation, "Tyre, Sidon, Damascus,
Zoba, Zedad, Palmyra. How far is it to Babylon, to Babylon,

to Babylon?" Very soon, the map seems to glow at Mallaby, and

he cannot break its fascination. "Mechanically, Aunt Dinah is
necessary to theplay to give Mallaby an audience in Act Il and
functionally she encourages his "madness!!, 1 She serves the
further purpose of preparing the reader, during what is otherwise

a naturalistic play, for the farce which dominates Act III.

Craye is the dry, insistently sane antithesis of Aunt Dinah; he

is also an antithesis of Mallaby, and the human qualities required
for such a characterisation reduce the supernatural impositions to
a minimum, though they are present. He is referred to in Act | as
an "archangel unawares", and throughout the play he champions
social duty with the pessimistic conviction of Bridie!s presbyterian

minister, McGregor, in Marriage is no Joke, whose religion is ""we

do because we must. " His resistance to the schemes of Pascal and
Burmeister is not simply motivated, as they accuse him, by snhobbery,
conservatism, and vanity. He includes the possession of Mallaby's
"immortal soul! in thelist of their destructive goals. Despite the
repeated insults flung at him by Mallaby, he returns twice in an
attempt to save him from the fatal course he is pursuing, he brings
Dolly back from her affair with Burmeister, and he offers a job and
eventual rehabilitation to her husband. He is a figure to command
respect, '"like Coriolanus or somebody". His speech is always blunt
and concise, in contrast to Mallaby'!s enthused lyricism, and much of
his failure hangs on his honesty in not denying that hypocrisy riddies

the institutions he strives to maintain.

The supernatural implications in the portrayal of these characters is
made explicit in Bridie'!'s use of abnormal weather to suggest forces

beyond nature in the play. Craye and his travelling companions

1 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania U.P, 1965 p49
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arrive at Mallaby's house in Act | in thick fog, a fog which clears
before Mallaby himself as he drives home, so that he arrives
accompanied by brilliant sunshine. In the last Act, a thunderstorm
heralds Craye'!s arrival, and reaches a climax during his confrontation
with Mallaby. Supporting these manifestations are the repeated

quotations from Paradise Lost in The Switchback, all referring to

the expulsion from Eden and emphasising the symbolic nature of the

1
play.

The theme of the possessing ideal or daemon dominates The Switch-

back both in the concrete formas Aunt Dinah, and the three great

men, and in Mallaby's guiding visions.

The doctor, immured in forbidding countryside and apparently for-
gotten, with his young wife fretting for the comforts and distractions
of the town, has taken refuge in research, finding in it a focus for
professional resentment and a balm for his self-esteem. In Act I,
there is truth in Craye!s disparaging comment, "O Lord, | might
have known! Another tuberculosis cure ... I'm a disappointed man.
I was quite carried away for a bit. And it's only another cure. |
have seen two thousand and one tuberculosis cures.!" Questioned
about it, Mallaby is comic in his enthusiastically long-winded
explanations. Mallaby'!s self-absorption - indeed, self-aggrandize-
ment — is evident when he unthinkingly insults Burmeister and Pascal,
and later implies a divine favour, when he says :

"God rolled up the fog as | came down the valley. ..
Pharoah and his chariots behind you, and no hope

anywhere, and suddenly the sea throws up its arms
and lets you pass..." Actl, i, p.10

In Act Il as disaster looms, his pursuit of the ideal becomes fanatical
and openly self-oriented:
Sir Anthony : "... We must keep the profession clean.
It is our duty to it and to humanity. !
Mallaby: "l too, have a duty to my profession and to
humanity and to myself. !

Sir Anthony: "A duty you delegate to the cheap press. '

1 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown _and Philosopher
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania U,P, 1965 p.41-2
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Mallaby : "What have they got to do with it?
They are nothing. Even humanity isn't so
much in face of ... | tell you l will not
have the motions and creations of my mind
cramped, conditioned and stereotyped by

you and your damned machine. 1 tell you..."

This writes Luyben, "argues strongly against the theory that Dr.

Mallaby is a selfless student in the cause of humanity. .. n!

The escapist tendency of such egotism leads readily to Mallaby's
assumption of a new and overtly personal ideal, retreat to the
desert, seeking lrony in the excavation of Palmyra. He greets

this new freedom ecstatically, and it is significant that he has been
led to it by the mad Aunt Dinah, who throughout the play has sym-
bolised the dubious merits of escape from society'!s restraints. The
world which Craye champions is to Mallaby :

"piled terrace on terrace, gallery on gallery, with
the dumb, carved figures of the damned writhing round
its pedestal.. Alittle more, a little arranging, a

few more tired men's lives worked into the arabesque
and the thing will be complete. Oh a tower, a palace,
a world fit for surgeons and financiers and news-
paper proprietors to live in! Act 111, p. 76

His ownrole in it is only "to lock a chain round (his) leg and lump
up old Craye's treadmill." This is a self-willed, even deluded

standpoint, nevertheless compelling in its flashing rhetoric.

The wavering hero, the opposed moralities, the surrealism, and

the importance of daemons in The Switchback are found throughout

Bridie's work. The most important single aspect of the play, which
puzzled some contemporary critics and provoked a vocal opposition
which haunted the author for the rest of his career, was the ambiguity
with which characters, images and ideas alike were invested.

"The play does not answer whether Mallaby will find
self-knowledge in Palmyra, whether his digging will
raise truth or Cain...." 1

There is a positive side to each of the arguments in the play. Mallaby
has been badly treated by social institutions: goaded into reckless-
ness by the indifference of his professional superiors; ruthlessly

exploited by the pandars of public opinion; ostracised for not being

1 H. LLuyben, James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania U, P, 1965 p. 46
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successful by colleagues who recognise genuine worth in his experi-
ments, It is no surprise that he should turn his back on humanity
and seek a personal salvation. Yet his downfall is not unclouded by
vanity; and though his reply to Craye in Act Ill is magnificent in
its sweeping imagination and is accompanied by thunder and lightning,
it is spoken under the influence of whisky. Craye!s plea for social duty
is by contrast plain to the point of drabness, yet it is powerful enough
to project its solid morality through the humiliations and compromises
contained within it. It is also spoken by a man of considerable focrce of
character and stern sobriety. Aunt Dinah'!s influence might seem
unequivocally positive from her role in Acts | and |1, when she
comments acidly on the betrayal of Mallaby, but in Act Ill the escape
she brings to him is accompanied by a total indifference to others -
Mallaby : "Don'!t speak, Dolly. I'm trying to get hold of

things. You see, there'!s something ... | don't

know why it is, but just at the moment you seem

to me so.... so damned irrelevant!,
and |l ater :
Mrs. Mallaby : "But what about me? For Heaven' sake,

George! And what am | to do?"
Mallaby : "How should | know? What does a woman do?

Wait, | suppose, and live a little at a time. "

There is a deep pessimism underlying Mallaby's new philosophy, a
suggestion that all ways to happiness are illusory.

"Mankind has many inventions, but only three ways of
happiness — Make-believe, Curiosity and lrony.

The first two ways | have travelled hopefully on
aching feet. They are firished. [I'll see what is

in the third!",

His use of the last lines of Paradise Lost at the end of the play is
qualified by the stage direction which follows, ironic and ambiguous :
(He looks around the wreck of the room, catches

(Mrs. Mallaby'!s) eye, chuckles and repeats N"Eden")

His escape from social responsibility is paralleled by an escape

from naturalistic stage conventions in the last Act with its surreal
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atmosphere and farcical episodes with Aunt Dinah and the Andersons.
Unfortunately, the relevance of the farce is not automatically appre-
hended, for there is no preparation in the previous Acts for such a
radical change of style. It is however,

"an integral part of The Switchback because Mallaby's

revolt in the play is, in one sense, the revolt of

flamboyance and madness against sobriety and con-

ventional respamsibility, 1

Bridie wants his audience to understand, rather than judge. He

offers no verdict, andno false hope. The Switchback in its maturity,

honesty and skill, provides the key to the rest of his work, for its
themes were always the forefront of his imagination, and its

ambiguity was never resolved.

The dramatic talent evident in The Switchback achieved fruition

in 1930 in two notable plays which have never lost their wide popu-

larity, The Anatomist and Tobias and the Angel; and their accom-

plishment was repeated in 1935 in The Black Eve. All three plays

involve, in some form, Bridie!'s notion of daemons guiding men to
their destinies; all three are free of the deep pessimism which
marks the author's later successes. Together they form the major
part of a thematic grouping in which the daemon and its effects tend

towards the positive side of ambiguity.

The Anatomist, written for the Masque Theatre Company and

premiered in Edinburgh, was the first of Bridie!s plays to reach
London. | t was inspired by a celebrated scandal which broke over
Scotland in 1828, concerning the activities of the University Medical
Faculty in obtaining suitable corpses for the developing study of
anatomy. The superstitions of the age hardly tolerated such research,
and a shortage of "subjects!" was made up by the clandestine "sack-
em-up!"" men, who robbed fresh graves and sold their occupants to the
doctors. Two men, Burke and Hare, went further than body-
snatching; they murdered almost a score of people before being
brought to justice, and at their trial was implicated the foremost

anatomist of the day, Dr. Robert Knox. Bridie!s interest in the

1 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania U. P, 1965 p. 49
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story is evident in the preface he wrote to The Anatomist :

"The play does not pretend to be anything but a story with

an historical background. If it illustrates anything, itis

the shifts to which men of science are driven when they

are ahead of their times. ! 1

The daemon which drives Robert Knox is a scientific devotion which
far outpaces the narrow restrictions of his era, and the shifts to
which he is driven are desperate indeed. The conflict of duty between
science and society is a theme whose importance has not been

diminished by the passage of time.

The Anatomist in structure follows the course of an argument between

Mary Belle Dishart, a young Edinburgh lady, and her lover Walter
Anderson, professional assistant to Dr. Knox. Mary wishes to marry
as soon as possible, but Anderson, caught up by enthusiasm for Knox
and his research, is reluctant to leave the dissecting room for a
financially secure general practice. Their quarrel is brought to a
head by Mary!s introduction to Knox, who behaves with stunning in-
sensitivity and crassness; an awkward, egotistical bull in the genteel
china shop of Georgian delicacy and discretion. She is shocked not
only by Anderson's fanatical respectfor this man, but alsoby the
great anatomist's evasion of responsibility when questioned about
grave-robbing. She breaks off her engagement, and Anderson in
nihilstic despair stamps out to drown his sorrows in Edinburgh!s

gutter ale-shops.

Anderson is now brought face to face with an aspect of anatomical
research far more appalling than bodysnatching. While drunk, he
meets in a cheap tavern a beautiful young street-girl, Mary Paterson.
The girl later falls foul of the evil Burke and Hare, and next day at
the University Anderson discovers that it is her body, still warm,
that he has taken delivery of. Horrified, he tries to make after the
murderers, but is stopped by Knox. Knox is no longer a farcical,
bombastic socialite: he is satanic in his relentless overbearing

of the shocked young doctor and in his deliberate callousness to-
wards the dead girl. Burke and Hare are not pursued, Anderson
is bullied and threatened into silence, and Knox is a dark and

brooding master of the situation.

1 J. Bridie, The Anatomist, Constable, London 1934
Author's note p. xiii
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The last act sets out to redeem Knox in the eyes of morality, to
explain his motives, display his true emotions, and show his all-
too-human weaknesses. This process is successful. The scene is
set once more in the Dishart's home, several months |ater.
Anderson has recovered from his shock and his violent reaction has
dissipated. He has given up his assistantship and taken a post in
London; Mary Belle andhe are reconciled. Knox, in the aftermath
of the Burke and Hare trial, is the most unpopular man in Scotland
and hunted by the Edinburgh mob. NowBridie shows him as defiant
and recklessly courageous, relishing the melodrama afforded by
the situation. Taking a momentary refuge in the Dishart!s house, he
displays an unlooked-for tact towards Mary Belle by keeping from
her the gory details behind Anderson's resignation. Alone with
Mary Belle!'s elder sister Amelia, his self-control fails him, and
he confesses his love for her - a love made hopeless by his unhappy
marriage - recovering himself to confess his deep and anguishing
sense of guilt for those murdered by the criminals to sell to his
classes.

Amelia : n ... 1 think of you galloping on a crusade with
your eyes to the front, fixed on your goal. How
could you know that your horse'!s hoofs were
trampling poor crushed human bodies? You
don't realise it vet.

Knox : Good God, ma'am, do you think that of me!

Do you think because | strut and rant and put on

a bold face that my soul isn!t sick within me at the
horror of what | have done? What | have done.

Do you hear?!

Amelia : "No, no, you didn't mean to....

Knox : "Didn't mean to? What a beast!s excuse. Do me
the justice to believe that | would never make that
excuse even to myself. No I carry the deaths of
these poor wretches round my neck till | die,

And perhaps after that. Perhaps after that....
But I tell you this, that the cause is between

Robert Knox and Almighty God. 1| shall answer
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to no one else. As for the world, | shall

face it., 1 shall play out the play to the final

curtain. "
And this is exactly whathe does. After a moment of heroic defiance
to imminent danger as the house is besieged by the mob, Knox,
rescued by his intrepid and devoted students, decides to deliver
his anatomy lecture there and then, concerning the heart of the
rhinoceros . Once more he is behind the mask of bombast and
arrogance, but the audience is left with the knowledge of his inner
life, as well. Typically, Bridie counterpoints the somewhat farcical
scene by reminding the audience also, through the haunted Walter

Anderson, of a girl named Mary Paterson.

What in other plays was verbosity was transormed in The Anatomist

to an overwhelming whirlpool of rhetoric with which Knox assaults
all obstacles to his progress. The delight in verbal grandiloquence
and air of self-parody Bridie creates is at its best in the play's
closing speech, as Knox addresses his anatomy class in the Dishart's

drawing room :

" shall not profane the sacred gift of human speech

by replying to these people in any other language

but that of the cudgel. With you | shall take the liberty
of discussing a weightier matter ... "The Heart of the
Rhinoceros!. This mighty organ, gentlemen weighs full
twenty-five pounds, a fitting fountainhead for the
tumultuous stream that surges through the arteries of
that prodigious monster. Clad in proof, gentlemen,
and terribly armed as to his snhout, the rhinocerous
buffets his way through the tangled verdure engirlding
his tropical habitat. Such dreadful vigour, gentlemen,
such ineluctable energy requires to be sustained by

no ordinary forces of nutrition. .. . "

The structure of the play simply but effectively underpins the argument.
The confrontation of ideas and attitudes which occurs in the genteel
atmosphere of the Dishart sisters! home gives way in the second act

to the physical facts of the case, the coarseness and brutality of the
public house, the terrifying portrait of the murderers, and the
clinical, heartless bleakness of the dissecting room. The play's
language also changes rai:lica||y, with a sudden eruption of lower

class Scots and Irish to contrast with the delicate formalities of

Act 1. From there the play returns to the Disharts' home, transformed
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in the opening scenes by the white dust-sheets which have protected the
furniture during the sisters! sojourn in ltaly - "Sheeted, dead, cold"

- its warmth andlife apparently blighted by the awful discovery of

Act Two. The progress of the last act is matched by the gradual
return of colour to the room until Knox transforms it into his rather

anarchic temporary lecture-theatre.

Typically, Bridies magnificent characterisation of Knox does not
invite unqualified admiration. In Act 1 his boorishness is comic
rather than sinister, and sympathy is engaged for him by the com-
plexity of character which hints at the revelations of Act IIl. The
lengthy farce with the clownish medical student Raby, makes Knox!'s
sarcasm entertaining; and even when he ponderously makes light of
the couples! heartbreak, relief comes in the form of - his hysterically
awful flute-playing. Bridie has created in Knox a complex and
intensely alive character, a type which had for long been absent
from the stage, and which indeed has rarely been repeated. Knox
is recognisably a human being, with a wide range of emotions and
foibles, and the author carefully avoids any tendency to transcend
the "everyday" world, despite his character'!s eccentricity. Only the
gauche medical students, and to some extent, Anderson, truly
idealize Knox. The audience is prevented from joining them by a
process of continuous undercutting. The courage and devotion of
the anatomist are plain, but his flamboyance is somewhat childish,
lending an air of farce and melodrama often consciously encouraged
by Knox. Only once is farce absent from him, in the ghastly scene
after Mary Paterson'!s body is discovered, when the satanic element
in his composition swells to dominance. Above all, Knox is attractive
because he is an actor, unable to resist exaggerated gestures,
relishing the ludicrous situations he thereby frequently creates,
concealing his inner anguish from the world. Thus when the mask
slips and his feelings are displayed naked in Act Ill, the contrast
with his public image grips the imagination. Significantly the only
time when he is nonplussed is when Mary Belle treats him like an
actor :

Knox : L adies, | will not consent to be treated like a

naughty schoolboy. Do you know who | am?
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Do you know that | am the apostolic successor
of Cuvier, the great naturalist? Do you know
that, although | am a comparatively young man,
much of my work is already immortal ? Do you
know that | brush aside that sharling pack of
curs, strong in the knowledge that the name

of Knox will resound throughout the ages ....

Mary : Yes, for bullying and blustering at poor Mary
of Scots. Don't be absurd, Dr. Knox.

Knhox : Absurd! | congratulate you on your sense of
humour.

Mary : Oh, if you prefer to be sinister, you are

welcome......

With his customary defences thus undermined, he is momentarily
helpless, but the threats of the mob soon give him fresh opportunity

to rant and strut.

~/

Such extravagant extroversion is hardly countered by Anderson,

a typical Scottish anti-hero at the centre of the conflict, typically
colourless. Despite his vital role as the disciple violently disillusioned
by a shock greater than anyone else in the play experiences, he is no
match for Knox in rhetoric or self-control. He "screams, rushes about
white and shaking, and nearly collapses...", ] and the discovery of
murder does not result in a confrontation of argumentsin the last Act.
Anderson does not represent the way of Order in the play, as Helen
Luyben asser*ts2 - that role is occupied by Mary Belle. His choice

at the end of the play is to accept in part the social vision she embodies,
implying that only a man of Knox's stature can pursue Knox's single-

minded aim.
Mary Belle does not counter the anatomist!s weight, either. Though she

is diametrically opposed to him throughout the play, and can argue

as fiercely - when he suggests that she jumps to conclusions, she

retorts :

| The Anatomist Act Il ii
2 H. Luyben, James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher p. 24
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"Of course | do. Every sensible person does. All
women jump to conclusions, just as all men crawl on
their hands and knees, looking for them, counting
every cobblestone and never arriving, or arriving
at the wrong place. !

- in the end, having rediscovered Walter's love, she simply loses
interest in the impassioned moral arguments of the past. Knox is
defeated by her refusal to take him seriously, which assaults his
vanity rather than his intellect. Her attitude "is as much a
commentary on herown prim conventional little mind as on Knox's
pomposity!, This may be true to character in Mary Belle, but it
leaves a gap in the opposition to Knox filled only by Amelia, who

provokes Knox to criticise himself by her very forgivingness.

The last Act, therefore, fails to correct an imbalance created by

Knox's strongly sympathetic and exciting personality. The Anatomist

is not simply a conflict between different individuals although this
obviously exists and may indeed distract attention from a deeper
scheme within the play, in which Knox embodies the opposing view-
points, the intellectual and the emotional, the individual and the

social. That he does so more intensely than any other character
experiences even one aspect of the argument, is all too easily obscured
by the necessity of also deploying him as the sole champion of un-
restrained enquiry. The unresolved ambiguity of his personality,

the main source of the play's tension, is typical of Bridie!'s method

and philosophy - and typical of Scottish literature generally.

The play survives however. The characterisation of Knox, led by
his daemon of science to defy ignorance and superstition in the
public, and moral scruple in himself, is masterly and vastly enter-
taining, a classic example of the Scottish fascination for self-

willed figures of demonic strength. The conflict of duties is skilfully
portrayed, contrasting the arguments of Knox with the highly charged
Act 11, and the deeply moving portrait of Mary Paterson. Cradling
the stupified Anderson in her arms, she sings a simple but bitterly

appropriate lullaby, repeating to herself the third last line,
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"Black's the life | lead wi! the hale o! ye ~ M, Shortly afterwards,
she is ensnared by the easy-spoken, frightening Irishmen, Burke
and Hare. In the final scene, as Knox prepares to deliver his
lecture, Anderson picks out her lullaby on the spinnet, then buries
his face in his hands. Bridie in this way insists on a final ambiguity.
Mary Belle tells Knox :

"l think you are a vain, hysterical, talented, stupid man.
| think that you are wickedly blind and careless when
your mind is fixed on something. But all men are like
that, There is nothingvery uncommon about you, Dr.
Knox. !

He says of himself, that he is "the apostolic successor of Cuvier,
the great naturalist, | Both opinions ring true, and the author will
not subscribe to one if he must abandon the other. What he does
subscribe to is that the vain, hysterical talented, stupid Dr. Robert
Knox is an intensely interesting character; and audiences, in

unanimously agreeing with him, have made The Anatomist one of

Bridie's most successful plays.

The ambiguity which haunts mankind also informs Bridie's engaging

version of an Apocryphal story, Tobias and The Angel,

from which the darkness of The Anatomist is wholly absent. In it,

the compulsive ideals which drag Bridiels heroes through thick
and thin are explicitly recognised as literal daemons, the devil

Asmoday and the Archangel Rafael, who clash and war over the

destinies of uncomprehending mortals. Tobias and The Angel is first
and foremost a lightly entertaining fairy-tale and the clearly formu-

lated philosophy behind it is subordinated to its exotic comedy.

The story is almost pantomimic. The generous hearted, devout
Jew Tobit has fallen on hard times, his once-great fortune lost and
his eyes darkened by blindness. He lives in a miserable hovel in
Nineveh, a city violent in its hostility to Jews, on the diminutive
earnings of his wife, Anna, and his timid son, Tobias - though it
seems to be on Anna that most of the burden falls. Tobit, despite

his tribulations, is possessed of such great faith and love in God

1 The Anatomist Act 111
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that he spends his time in mild self-deprecation praising the good
fortune "Concealed" within the family's dire poverty. To the house
comes a mysterious porter with rich gifts for Tobit, who attributes them
to a rich relative. The porter is in fact the Archangel Rafael, who
offers to act as guide to Tobias when Tobit announces the necessity

of sending him across the desert to collect a long-forgotten loan from

a wealthy scent-manufacturer in distant Rages. Thus begins "a
journey into fantastic adventure and back again to mundanity", typical

of Bridie'!'s method.

In the course of the journey, Rafael's influence over Tobias gradually
erodes his timidity, though not his lack of insight. Attacked by a
monstrous fish while bathing, Tobias discovers that he can kill it.
When the splendidly villainous Kurdish bandit, Mirza Khan threatens
to hang him upside down over a fire and cut him slowly to death,
Tobias is prompted by Rafael to confound him with a sudden surge

of violent rhetoric :

"... what | did to that atrocious, fire-breathing
river demon | shall do to you, you hairy-toed polecat,
you son of a burnt father, for | am only beginning the
carnage | feel | must make before sunset. !

Lastly, he falls in love with the beautiful Sara, and marries her
despite the knowledge that she is subject to an evil daemon Asmoday,
who already has strangled seven of her husbands on their wedding-
night. He is saved from the same fate by Rafael, who puts Asmoday
to flight, and returns home in splendour with his new wife and her
rich dowry having collected his father!s loan plus twenty years!

interest,

Sara briefly becomes infatuated with Rafael, until he indignantly
rebukes and reveals his supernatural identity to her. Reconciled by
him to life in the commonplace world of the unimaginative Tobias, she
relinquishes her restless dreams, and is welcomed into the house

of a rather surprised Tobit. The miraculous restoration of Tobit!s
sight, and Rafael's revelation of himself as an archangel, bring the

play to a happy and hallowed conclusion.

Where much of The Anatomist!'s appeal lies in the vividness of

individual characters, in Tobias and The Angel it is found in the
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deliberately reductive idiom,with which Bridie maintains the air of
fantasy and lightness in every scene. Rafael , whose supernatural
powers might easily inspire awe, is made emphatically "humant!';
first by his disguise as the young Jew, Azarias, and secondly by
his somewhat priggish smugness. Only twice is his full grandeur
permitted to intrude into the childlike innocence of Tobjas!
adventures - during his confrontation with Asmoday, and at the
very end of the play when he reveals his identity - and the first

occasion is portrayed as comedy.

Tobias is one of Bridie's wavering heroes, helpless and ineffective,
his destiny controlled by a stronger agency which he cannot recognise
- and Tobias consistently fails to grasp that Azarias is more than

Na superior chap!'. This failure enables Bridie to maintain comic
irony throughout the play: Tobias frequently seems to reach the
point where recognition is unavoidable, only to veer off again into
the banalities of his simple mind. When he says in Act i, "I'm
inspired. I'm inspired. An Angel of the Lord has visited me... "

he is referring not to Rafael but to Sara. When the archangel
sweeps into an excited account of his catalysmic pursuit of Asmoday,
Tobias! reaction is : "Have you been drinking again?" His
timidity never decreases, but through the Archangel'!s guidance he
learns to act despite his fears. His panic stricken behaviour when
threatened elicits sympathy and humour in the audiencé, confident

in the knowledge that his destiny is safe, and twice his terror is fol-
lowed by a vaunting, comically outrageous boasting. After over-
coming the devil-fish, he adopts a ludicrously casual heroism :

"By gum, he gave me a toudh fight. It was a bad day

for him when he tried to bite me. | hunhg on like grim
death. I'm slow to take hold, but | never let go. That!s
the sort of man I am. Look at him. There!s been nothing
like him since the whale coughed up Jonas. Ho! If

Jonas had been half the man | am he would have swallowed
the whale. ... "
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Within a few moments of this speech, Tobias is being terrorised by
the bandit, Mirza Khan. L ater, pricked by Sara's expressions of
admiration for Azarias, he says indignantly, "Of course I'm not a
hero, but a man likes a little credit for what he has done",1 justifi-
ably pointing out that in each dangerous situation, "Azarias sat in
perfect safety and gave good advice, n?2 His inability to understand
what is happening beyond the realm of everyday reality makes Tobias
a particularly pleasing, comic, Everyman, suitably rewarded for his

repeated scares with marriage to a beautiful girl.

Sara, in truth, '"provides half the Arabian Nights spirit of the play",3
and is the antithesis to Tobias' earnest mundanity. She is first seen
in the dreamlike luxury of her walled-garden in the company of her
hand-maidens, a dazzling display of colour and refined titillation
contrasting sharply with the drabness of the preceding scenes. Where
it is an Archangel who leads and inspires Tobias, she is possessed
by an evil daemon, Asmoday, who made her "impatient with common
ment, 4 Gripped by this insatiable madness for unnatural intensity,
she has strangled seven husbands, and even when Asmoday is bound
in Egypt, her longings linger. Thus she becomes impassioned for
Azarias, the strong, aloof servant who dominates her new husband;
and when he informs her of his real identity, she is merely further
enchanted. In reconciling Sara to the plain face of mortal existence,
Bridie, through Rafael, clarifies his vision of man's helplessness in
the hands of daemons, and the danger which attends those who are
fired to transcend the commonplace.

"You cannhot love what you cannot understand. L.ove
what you understand and you will understand more
and more till your life is so full that there will be no
room for anything else - torturings and itchings and -
ambitions and shames. "

1 Tobias Act Il ii p. 60
2 Tobias Act Il ii p. 59
3 Luyben p. 65 James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
4 Tobias Act IIl i p. 68
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Sara, "a sensible girl", recognises the truth of Rafael's pronounce-
ment, indicating in a short exchange both her returnto the world and
her swift imagnation -
Rafael : You will some day make a nhew Tobias all of your

own and understand him from the beginning, and that

will be easy and pleasant.

Sara : Until his daemon comes along and takes him away
from me,

Rafael : Until his daemon comes along

Sara : So be it, then. Good-bye Rafael

Rafael : You will tell Tobias nothing of all this?

Sara : You don't know everything after all!

(laughing) Good-bye Rafael.

To her is given the only emotional and intellectual development in the
play, being essentially an adult personality where Tobias and Tobit,
in their different ways, are childlike. Tobias is to be told nothing,

only to do as he is bid until Jahweh's purpose is fulfilled.

What that purpose is and in what way each event contributes to it,
never becomes clear, beyond a generalised triumph of good over ill.
Tobit, an obvious symbol of faith and devoutness is rewarded by an
ending of his blindness and new-found wealth. Tobias becomes
vaguely aware of potential strength within himself and wins a beauti-
ful wife. Sara is rescued from the delusions of Asmoday's possession.
All are so closely interwoven that cause and effect are impossible

to distinguish and even Asmoday figures in the pattern of God's

will.

"Surely Bridie's theme is that all men serve Jahveh!s
inscrutable purpose, sons who are always with Him,
like Tobit, and prodigal sons, like Tobias. The
son's role is servitor to the father, but whether

the service is selfish or unselfish, conscious or
unconscious is, finally, irrelevant. ! '
Ambiguity is inescapable, for there is no way for mortals to distinguish
between a Rafael or an Asmoday, unless perhaps they have Faith in

the manner of Tobit. Bridie, always sensing predestination in the

affairs of men, and their helplessness before it, was usually less

Luyben p. 59 James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
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confident in identifying a benevolent force controlling predestination

itself. In Tobias and The Angel however, there are no dark shadows;

and it is a highly effective essay in gentle beguilement, concealing

an irony of considerable sophistication and wit.

Marriage is no Joke (1934) is a light-hearted, flimsy melodrama which

attempts to show the daemon of adventure and exotic romance as an idle
delusion for the adolescent. Real life is made of sterner stuff, and
flamboyance must give way to the less colourful complexities of adult
responsibility. Its hero, John MacGregor, is first seen as the High-
land student who, well primed with rum, saves the barmaid of a
country inn from assault by an alcoholic tinker., The girl, Priscilla,
turns out to be the sharp-tongued daugnhter of the proprietor, and
MacGregor!s euphoric spirits lead him rather deeper with her than
he might have gone, sober. He awakes next day to find himself pain-
fully hungover and married: and Priscilla rapidly makes it clear that
a New Order is being established over his formerly easy ways. This
dispiriting discovery is revealed on the eve of the First World War,
and MacGregor hears a military band passing the window. Itis
clear that a temporary solution to his problem has suggested itself

to his brain. His next appearance is at the end of the war, as a
sergeant in the British Forces in North Persia. Meeting there the
porter from his honeymoon hotel, also in uniform, he recounts a
personal war-history which is nothing more than a catalogue of
drunken brawls, only a few of which involved the enemy. His wild-
ness is soon given yet another opportunity, for romantic fantasy
bursts upon the lonely outpost in the formof the beautiful Nastasya,
mistress to Mirzah Shah of the Jangalistan Cossacks, fleeing from

a usurper's ambush. Once more inspired by drink, MacGregor

first puts the opposition to flight, then accepts her impassioned
invitation to go with her to Jangalistan as King of twenty thousand
men, even though it means deserting his post and his friend. As a
warrior-king, however, MacGregor disappoints Nastasya. He

takes his role too gravely, rejecting her pleas for action, massacre,
and careless extravagance. Stung by his laughter when she tries

to inflame him,she stabs him and betrays him to an assassin.
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His career does not end there; he returns to Britain and Priscilla,
becoming a clergyman in a London suburb, though he chafes at the
pettiness of his |ife. Word comes to him that Nastasya, now part of

a Cossack dance troupe, is seeking him: he goes to meet her, and

she offers him a new and greater adventure - to re—establish the
White Russian army against the Bolsheviks, the prize being a Prince's
title in Petrograd. MacGregor however, will not go. He realizes that
to do so is sheer escapism, and chooses the less glorious but more
difficult task of fighting the common-place war of a minister against

the canting hypocrisy of slum landlords in London.

Priscilla's unattractive personality becomes eventually the symbol
of wordly duty upheld in the play, and the romance of Nastasya
shrinks - literally - to play-acting and escapism. MacGregor
himself is an ambiguous figure, as a hero continuously "inspired"

by alcohol to acts of personal courage not always praiseworthy.

The chronicle of brawls related in Act 1, scene iii is a deliberate
qualification of Priscillal's rescue earlier in the play. As Shah

of Jangalistan he is remarkably sober, organising his dominions with
paper-work instead of swords in disappointingly colourless surround-
ings. When Nastasya demands that he kiss her, he refuses: he has
a wife in Britain, and -

nN"Because till I've done what I've got to do | must ride
my soul on the curb. It!'s a sane man you want to rule
this country, and fighting's a madness and drink's a

madness, but love'!s the wildest madness of the m all. "

His return to Britain at first belies such seriousness of purpose.

His campaign against slum conditions opens him to blackmail from his
chief elder and donor of £10,000 to his Unemployed Mission Hall, who
is also the owner of a prominent slum property. Priscilla advocates

defiance, but MacGregor is doubtful :

[t's not so easy as that. I'm not a practical man,
you see; and there!s complications and wheels within
wheels, .. "

The temptations of escape dance once more before his eyes :

"['m sick to death of this. War's an abomination,
but | was a man, in the war. And here |l am like a
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hemmed bullock easing my soul with bellowing and
roaring I know not what. I'll throw it all up and be
a man again. "

- and almost on the instant comes word, from Nastasya. Act Il, scene
11, in which MacGregor goes to meet his Russian enchantress, and
which brings her face to face also with Priscilla, proves to him
finally that wild adventurism is only an excuse to run away from the
real challenge of life. His attempts to justify romanticism as duty to

a higher ideal break asunder on the rocks of Priscilla's determined

realism.

Priscilla : But you surely wouldn't think for a moment of
going off on a mad jaunt with the like of that?

MacGregor : I wouldn'tthink it for a moment, but there's
something more than thinking in it all. We do
because we must.

Priscilla : Well, I'll tell you what you "must", my mannie.

You must come straight away home with me.

Nastasya represents nothing more than an adolescent pursuit of never-

ending motiveless excitement, and MacGregor finally realises it.

MacGregor : "'l be a wee king, but I'll be king of my own
castle and my own kirk henceforth ... Mrs.
MacGregor, are you coming home?... Home!

A strong word that.

Nastasya : Coward! You run away from me. You are afraid.
You are afraid of life.

MacGregor : (putting his arm round Priscilla's shoulders)

What do you know about life? Here is life.

The ambiguity of MacGregor's life is thus in the end transformed by

allegiance to an unheroic realism which requires all his efforts.

Marriage is No Joke is not a success, hovering awkwardly between a

serious theme and a treatment verging on farcical comedy. Perhaps

the formality of the structure and the clarity of the theme are even
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too obvious. MacGregor is rarely more than a Boys Own Paper figure,

swinging into action with impossible Highland war-cries. "He has the
fists and the head for adventure, but emotionally he is a case of

arrested development ... surrounded by fierce tribesmen we never

see and bowled over by a fiery Russian adventuress he scarcely even
kisses, (MacGregor) needs madder music to turn .... into the comic
opera that is theatr‘e"1 . The ambiguity with which he is treated robs the
play of colour when he is Shah; and Bridie recognised the fault when

" he provided an alternative scene of musical comedy swashbuckling., As

a successor to The Anatomist and The Switchback, Marriage Is No

Joke, like so many of Bridie's plays in the thirties, is a disappointment.

1934 also produced Mary Read, written in collaboration with Claude
Gurney. It is the story of a girl in the eighteenth century who mas-
queraded as a boy aspart of a confidence trick, discovered that she
felt more at home in trousers than in petticoats, joined the army and
eventually became a pirate. With a tortuous love-affair added to the
difficulties of her deception, the play is a pleasant, if undistinguished,

swashbuckling adventure with a dash of pathos for good mesure.

The success of Tobias and the Angel encouraged Bridie to continue

in a similar vein, and two further essays on biblical themes during
the thirties were Jonah_and the Whale (1932), and Susannah and_the
Elders (1937). The first play portrays, in a lightly comic style

simifar to Tobias and the Angel, the self-satisfied, rather pompous

prophet, Jonah, and the lesson he is taught about presuming to a
knowledge which it is beyond him. Marching against Nineveh out of
pride for his reputation, and losing his faith en route, he is first
brought back to God through his terrifying experience with the Whale,
and then humbled by the failure of his prophecy when Nineveh is
spared its promised destruction. It is a moral tale of charm and
simplicity somewhat hampered by the undramatic nature of the moral
pointed in it. The play was revised more than once in |later years,

but though always benign, was never a major work.

1 W. Bannister James Bridie and his Theatre Rockliff, London
1955, pp. 107-8
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Where Jonah _and the Whale depicte d the helplessness of Man before

a God whose will is beyond comprehension, Susannah and the Elders

turns its attention to the terrible ambiguities which dog all action,
however pure the motive. The play relates the Apocryphal tale of
Susannah, a virtuous Jewess, whose trust is betrayed by two

elderly Babylonians who take a cruel advantage of their friendship
with her husband. The elderly judges who first spy on, then falsely
accuse Susannah aredepicted as indulgent, urbane, good-natured
souls, dishonoured by a sensual instinct they had long forgotten,

and driven to the vilest hypocrisy by their guilty shame. In the end,
with their crime discovered, they plead for a slow and painful death
that they might alleviate their spiritual anguish through the agony of
their flesh. Daniel, the young Jew who champions the truth, is a
complex figure; a prominent and vitrolic opponent of the subjugated
Jews'rather lenient masters, bitterly mysoginistic yet curiously
sympathetic towards the old men whose sins he uncovers. When his
companions hail his triumph with the cruel relish of zealots, he turns
from them, unable to rejoice in the righteousness of his cause. The
treatment of the main theme is admirable, but the play moves too s‘lowly
towards its climax, while Susannah, an awkwardly "modern" woman,

is but superficially drawn.

The Black Eve (1935) is in many ways similar to Tobias and the Angel.

Its protagonist, George Windlestraw, has as little control over his
fate as Tobias - indeed, his surname indicates an absence of purpose.
He finds himself forced to fulfil an unattractive obligation to his
father, and hitherto considered to be the black sheep of the family

and a failure, he ultimately triumphs and restores his father's fortune.
And just as Tobias was guided by Raphael, George also is provided
with a daemon in the shape of Sammy Samuels, the ex-criminal who

persuades him to rely on Luck. There is no Sara in The Black Eve ,

however: Sammy Samuels is a representative of Disorder, rather
than Order, and though there is a beautiful girl possessed of another
daemon to complement him, Bridiels aim is not this time a synthesis.
The girl, Elspeth, is the slave of Social Order, and tries throughout

the play to make George share her capitivity. Bridie was never
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greatly enamoured of society, and shows her way to be, in the end,

less reasonable than George's - she patently fails to allow for emotion.

The play has none of the endearing charm or romantic exoticism of

Tobias and The Angel; instead, it is - in Ilvor Brown's words -

an immoral fairy tale which nobody will believe and everybody will
enjoy".1 It is eccentric rather than quaint, and the irony which
underpins the action is unequivocally sophisticated. Bridie deliber-
ately "falsifies" the action by placing it within the framework of
George!s direct address to the audience, so that a tension is main-
tained between the naturalism of each scene and the knowledge that
it is an illustration of an argument. The play ends with a joke at

the expense of the !straight"' Morality — George decides that he will
not make the beautiful girl his wife, and his brother asks, "I

wonder if people who get married do live happy ever a1"ter~?"2

George, attempting in vain to interest an eccentric inebriate in the
story of his black eye, turns disarmingly to the audience, introduces
himself, and commences to tell them the following tale. Having failed
consistently to pass his Chartered Accountancy examinations, he
decides to make his own way in the world. Cutting adrift from his
family is complicated first by meeting his brother Johnny's girifriend,
Elspeth, and falling in love with her, and then by an accident which
injures his father, obliging George to work in the family firm. After
only one afternoon in the firm!s offices, he discovers that it is on
the verge of bankruptcy, but trying to explain to Johnny leads to

a quarrel over Elspeth, which ends in George walking out to make

"a roaring great fortune' on his own with which to save the

Windlestraws — and marry Elspeth.

At first, his boldness seems to have led him to disaster: he is found
in a particularly dismal rented room trying to earn his living as a

"freelance journalist', a trade in which :

1 Ivor Brown, quoted by Bannister, James Bridie and his Theatre p. 123

2 The Black Eye Act 11, iv, p.96
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"You cut out jokes and paragraphs about the habits of
the termite ant. And then you type them out and send
them to other papers. You get five bob a time. !

From this unhopeful if determined pursuit he is rescued by his room-
mate, Sammy Samuels. Mr. Samuels, a gentlemanly law-breaker,
takes an instant interest in George'ls plans, but is unimpressed by
the methods employed. Instead, he suggests roulette, and presses
George to join him at his miniature wheel. The end result is a
fortune of £8,250, with which George returns home. He does not
marry Elspeth, though, because she wants him to be "duly and
firmly tied up by the back leg". " Instead, he goes out into the
garden with Johnny where they fight in order to clear the ''bad
blood" between them., Her sense of propriety and order thus finally
outraged, Elspeth stamps angrily out, to be almost immediately for-
gotten. It is here that the play ends, with the Windlestraws saved
and George oncemore in the mainstream of day-to-day life, sporting

a prominent black eye.

In a letter to T.J. Honeyman, Bridie stated that The Black Eye was

not a farce, and spoke instead of "the irony of the realisation of the
hypothetical universe he (George) so cautiously and reasonably
builds up. .. "2 The essence of the comedy is that George "'creates"
the play as his vision of existence, which despite its incongruous
internal logic, is unchallengeably convincing. "The world of the
play is as carefully as it is ingeniously constr'ucted:"Sand the concept
embodied in it is the acceptance of ambiguity and recognition that the

forces of Destiny are beyond human control.

Elspeth imagines that onet!s duty is obvious, and that only by planning
can one'!s life be securely stabilized. Her error is plain in the way
infatuation for George sends her rushing from pillar to post and

telephone. Though she never recants her allegiance to this flawed

, The Black Eve Act I, iii, p.82
2 W. Bannister,James Bridie and his Theatre Rockliff, London 1955,p126

3 H. Luyben, James Bridie, Clown and Philosopher, University of
Pennsylvania, 1965, p95
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order, she confesses to the audience in Act Il, scene 3 :

"I've had too much money and too many satellites and
too few friends. This has given me the illusion that |
know what I'm after. And | don't. "

George has become for her a symbol of all that will not fit her hypo-

thetical pattern, and she is stung by a sense of injustice, as well as

i

helpless attraction :

"There's that little worm, George. I've only met him
three times, and he's been absolutely sozzled two of
them. He's behaved like apig. He's got no character.
And vet | can't keep off the telephone. | don't know
what's the matter with me. I'm taking him home, now,
and | am going to see that he's duly and firmly tied

up by the hind leg. And really and truly | believe

it's because I'll be able to see him sometimes.... "

George is never able to accept such a rigid view of life. In Act |
he says '"you can't plan things out beforehand. !

"l mean, you can, but it's nhouse. You can't be prepared
for every event — eventuality. And if you could be pre-
pared ~ | mean really thoroughly - you'd only be cutting

out the good luck. You can!t cut out bad .... Most things
work out themselves if you leave them to do it. Nearly every
kind of thing. You shouldn't interfere with the workings of
things you don't understand. !

Mrs. Windlestraw, as Helen LLuyben points out, is the expression of
this principle, alternately charming by her refusal to pass harsh
judgements and maddening by her complacent optimism. Nothing,

it appears, can surprise her; and the nature of her wisdom is
emphasised by repeated clashes with the impetuous, ""normal',
Connie, her youngest daughter :

"My dearest, you are really hardly old enough to form
a really valuable opinion as to what the mother of a
grown-up family or an intelligent young man of twenty-
two ought to think or say or do. Anyhow, if you like
being worried to death, | don't, and I've had some
experience of it",
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The prospect of George and Johnny going off to punch each other

in the garden leaves her unruffied: in such a manner are taut
emotions to be released, however childish or even insane it may seem.
It is this which drives Elspeth to distraction, flinging over her
shoulder as she makes her exit; "You can't act or feel or think like
ordinary people.... You're the most pestilential family | ever met

inmy life. ! l

George aspires to such wisdom, but at first can only guess at its
existence. L.ocked into the systems of "ordinary people! as repre-
sented by Elspeth, he frets at the complexity of responsibilities they
thrust upon him which seem ultimately futile. Three times he is
caged by varying duties - to society as a chartered accountant; to
Elspeth as a candidate for a post in her father!s firm; and to his
family, when his father is injured. The gross oversimplification

of life involved in each reaches its climax in Johnny'!s suspicious
accusations in Act Il, Sc.1. Johnny is all too ready to accept the

obvious, rather than search for the truth:

Johnny: Oh, you damned young swine! | wouldn't let
myself believe it. 1| thought ........
George : Hi! Stop a minute. You haven'!t heard the

whole story. ... !

Johnny : I don't want to hear the whole story....."

and it is this which finally pushes his brother to the point of no

return.

The daemon of irrational good fortune which hitherto danced vaguely
before George'!s eyes now finds embodiment in Samuels, who with
pedantic dignity, persuades the younger man to win £250 from him.
Bridie!'s eye for farce is implicit in the central point in his argu-
ment, when George breaks the bank by staking all his earlier winnings

on seventeen because it is the seventeenth of the month.

1 The Black Eye, Act I, iv, p. 9%
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It is in fact, the eighteenth. As Luyben comments, "if it were not
for human ignorance Providence would not stand a chance?, ] From
there, Samuels offers him another gamble: when it successfully
provides George with the fortune he requires the urbane ex-convict
vanishes in drunken splendour. Like Tobias, George returns to
normal life once his daemon has left him: "Living one's own life is
all very well when one knows exactly the sort of |ife one would like.
But who does?",z he remarks as he returns to his family; and he
sums up finally :

NOf course it could never happen again. It was sheer
impossibility as it was. But, all the same, I've got

a sort of two-sparrows~for-a-farthing feeling that if

you chance your arm and let yourself go blind into the
future, youlve got a sort of sixth sense or something

that sees you through. "

The ambiguity which permeates The Black Eve, even though its con-

clusion is positive, is supported by three features. The first,
obviously, is in George himself, as the play is supposedly his !'story!;
from the outset, he asks the audience to judge him, and despite his
sympathetic nature, he seems for much of the play to be heading
blindly for disaster. The second is in the prologue, with its middle-
aged reveller locked out by his Auntie for not being home at eleven
o'clock. As he follows the lines of railings in the street, he sings :

"l care not for the leaping stars.

I clutch the cold, triumphant bars,
For one by one in regular row,
They lead me where | want to go. "

On his return his Auntie will scold him, then feed him ham and eggs.
His acceptance of the eccentricities of his aged relative is attractive,
but ambivalent: either he is imprisoned in the 'cold, triumphant bars"
of social restriction, or he has learned not to question the peculiar-
ities of a Fate which ultimately takes him where he wants to go.
Lastly, there is the comedy which bubbles ironically behind every
scene, even undermining the seriousness of Mr. Windlestraw's
accident; so successful that Bridie's most implacably hostile critic,

James Agate felt bound to acknowledge it.

1 H. Luyben, James Bridie, Clown and Philosopher p. 89

The Black Eve Act I, iii, p.81

N. Bannister, James Bridie and his Theatre, Rockliff, L ondon
1955 p. 124 _ 36 -




Bridie's career as a playwright is, however, a chequered one. The

thirties which began with The Anatomist and Tobias and the Angel

placed The Black Eve amidst his embarrassingly poor contributions

to the Scottish National Players. What it is to be Young, produced at

the Birmingham Repertory Theatre in 1929, proves that the S.N.P., were
not the sole recipients of uninspired work. Supposedly contrasting
the innocent forcefulness of Youth against the corruption and compro-
mise of Experience, the play instead presents a tomboyish hockey-
captain, Virginia Dix, falling into the evil clutches of a handsome but
villainous ex-army officer, Cochrane. Having embezzled the funds
of the village ex-serviceman's club, Cochrane defies the clumsy
attempts of Virginia's father, General Dix, to expose his crime; and
plans to crown his criminal achievemeits by burgling the hotel in
which they are all guests., The hotelier's complicity in the em-
bezzlement and Virginia's adolescent infatuation for the attractive
Cochrane provide the drawn-out plot with the statutory compli-
cations; and of course another, far more honourable young man
champions Virginia in the end and Cochrane receives the thrashing
he so richly deserves. H umour is at a very low pitch as the play
creeps along an old, familiar road which brings no surprises. As

with the S.N,P. comedies, What.it is to be Young loses itself in

verbosity, with the meagre plot sacrificed to apparently endless
chatter from the inevitable Bridie caricatures of academics and

lady artists. The conclusion is staggeringly ill-contrived. After
deciding to ignore the entire incident, the Dix family talk themselves
off the stage. Cochrane, thus apparently escaped, is promptly set
upon by the hotel waiter and the young chauffeur who truly loves
Virginia. As Winifred Bannister observes about the play :

", ... there is no dramatic value, not even much fun ...."

It is offerings of this low quality and type which provoke the annoy-
ance expressed by Christopher Small in the following complaint :
"The real Bridie hero ... the the lad o! pairts, or

local boy who makes good, and he is generally
exhibited kickabout over the traces and behaving

1 W, Bannister James Bridie and his Theatre, Rockliff, London 1955
p.59
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in a most impudent manner to his elders and
betters. It would be interesting to speculate

on the dunts received by Bridie!s spirit in

youth. .. In the introduction to Colonel Wotherspoon
he speaks of the method, "a cautious mixture of
offensiveness and truckling'" to be adopted with

the aim of crippling or disarming criticism in
advance. It is an excellent description (allowing
nothing for wit, grace or invention), of his

own way of going to work., It is the basic

formula of youth too spirited to take authority

lying down, but not driven far enough (or too
dependent, finally, on authority!s approval)

to become M"youth in revolt!, ., finally

conformity, and the last defence always ready, 1
"l only did it for funm.

Fortunately Bridie grew out of such adolescent indulgences which

so ill became a man of his age and experience.

A Sleeping Clergyman (1933) in which Bridie briefly abandoned the

judicial attitude which marks all his best work, was at the time
mistakenly regarded by him as a masterpiece. Inspired by the in-
volvement of the author's other self, Dr. Mavor, in a contemporary
debate on eugenics, the play traces the spark of genius thraugh three
generations, showing that no matter what evil forms it could assume
in the first two, it would ultimately find the conditions in which the
world would be served. The play takes its name from the curious
and clumsy device used by Bridie in the prologue, Ya huge, white-
bearded clergyman!" asleep in a clubroom in which two doctors
introduce the play proper. He remains asleep for the duration of

the action, '"lookingtoo like the church!' to suggest the God he

symbolises.

The first Act, set in 1867, depicts the poverty stricken medical
student, Cameron, developing a theory of infection in advance

of his time, but dying of tuberculosis before he can conclude his
work. He has succeeded before his death in fathering an illegitimate
child with the sister of his best friend and guardian angel, Marshall.
The child, Wilhelmina, survives her mother's death and is adopted
by Marshall, and in her the force which drove Cameron to ruthless
scientific devotion is twisted into boundless curiousity and a fatal

urge for passionate extremes. She becomes involved with a deter-

1 C. Small, "No Father in Bridie" Saltire Review Vol. 4
no.12, 1957, p. 19
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mined social climber, John Hannah, with whom she has an affair.

His threat to expose their liaison if she will not further his career
by marrying him prompts her to poison him. Shortly after his

death she gives birth to twins, and then kills herself. Once more
Marshall assumes responsibility for the offspring, and though at first
the children, Hope and Charles, seembent on destroying his faith,
Charlie literally saves the world in the end, as a brilliant medical

scientist, while Hope shares in his triumph by maintaining the L_eague

of Nations. "The grandchildrenof vice are now the servants of
humanity writes Winifred Bannister, ",.... Genius has found a
soul. !

Admirable though the author'!s intention might be, A Sleeping Clergy-—

man is clumsy and over-emphatic. Act | is perfectly acceptable,
with its well-drawn vignettes of Victorian squalor and respectibility,
and a code of manners which tends towards the melodramatic in any
case; but Act Il is embarassing in the thinness of its character-
isation, poor construction and ponderous pursuit of an obvious con-
clusion. Young Charlie is so obviously a "black-sheep!" from the
outset that it is no surprise to find him courageous and resource-

ful in the end.

His youthful excesses amount to nothing more than undergraduate
pranks andtruculence, very weak dilutions of his forebears! violent
extremes. A short scene in War-time when he is depicted throwing
his newly acquired D. S.O. to a prostitute as a souvenir, has all

the familiarity of a cliche, especially at the lines :

"l realise what it means all right. | won the
damned thing. But I've bigger things to do
than that..."

Left on his tunic are the Military Cross, the Croix de Guerre, and
the Medaille Militaire. He progresses from cynical heroism to
triumphing over "the Great Sickness!" which threatens the destruction

of the human race: Bridie seems to have felt it necessary for him to

WN. Bannister James Bridie and his Theatre, Rockliff, London
1955, p. 96
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save the entire world in order to justify his existence.

Despite its fair measure of contemporary popularity - there was topi-
cal interest in the "Great Pandemic!"" which was identified with the

post-war influenza epidemic - A Sleeping Clergyman is far from

being one of Bridie's best plays: Winifred Bannister, a staunch
admirer of the author, asks "is it really necessary for that sleeping
clergyman to be there at all? | think not. n The clumsiness of this
symbol and the abandonment of ambiguity after Act 1 for an affirmative
bias of less than inspired quality mark a curious lapse in the author's
skill and judgement when working with a theme of considerable

interest and potential power.

The turning point in Bridie's attitude to life and destiny came in 1938,

when in three minor plays, Babes In The Wood, The King of Nowhere,

and The L.ast Trump,a dark vision occasionally lurking in the back-
ground of earlier work abruptly surged across the wiole stage. The
outbreak of war and the death of his fighter-pilot son soon confirmed
its position in the forefront of his imagination. These plays are
concerned with demonic figures rather than the earlier ambiguous
daemons. The forces of Good which oppose them are now seen to

constitute merely an empty gesture.

Babes In The Wood, a M'quiet farce!", is recognisably in the early

groupingof ambiguous plays with positive conclusions. Gillet, head-
master of an undistinguished preparatory school - a forerunner,
probably, of Bridie's more celebrated schoolteacher, Mr. Gillie -
finds himself overnight a celebrity through the unexpected success
of his book, The Rhythmic Universe, a popular explanation of
Higher Mathematics., Joyfully seizing the chance to escape ''the
refinement of torture! which teaching is to him, he rushes off with
his wife to visit Brewer, his publisher, at his eccentric residence
in Sussex, Miching Mallecow. This house has all the traditional
attributes of Hell, a thick heat haze, bizarre decoration, a natura-

listic garden, and the inhabitants quite plainly demonic. Brewer is

1 Bannisterp. 102 James Bridie and his Theatre Rockliff,
London 1955
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"a tall thin diabolic-looking man . ... terribly like Mephistopheles"1
and his first appearance, direct from the swimming pool, emphasises
the effect, for his wet hair is twisted into two horns. His mother,
the startling Mrs. Hangingshaw, is of immense age, spending her
time drinking furiously, cursing everyone, and knitting an enormous
multi—-coloured scarf in the manner of a tricoteuse. There are other
guests besides the Gillets: Gerald Strutt, nervous and weak-willed,
and Susan Copernicus, a beautiful decadent. Gillet rapidly falls under
Susan's spell, and for a while it looks as if his wife is being attracted
to Gerald, to the delight of their unpleasant hosts. A victory for
cynical sophistication seem s assured when Margaret Gillet applies
to Mrs. Hangingshaw for advice about her husband!s infatuation with
Susan: but an alternative example is provided for her when Susan's
estranged husband, Papageno Copernicus, returns and takes Susan
away by force. Copernicus once obeyed Mrs. Hangingshaw, sym-
pathised with his wife!s infidelity, and lost her. One swift punch now
restores him in Susan's estimation, and she happily leaves with him
for America. An astounded Gillet plans vaguely to follow her there,
but his wife, following Copernicus! example, concludes her objections
by using herfist, thus bringing him to his senses. Pursued by
Brewer's mockery, the couple flee for hom e and safety, and virtue

prevails in the end.

As a lighthearted excursion into the surreal, the play succeeds
admirably, "though Act 1 Scene 2 unnecessarily protracts the image

of Gillet as the emotionally inhibited, pedantic schoolteacher., n?

The first scene establishes his character quite adequately, contrasting
his facile condemnation of sexual reticence with his embarrassed in-
ability to escape such tabus when introducing a schoolboy to the facts
of "natural physiological processes. n3 Gillet!'s subsequent surrender

to the charms of Susan Copernicus is all too readily understood, as

1 Babes In The Wood Act I, iii, p.28
2 H. Luyben, James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
3 Actl, i, p.7, Babes in The Wood
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is his insistence to the end that "it was all .... quite .... inno-
cent". "Too damned innocent,"1 retorts his wife, with remarkable
penetration. Gillet is naive enough to imagine that dalliance with
Susan is free from guilt, unlike her other affairs, which he chooses
to ignore. He is deeply offended by the possibility that Margaret

is attracted to Strutt, unable to regard it in the same light as his

own entanglement.

The entire episode at Miching Mallecow is a witty caricature of
temptation. Bridie's attitude is suggested by the play's half-mocking
dedication to William Roughead, "who knows the human species to be
deceitful and desperately wicked":2 Brewer and his household re-
present a fantasy of vice as dreamed by innocent respectability,

but nightmarishly close to reality - an ambiguity Bridie exploits to
the full. 3 Brewer and Mrs. Hangingshaw are both comic and
sinister, for despite their exaggerated characteristics their corrupt-
ing effect is genuine, their malicious deceit all too efficient. The
Black-and-Silver Bedroom, complete with spider anddevilmoth, is
both ridiculous and disturbing, as indeed, is Brewer's cold blooded

satire of Margaret Gillet!'s restoration of her husband's senses.

Bridie is careful not to sentimentalize the respectable common-place
life under diabolic assault. In Act 1, Gillet is clearly inadequate,
living in isolation from adult reality. Margaret, though she triumphs,
has shown at times a maddeningly dull ir\sensitivity.4 As the after
dinner conversation of Act Il scene 2 deepens, her contributions

involve the opinions of "Aunt Ethel", and her attitude to the Faust

legend is confined to memories of .. "a very noisy man in scarlet
1 SBabes In the Wood Act I, ii, p.71

2 Babes In the Wood dedication

3 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher

4 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
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tights who got a fat little man mixed up somehow with a stout lady
with golden hair. n' Brewer gives up his pursuit of Gillet, bowing
ironically to her "superior expertise in Hell-making", 2 The final
assertion of Good over Evil is deliberately placed in the realm of
childhood "happy endings!" by her order to Rupture, the butler,

N"Get the car. Or a taxi. Or a train.
Or abus.... Unless you'd like to be
a robin and cover us with leaves. .. !

There is a hollow ring to this optimistic, evasive conclusion. Bridie's
lightness is by now distinctly strained in its optimism; his satirical

impulse more pronounced.

There is little optimism in The King of Nowhere, an attempt to deal

with a topic of considerable interest in 1938, the psychology of

dictatorship.

The central character, Vivaldi, is an actor who in the first scene is
obviously insane and is removed to an asylum run by the humane Dr.
McGilp. Recovering, he loses patience with the frustrations of the
institution and leaves it a few days before his official date of re-
lease. Pursued, he takes refuge in an isolated country house, where
he is sheltered by Miss Rimmer, whose cantankerously selfish uncle
has recently died, bequething to her a fortune. Miss Rimmer has
been enslaved for years as the old man's companion, and in that time
has devoted herself to politics and economics, removed as she is
from their day-to-day effects. Now she has a plan for a Scottish
Nationalist Dictatorship as the perfect solution to all social ills,
and the imposing figure of Vivaldi fires her imagination as well as
her heart. Offering him the role of Dictator, she conceals him from
pursuit, and in the months that follow builds up the nucleus of a
political army with which to transform the nation. Vivaldi accepts

the proposition with relish, much as he would the title-role in Hamlet,

1 Babes in_the Wood Act I, ii, p.56
2 Babes in the Wood Act II, ii, p. 70
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putting himself heart and soul into the creation of a personality

fitted to Miss Rimmers's ideal. Unfortunately, their scheme demands
that they must enter the real world, and Miss Rimmer alone is dedi-
cated to this aspect of their mission. Their supporters are a mixture
of opportunists, thugs and dreamers, and the first gathering of their
"army" proves Vivaldi to be nothing more than an actor, revelling

in his ability to control the emotional responses of a faceless crowd:
yet even when Miss Rimmer challenges him about his self-indul gence,
he can so express his confession as to inspire once more the sense
of his greatness. The last Act opens with Vivaldi apparently in
power, and issuing awe-inspiring ultimatums to an august but cowed
international assembly: the image of power collapses however - it

is McGilp's sanatorium, and the assembly is of his fellow patients,
Discussing his madness with McGilp when the others have gone, Vivaldi
is told that his artistic gift is dangerous and irresponsible, that he
likes to move people because he enjoys "the smell of fear" thus
produced. Confronted by a Miss Rimmer trying to obtain his release
by fair means or foul, the actor tests McGilp's theory, and finds it
true. The doctor has to check his patient's impulsive violence to-
wards the old woman; but curiously, once Vivaldi has been removed,
she re-affirms her faith in him, promising to return when he is well.
Dreams are necessary, suggests Bridie, even when they are re-

cognised as fantasy.

Ashley Dukes, in the English Scene, commented of The King of

Nowhere :

"A mental patient as prospective dictator — There is
no help for it, the dramatist must justify this not
very subtle epigram on life and politics by carrying

it off in brilliant satirical style... (Bridie) remains
almost in Calvinistic earnest where his main theme
is .concernedt 1

What humour and satire there is in the play - mostly at the expense

of the prospective dictator's followers - is swamped by the characters
of Vivaldi and Miss Rimmer. Yet Vivaldits "madness! is not con-
vincing: indeed it is melodramatic in the extreme for him to fear

Bolshevik assassination by a "big electrical machine on the moor!,

1 Quoted by Luyben p. 100 James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher

2 Epilogue p. 93 The King of Nowhere
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Bridie twice suggests that Vivaldi has deliberately feigned insanity

in order to escape from the responsibilities of life, which may be
madness, but is vastly more credible in its complexity than the
exaggerated persecution-mania. As he is removed by attendants in the
prologue, apparently raving, he suddenly but calmly quotes Hamlet

to McGilp:

"l am but mad nor'-nor!'-west. When the wind is
easterly | know a hawk from a handsaw"

The horror of the professional actor at being ignored drives him to
escape :

'""have you ever lived in a circle where nobody
believed what you said, or paid any attention to
what you said? Where they smiled politely and
thought of something else? It was worse than the
theatre. It was a bad dream. ...

and there is a hint that his return is a welcome one: only once he

hears of a possible release does he begin to talk again of Bolsheviks.

The rest of the time, Vivaldi is all too plainly a self-indul gent actor,
surrounded by rather colourless caricatures. The arrival of his wife,
and the consequent revelation of his inability to resist playing up to

an audience, provides the most convincing impression of his
character. In the words of Dr. McGilp, Vivaldi likes "stirring

people into activity",

"So does a dog who sees a cat sleeping in the sun,

It is only because you are a human being, and there-
fore a hypocrite, thatyou pretend that your prey likes
being stirred. You like the smell of fear™.

He plays thepart of prospective dictator exactly as he did "Othello
and Romeo and Sir Peter Teazle and Cyrano de Bergerac and Captain
Hook. .. " ! Bridie has created a figure with two conflicting personalities

rather than onepersonality of ambiguous meaning. The King of Nowhere

is neither satire nor gripping drama, though perhaps it is a more

interesting failure by virtue of its ideas than is A Sleeping Clergyman.

Act 111, p. 69 The King of Nowhere
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In Thel _ast Trump, Bridie's pessimism is plain. The play's demonic

central figure, the financier Buchlyvie, is domineering, callous and
self-willed, and is ultimatly proved to be beyond hope of redemption

to humanity.

When the play opens, he is in a nursing home fearfully awaiting a
diagnosis from Dr. Gristwood and specialist Sir Gregory Butt, but
continuing to work and bully like a man possessed. The diagnosis
is in fact quite favourable, but both doctors warn him that his mania
for high pressure work cannot continue, and he promises to take
things more easily in the future. They are not convinced, and Butt
confides to his colleague that Buchlyvie needs to be frightened into
full realisation of his peril, relating a confusing and somewhat
contradictory anecdote which supposedly indicates that the financier
is driven to his killing exertions by the fear of imminent death. Two
sub-plots have meantime been introduced: a strikingly unoriginal
love-match between Buchlyvie!s son Tom and the self-possessed
Jean MacRae, thwarted by parental disapproval; and Buchlyviels
attempt to obtain land for development from the MacPhater, an
impoverished Highl and chieftain, which he presses while in full
knowledge that MacPhater!s wife is dying in childbirth. The first
Act ends with MacPhater!s brother-in-law, an eminent American
physicist and astronomer, threatening to kill Buchlyvie for seizing

on "Mac Phater'!s darkest hour to haggle with him and bully him. . "

Having heard that a shock might kill the financier, the brother-in-
law, Shreiner, descends on the Buchlyvie Highland retreat - once
MacPhater's ancestral home - with the appalling news that the world
i.s about to be destroyed by a celesti}al catastrophe; but not before
there has been much business about Tom and Jean and the other
caricatures of Buchlyvie!s family and friends. With the sun due to

explode at five minutes past five the following morning, the Buchlyvie

1 Actl, ii, p. 8 The L ast Trump
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household breaks down , Some going to the old chapel to spend the
night in prayer, the rest - including Jean, who alone does not
believe Shreiner's well-documented tale — are drawn by Buchlyvie
into a desperate poker game. This is as far as the financier can
persuade them to go: his exhortations to spend their remaining

time in orgy and riot fail to move them. Jean is remarkably success-
ful with the card-game, and when finally Buchlyvie stakes £10,000
against her own body, she accepts the challenge, and wins. The
household then discovers that the clock has stopped, and that they
are well beyond the supposed hour of destruction. Buchlyvie
instantly accuses Jean of being party to the trick, and Tom goes

off to horse-whip Shreiner. Though Tom is in fact beaten by the
American, and Jean is now wealthy enough to marry him without his
father's approval, the ending of the play strikes a dubious note.
Buchlyvie is in no way chastened by his experience, threatening
Schreiner with a monstrous suit for assault and making of the whole
business a monstrous solipsistic blasphemy:

"I believe all this happened for a purpose....
suppose Providence, or whatever it is, really
had decided to destroy the Universe this
morning and then changed its mind... If | have
been spared to get on with my work, Hey?...
I'm the one who moves human beings about. 1
buy the best of their work and the best of their
minds. ['m getting the world ready for the Day
of Judgement when it does come. .... n

Characterisation in the Last Trump is undistinguished apart from Sir

Gregory Butt: even Buchlyvie is not strongly convincing. The plot is
strained and at times too obviously coincidental, as when Shreiner
stumbles on the two doctors and learns from them of his enemy!'s
weakness. L astly, Bridie's intention is obscure. If Butt is correct,
then Buchlyvie is haunted by fear, yet he shows no sign of it, despite
a late assertion that he has been in ""a continual, niggling little

ghawing panic".| Though the threat of catastrophe apparently

1 Act 11, iii, p.78 The Last Trump
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destroys his supposed panic and |eaves him rejuvenated, Buchlyvie!'s
response to it is hardly gratifying, for it is not accompanied by moral

redemption. The L.ast Trump concludes with a monster where it

began with a ruthless but ailing man.

His new more sombre mood did not deter Bridie from further
ventures into light comedy, though only occasionally could he now
sustain an optimism untinged by the cynical echoes of satire. The
war-years of 1939 to 1945 were certainly not his best, with only

Mr. Bolfry and perhaps the Forrigan Reel to relieve an otherwise

dull record. Significantly, a demon is prominent in Mr. Bolfry.

What Say They? (1939) is a none tooserious account of a conflict in

a Scottish University between the unco! guid, represented by
Professor Hayman and his family of hypocrites; and the spirit of life
and free imagination, championed by an Irish poet working incognito
as a University porter and his fiery niece, Ada. The action is too
far-fetched to capture the imagination, but is never sufficiently
burlesque to attain the bite of successful satire. Ada is mistaken on
her arrival as a new private secretary to the Principal, and in this
role she thwarts immediately Hayman's vindictive persecution of the
sudent Sheltie. Her triumph is short-lived, for Hayman, manoeuver-
ing to win a research post for his utterly worthless son, demands
that the police raid a shady dance-hall secretly owned by the Irish
poet-porter in which Sheltie, Hayman junior'!s brilliant rival, is
arrested. The tables are turned when the poet reveals his true
identity and is elected L.ord Rector of the University by enthusiastic
students, whereupon he destroys Hayman's plot. To complete the
tableau of happiness with which the play ends, the Principal
proposes marriage to the delighted Ada. The play's only chance

is as farce, and instead expends its energy '"on the alter of over-

sentimental ised memories!!,

A more worthy failurein the same year as What Say They? was The

Golden Legend of Shults, This begins with a highly theatrical and

1 Bannister, p. 148 James Bridie and his Theatre Rockliff,
L_ondon 1955
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pointed satire on the legal system, then turns less happily to deal
withthe sterility and cruelty of a Scottish seaside community to
terminate in an awkward fantasy of farcical destruction. The pro-
tagonist is a gentle little safe-cracker, Davie Cooper, struggling
against the ugliness of the world he finds himself in. At first there is
considerable dramatic effect as Bridie takes the rare step of rejecting
naturalism entirely, in a first Act which traces Davie's days as a
criminal, his capture and conviction by a virtually senile Judge.
Despite the efforts of a criminally irrespondsible psychologist and
his own desire to remain within the security of prison, Davie earns

a year's remission, and is thrust once more into the dismal world

of poverty and crime. At this point the play begins to lose cohesion,
as Bridie crams in too many extraneous flashes of social criticism,

some of it distinctly unoriginal.

The second Act, in which Davie, now a commercial traveller, travels
to the seaside town of Shults where he is outrageously abused and
insulted, stumbles through thickets of verbosity; and the last Act

is transported to the realm of pure wish-fulfilment as Davie and

his criminal associates buy up the town with counterfeit money to
demolish vast areas of it under the pretence of redevelopment. The
pace achieved in the first Act, with the imaginative simplicity of its
staging — a large box becomes in turn a safe, a judge's formal robes,
and the angel of death - has long been forgotten by the time the play
reaches its half-hearted conclusion. Bridie seems to have early
lost confidence in the "revue-sketch' method which alone could sus-

tain this curious work which tentatively foreshadows The Baikie

Charivari., L.ike the later and much greater play, The Golden

L_egend of Shults is haunted by a dark vision of evil and hopelessness.

The biblical plays of the thirties were succeeded in the forties by
two comedies which carefully turned their backs on the grimness of

wartime, Holy Isle and The Dragon and the Dove, both appearing in

1942, In The Dragon and the Dove the Christian hermit, Abraham,

adopts the colours of an ancient foul-mouthed army colonel to save
his niece from the brothel she has fled to after falling victim to the
devil. The play's gentle sentimentality make & surprising contrast

with the frequently brutal realism of the author's better-known work.
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In Holy Isle, medieval "civilisation" threatens to drag the strange
inhabitants of Ultima Thule into its own degradation when a young
adventurer brings to their shores the tigerish Queen of Orkney, a
self-righteous friar bent on conversion, and a businessman. Ultima
Thule, they discover, exists in a state of placid, pastoral anarchy,
its only approach to recognisable government being the moral
authority of "ponderers!" headed by "She!""., Though at first the future of
the island seems bleak indeed, it is ultimately the invaders who are
changed: Queen Margaret rediscovers a life free from the frets of
self-seeking, Father Innocence abandons his attempt to enforce his
dogma and instead seeks God through the islanders! simplicity, and
Grettin Flatface, the businessman, declines from feverish materialism
into a rosy placidity induced by alcohol. Ironically, when the King

of Orkney arrives to reclaim his wife, it is the young and liberally-
minded adventurer, Torquil, who expresses disgust with the lack

of spirit and order on the island. The play ends on a rather flat

note as the would-be rulers sail off for Orkney with the king, and the

"Holy Isle continues its charmed existence,

Mr. Bolfry (1943) is a better play by far than any other written by

Bridie during the war, but is so completely permeated by ambiguity
that despite the vastly enjoyable personalities of the Reverend
McCrimmon and his adversary, the devil known as Bolfry, the argu-
ments which Bridie normally plies with skilled lucidity are confused
and disappointingly incomplete. He also offers a solution to the play's
theological debate which, if sound in doctrine and attractively simple,

is somehow misplaced in the rather sentimentalized character of Mrs.

McCrimmon.

Set in the West Highlands during the war, Mr. Bolfry concerns
McCrimmon, a puritan, Free Kirk Minister, and his defence of narrow
morality against three agnostic "moderns': his niece Jean, conval-
escing in his manse; and two soldiers billeted there, the intellectual
Cully and the easy-going Cockney Cohen. The soldiers, experiencing
their first taste of a Free Kirk Sunday, chafe under its ban on

cigarettes and "unseemly levity"., They find in Jean a fellow sufferer,
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and one whose longer acquaintance with such restrictions has

driven her to the point of open rebellion against her uncle. She

defies his rule by drinking tea with the soldiers on the Sabbath,
suitably outraging McCrimmon's sensibilities; but once provoked

he proves himself master of all the arguments the trio can think of,
Thwarted by McCrimmon's overbearing rhetoric and intellect,

they half-humorously decide to conjure up the devil as a worthy
opponent of the minister, employing for the purpose one of McCrimmon's

own books, The Discoverie of Witchcraft by Reginald Scott. The

attempt succeeds all too well: after drawinga chalk circle, in-
scribing the suitable symbols on Cully's knife and chanting the
invocation, a peal of thunder heralds the arrival of Mr. Bolfry -
dressed, to everyone's amazement, in exactly the same manner as
McCrimmon. Bolfry, the devil in clergyman's clothing, is ar; un-—
mistakably Scottish figure. The minister andhis wife having been
drawn to the scene, there follows a splendid debate in which McCrimmon
increasingly finds himself aligned with Bolfry against Jean, Cully
and Cohen: they both believe in God and the central creed of the
Church. Cohen'!s scepticism horrifies the minister as much as it
vexes Bolfry, who exclaims :

"Mr. McCrimmon, it seems to me we cannot begin our
battle for the souls of these persons until they realise
that they have souls to battle for™

.... and McCrimmon agrees that they should together "admonish and
exhort them,!" and goes to dress himself properly for the fray. Until
he returns in his clergyman's attire the play is sorely strained by a
weak and rather precious passage of theatrical philosophizing by
Bolfry, ' merely revealing the caricatures which are Jean, Cully
and Cohen; but this is followed by Bolfry!s magnificent sermon on
the text "Now is the dominion of Edom and the return of Adam to
Paradise!''. In it Bolfry preaches the dualistic heresy of the

Manichees that evil is as much a part of God!s Creation as good is,

and adds :

Bannister p. 153 James Bridie and his Theatre Rockliff,
London 1955
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"You are better than your neighbours, Mr. McCrimmon.
They would say that because a truth was sorrowful or
distasteful , or inconvenient, it was therefore not a
truth. That is why they will not believe what |

have come to tell you... that the Gates of Hell may
prcvail against the armies of Cherubim. That Dis~
order may win the day. If that were not possible, why
do you wrestle and pray ?"

Bolfry then depicts all Christian duty as a miserable, rock-strewn
road, travelled under the lash of curses and punishment, and the
flattery of Hope. All else is evil, but also pleasureable. Bolfry
offers ""the Pride of the Eye and the Lust of the Flesh. Their
other names are Art and Poetry, ' McCrimmon realises that his
own secret beliefs are being voiced, and in a surge of wild, un-
reasoning Faith, attacks Bolfry with Cully's knife, pursuing him
outside and across the clifftop till the demon plunges into the sea.
Next day none of the household are very sure whether or not the
whole affair has been a dream - until Bolfry's umbrella, lying
unnoticed by the fire, gets up and walks out of its own accord. As
everyone gapes in stupified silence, Mrs. McCrimmon, totally un-
ruffled, makes a cup of tea, invulnerable in her boundless, child-

like faith.

Not since The Anatomist had Bridie created such an immediately

gripping protagonist as he did with the Reverend MacCrimmon:

what is more, he provided him with what Knox in The Anatomist had

lacked, a worthy opponent, an intellectual equal, in the shape of
Mr. Bolfry. Moreover, the supernatural allows him to shift from
hypothesis to verification without a break, thus minimising possible
distractions. As might be expected in a Scotsman, Bridie is said
to have become so preoccupied with the intricate theology of his
theme that he had to be reminded - principally by the actor Alastair
Sim - that he was writing for the theatre, and this possibly explains

some of the more hesitant moments of the play, as when Bolfry

1 Mr. Bolfry Act 1 iii
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lengthily foreshadows his debate with MacCrimmon. It seems that
Sim's reminders also gave rise to at least one of the most brilliant
effects of the play, the unaided exit of Bolfry's umbrella. Such
imaginative surprises are finely judged to maintain interest in a
play which depends very heavily on sustained rhetoric: after the
staggering simplicity of Bolfry'!s entrance and the discovery of his
clergyman's dress, the apparently endless argument is concluded
in the least expected fashion by MacCrimmon's abrupt assault on
the Devil's emissary. It is therefore all the more disappointing to
consider the marked loss of impetus in Act 3 when Bolfry exposes
the "superficiality" of the moderns with tedious and paternalistic

condescension.

The central question about Puritanism which inevitably is raised

is not unequivocally answered. Plainly, the criticisms of the
"moderns" are valid, even if they themselves are blindly complacent
in their ignorance. The area has "the best record for church
attendance and the highest illegitimacy rate in the kingdom?",

There is a ring of truth in Jean's complaint:

"they don't worship God. They worship the Devil.
They call him God, but he'!s really the Devil.

All this holiness and censoriousness is to save
their skins from boils and leprosy and their souls
from damnation. ... "

Bolfry!s sermon brilliantly projects the guilt and longing inherent
in overscrupulous morality, perverting all joy and beauty into
agencies of Sin., It is this that McCrimmon recognises when against
his reason he attacks Bolfry. The positive vision offered at the end
of the play, for all its wisdom, has not the weight to overbear
McCrimmon'!s Calvinism, even in retreat. Mrs. McCrimmon, "a
stock Bridie part",3 though no Pharisee, yet wishes to preserve

an appéar‘ance of decorum, apparently for its own sake. She is

1 Mr. Bolfry Act 1 i
2 Mr. Bolfry Act 1 i
3 Bannister, p. 155, James Bridie and his Theatre Rockliff,

L_ondon 1955
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too like her near relation, Mrs. Windlestraw in The Black Eve,

to avoid an air of well-intentioned vagueness. After the voluble

intellects of Bolfry and McCrimmon, vagueness is not enough.

The "Backstage-area' of wartime Britain also provides the location

for the farcical comedy It Depends What You Mean (1944) in which

George and Angela Prout, artists exiled to the remoteness of rural
Britain, join the panel of a hastily-organised Brain's Trust for the
entertainment of a local army camp. With them is Professor Mutch who
lives with them and who has fallen In love with Angela, whom George
treats with a familiarity indistinguishable from contempt. With the
theatre audience representing the play's soldiery, the Brains!

Trust begins to answer questions of varying intelligence and slight
interest, when suddenly a Private Killigrew of the A. T.S. demands
to know the answer to a question of universal importance - whether
or not marriage is a good idea. After some embarassment, the
Prouts are persuaded to act out the circumstances in which they
first fell in love. Mutch, outraged by the apparent parody of love
embodied in their present condition, offers to rescue Angela from
George'!s egoism, but when pressed, prefers his bachelorhood to
the compromises of a shared love. The Prouts resume their less
than idyllic life together, though now there is just a hint of im-
provement, and Private Killigrew, whose question caused all the
upset, announces that she has decided to marry her boyfriend,
anyway, despite what she has seen. The main theme is adequate
entertainment, but the supporting characters are fairly trivial

and at times long-winded, andthe play deserves no special applause.

The Forrigan Reel (1944) by its consistent uncomplicated levity

proves more successful. A tongue-in-cheek Highland comedy,

it shows how the wit and cunning of the neter-do-weel MacAlpins
work a "miraculous" cure on the strange afflictions of Mrs. Grant,
wife to the local laird, and Clarinda, a young lady of refined up-
bringing. Both women in reality suffer from an excess of genteel
boredom, and the treatment of the MacAlpins consists in the ex-
hiliration of Highland dancing. The play was subsequently altered

into a new- somewhat disastrous - form as ballad-opera. A light-
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hearted parody of Gaelic mystique, The Forrigan Reel is excellent

entertainment, especially in its portrayal of Old MacAlpin and his

dancing son,

The last of the wartime plays, Lancelot (1945) to quote Winifred
Bannister is :

"a three and a half hour's analysis of Lancelot!s
tragedy in .leisurely prose dialogue which only
occasionally strikes tension....n 1

and is, as she observes, most uncharaderistic. The play slowly
traces the Arthurian legend of L ancelot!'s love for Guinevere, his
entrapment by Elaine and subsequent disillusion and madness, his
reconciliation with the Queen and the disaster which follows their
discovery together. The legend itself i mbues the play with an
"uplifted mood" and a "culminating gr~ief";2 the dramatist has given

it little,

The end of the war marked the beginning of a third phase in Bridie's
dramas, one of deep seriousness of purpose which gave rise to his
greatest work. Yet, even then, his pen still occasionally turned to

flimsier tasks: his love for the eccentric resulted in Gog and Magog

a tragi—-comic portrayal of a McGonagall-esque rhymer which declines
disappointingly into farce; and in a surprising turn to West-End

comedy, he began the unpretentious, "well-made" Meeting at Night,

completed after the author's death by Archibald Batty,

The first act of Gog and Magog is reasonably entertaining, with the

bizarre figure of Harry MacGog contrasted with the supercilious visitor,
English drama-critic Briskett, whose cruel humour prompts him to

make sport of the ""poet!!, Bridie's whimsy then overcomes his better
judgement, and the situation is steadily exaggerated to the point where
civil war rages through the Highland village of the setting, supposedly
prompted by a spurious but fanatically-supported philosophical argu-
ment. Wholly inadequate to support the over-inflated theme, the

play collapses, a curious throw-back to Bridie's earlier "undergraduate!

extravagances.
1 Bannister 162 James Bridie and his Theatre,Rockliff,London 1955
2 Bannister quotes Robbins Millar, p. 164 James Bridie and his Theatre

Rockliff, London 1955
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Sophisticated and witty, if hardly striking, Meeting at Night (1954)

centres round the character of George Triple, late deScendant of
Bridie's supremely self-confident, eccentric heroes, a confidence
trickster of considerable ability — and a love of antiques. Pursued

by a detective to a remote Highland hotel run by bizarre bolshevist
Mrs. Macl achlan, he is trapped there with the policeman by a snow-
fall. As romance blossoms between Triple's daughter and MaclL achlan's
son - and indeed between Triple and MaclL achlan - the detective at |ast
collects the evidence which damns the trickster. His triumph is
thwarted however, by the discovery that he, too, has played Triple's
game, cheating Mrs. Macl achlan over an antique writing-desk. He

is thus blackmailed into abandoning his case, and Triple wins Mrs.
Macl_achlan and a half-share in the inn. Without serious intent,

Meeting at Night is unremarkable but pleasant.

Before turning to the major plays of the last phase, something must

be said concerning afailure, John Knox.

John Knox was written specially for the first Edinburgh Festival in
1947, though in fact it received its first performance at the Glasgow
Citizens! Theatre in the same year. Bridie himself was dissatisfied,
that :

"he could not, after all, be the one to awaken "The

Sleeping Beauty" (Bridie's apt name for Edinburgh)

from her long, prim sleep, the one to beckon Knox

from old haunts and recreate the stirring times, the

bitter religious feuds and political wrangles, the

warm, human contrast in the flash of French ele-

gance andthevivid colour of Mary Queen of Scots. .. 1
The historical matter of the play - of which there is too much con-
fusing detail - is framed, in typical Bridie fashion, by a prologue
and chorus whose function is to provide supporting information and
to establish a judicial attitude in the audience. On this occasion
the device lacks bite, merely protracting the verbosity which for the
rest of the play stifles the dramatic potentiality of Knox and Mary

in conflict.

1 Bannister, p. 167 James Bridie and his Theatre Rockliff,
London 1955
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The story of John Knox is traced from the siege of St. Andrews in
1547, through the religious intrigues of Reformation Scotland to the
accession of Mary, and then through the violent disorders following
on the Darnley marriage to the Queen's flight to England. Incident
and argument crowd onto the stage, and for all Bridie's noted skill

in characterisation, neither Knox nor Mary - or indeed any of the
secondary figures - comes to life., There is too much special plead-
ing for both of them, too great a concern that human frailty should
not detract from their symbolic stance each at the head of an argu-
ment, Mary for romance and colour, Knox for stern devotion to
principle. Much has been done to reduce history to the bare bones,
but unfortunately there remains confusing interjections, such as

the scene in Act 1 with the young boys mimicking the Israelites;

and Knox quite plainly talks too much, often with historical accuracy,
but seldom with dramatic intensity: his is the rhetoric of the four-
hour Presbyterian sermon, not of the theatre. The chorus of divinity
student, slut and mulatto provide opinions about Knox and Mary

which maintain an equal balance throughout the play, but are an
unhappily eccentric group for a presentation of near-chaotic Scots
history, and Bridie on occasion augments their efforts by intruding

a Reformation chorus, as well.

All in all, John Knox is a curious failure, for its topic has fascinated

a very large number of Scotsmen and others, and Knox would seem
to be the ideal figure for Bridie's rhetorical virtuosity. Winifred
Bannister notes that "he seemed to be so obsessed with the real-life

character that he made it blaze historically rather than dramatically".

The play's conclusion brings together the ghosts of Mary and her dour
tormentor, long since reconciled in eternity, and Bridie maintains
his ambiguous view to the last: united in a higher wisdom, the spirits
look back on their past lives with a detachment suggesting that both
the "swaddled Queen with a hundredweight of metal on her head" and

the "bawling doctrinaire in a high pulpit" were cogs of the same

1 Bannister, p. 167 James Bridie and his Theatre Rockliff
L ondon 1955
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machine, working towards the same end. That end, their final harmony
implies, is a hopeful one, a conclusion which all too obviously evades
the bitterness of their earthly conflict and offers false comfort to

their tragedy.

The plays written after the war include Bridie's most accomplished
work, and also his most sombre. What hope he finds has an un-

deniable air of desperation, and even his comedy Meeting At Night is

a study in manners of the cynical years of post-war austerity. As
always, he was haunted by the ambiguity of human actions and the
relativity of moral values, but now e seldom discovered the comfort

of a higher purpose: in Dr. Angelus, Daphne L aureola, Mr. Gillie,

The Queen!s Comedy, and The Baikie Charivari the enigma of human

existence leads Bridie only to a profound melancholy. Immediate
reference to the conditions of contemporary life is also present,

. . . . |
for the first time in his work.

Of these five plays ~ the better part of Bridie!'s post-war output -

Dr. Angelus (1947) is the most straightforward.

"A perfect type of 'popular! play, Dr. Angelus holds
absorbing entertainment for the multitudes, and

brilliant composition of character for those who might

scorn a 'Murder play! with leanings to melodrama...." 2

Like his early success, The Anatomist, it is dominated by a doctor of

demonic rhetorical fascination, and is based on a historical incident.
Instead of a Dr. Knox refusing to give way to a tortured conscience
in his devotion to science, however, it depicts Angelus devoted

only to himself, lost in a fantasy of grandeur which results in
depravity and multiple murder. Bridie provides depth to the series
of poisonings and ultimate arrest of the unbalanced doctor by creating
two contrasts, the young partner in Angelus! medical practice,
Johnson, and the specialist, Sir Gregory Butt. Both are excellently
drawn characters, Sir Gregory a crusty and apparently respectable

figure who is discovered as a hypocrite and moral coward; Johnson

1 E. Morgan, Scottish International November 1971

2 W. Bannister, James Bridie and his Theatre Rockliff,
L_ondon 1955 pp. 164-5
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gauche and earnest, struggling to maintain his image of a fatherly

Angelus against a swelling tide of contradictions.

Johnson'!s regard for his superior is understandable: in Actl, An-
gelus seems urbane, paternal and filled with a sense of duty to
family and profession which by far outweighs his lack of orthodoxy.
Sweeping along in a rich torrent of words, he is a personality
magnetically attractive, flattering the younger man with indulgent
good-humour., Johnson is invited to provide a second opinion on the
case of Angelus'! aged mother-in-law, who is apparently developing
a serious gastric condition. An amorous female patient, Mrs,
Corcoran, arrives to see Johnson. In the course of the consultation
she attempts to ensnare him, and when this fails, to warn him of
Angelus! "funny reputation!', A late gambit for the young doctor!s
affection is interrupted by Mrs. Angelus: her mother'!s illness has
taken a serious turn. Sir Gregory Butt is sent for, and as they
await the specialist!'s arrival, Angelus expresses grave concern
and impatience. He refuses however to answer the doorbell, in-
sisting that it is the task of the lazy young housemaid, Jeanie. The
old woman dies before Butt can examine her, and to an indignant
Johnson he confides serious doubts about Angelus! stability, warning
him not to sign the death certificate. He leaves, and almost immed-
iately Angelus produces a death certificate for Johnson to sign.

The young man's hesitation is overborne by embamassment and
Angelus! bullying insinuations about Mrs. Corcoran. Act | closes

with Angelus opening a large envelope to reveal an insurance policy.

A quarrel which flares up between Mrs. Angelus and Jeanie at the
beginning of Act 2 shows that the doctor's devotion to his wife is
less perfect than he pretends, and it later transpires that the girl
is pregnant by her employer. Furthermore, Mrs. Angelus suspects
that she is being pdsoned, though she is as helpless before her
husband's commanding presence as a rabbit hypnotised before a
snake. When Mrs. Angelus, like her mother, abruptly develops
alarming symptoms, Johnson struggles desperately against the
dawning conviction that Angelus is a murderer. His inner conflict

s mirrored in a dream sequence wherein he finds himself called
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as a witness at Angelus!' trial.

Mrs. Angelus dies, at last driving the young doctor to guilt-stricken
certainty. Having failed to enlist the aid of Sir Gregory Butt, he
decides to go alone to thepolice, only to be forcibly stopped by a
desperate and obviously insane Angelus. The suspicions of the
police have already been aroused by Mrs. Corcoran, and Johnson

is released when they burst into the house to arrest the murderer.
Johnson, grief-stricken by his failure to save Mrs. Angelus, finds
reassurance from Inspector Maclvor, his rescuer :

n,... if the Procurator Fiscal and the Criminal
Investigation Department couldna get off the mak quick
enough to save Mrs. Angelus there's nobody going to
blame you, and you little better than a bairn... You
did your best and it wasna very good and that!s a fair
epitaph for most of us. "

This ending unfortunately detracts heavily from the serious impact
of the play, seeming as it does contrived and over-melodramatic, as
much in the character of Maclvor as in its dependance on Mrs.
Corcoran, a most unconvincingfigure. Another fault is the
unnecessary protraction of Act 2 during which there is much talk
and little activity, and a dream-sequence wholly unnecessary
however brilliant its insertion, Yet Angelus himself, for all his
melodrama or perhaps because of it, is a compelling figure. His
confusing assumption of various roles indicates that, like Vivaldi

in The King of Nowhere, he has lost his humanity to an endless series

of masks, becoming a victim of Bacon's "ldols of the Theatre! which
he professes to fear above all other temptations.

n, .. the lIdols of the Theatre are those systems of
philosophy that create for their devotees an unreal
world in which people act artificially according to
a predetermined book of words, as they do in Stage
Plays. "




When in the last Act he attempts to explain his actions to the help-
less Johnson, he claims that "ihe realisation of oneself is the aim
and object of existence!, his murders are justified by asserting
the value of the free spirit, which "must rise and crush his would-
be masters with as little compunction as if he were stepping on a
disgusting beetlen, 1 Angelus can think of himself only as an
"idealist — sometimes a ruthless idealist!, but he serves no concept
higher than his own pleasure, ignoring everything which contra-
dicts his grandiose fantasies. By Act 2 the apparent richness of
his personality is revealed as an amalgam of false sentiment and
cliche, enabling him to dwell on his piety after silencing his gullible
mistress with the most brazenly hollow reassurances:

NA correspondence fixed with Heaven is sure a noble

anchor . But there it is. It is an Age of Unbelief.

You young fellows never experience the sublime

satisfaction of becoming, even for an hour or two, as a
little child, 2

Even as Angelus IiVes for fantasy, so Sir Gregory Butt lives for
social position, preferring to shirk his professional and moral
obligations rather than have his good name associated with "police
court dirt", He proposes to blot the day of his involvement in the
case out of his calendar, a mental exercise which differs only in degree
from Angelus! monomania. Johnson alone breaks the bonds of his
illusions, and the achievement brings him little happiness. A rather
naive enthusiast of the Hippocratic oath, the young doctor who talks
in terms of "a holy quest!! '3in medicine clearly elevates Angelus

to an unreal esteem. Disillusion in this image of fatherly teacher is
inevitable but nevertheless bitter, and though Johnson cuts himself

free of entangling duties and delusions, no moral certitude brings

him comfort.

[llusion and its consequences dominate a much more profound and

skilful play, Daphne L.aureola (1949), which attempts - not wholly

successfully - to employ the legend of Daphne'!s metamorphosis into

a laurel tree to escape Apollo as a consciously poetic metaphor for

1 Act 11l p. 71, 73 Dr. Angelus
2 Act 11, p. 50 Dr. Angelus
3 Luyben p. 122 James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
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the despairing drabness of post-war Britain.

In a partially redecorated restaurant L ady Katherine Pitts drinks
incessant double brandies, arousing curiosity, indignation and in-
solence respectively from her fellow-diners. Among them is a young
Polish refugee, Ernest Piaste, who seems fascinated by her in-
ebriated but fragile graciousness. Ernest is a serious younhg man -
Bridiedrily accounts for this by making him a Presbyterian. Their
conversation is interrupted by Vincent, Lady Pitts' chauffeur, who
arrives to take her home. His method of so doing is to thrust a napkin
into her mouth and remove her forcibly: Ernest gallantly intervenes,
and is greeted with an uppercut which knocks him out. His failure
does nothing to cool his ardour, and hep resents himself at L ady
Pitts! home the following Sunday, only to discover that everyone else
in the restaurant that night has been invited and that Lady Pitts!
husband is still alive. He tells her of his infatuation, that she is
"the glorious lady" of his mind: he is intense and highly romantic.

A week passes and Ernest returns once more to the Pitts!: this time,
he meets Sir Joseph, Lady Katherine's crippled husband, who talks
to Ernest about his feelings with surprising candour. Lady Pitts

he explains, has had a difficult life, and requires occasionally to
have M"outbreaks!. ... Unfortunately she is a "dyed-in-the-wool -
Puritan'. For her sake, and indeed, for the young Pole!s, he

asks Ernest not to see her again. Ernest agrees, for his instincts
are chivalrous, but will not forgo his dream.

"She will be to me as Beatrice was to Dante Alighieri
when she had gone to Heaven. That will be to me all
my happiness....."

He recounts the legend of Apollo and Daphne, and how

", .. the laurel, Daphne, still eternally spreads her
leaves, and the Sun-God, from ninety two million eight
hundred and thirty thousand miles away, still warms
and comforts her and endows her with life'l,

He takes his leave, and shortly after Sir Joseph dies in the poignant

company of his wife.
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Six months later, in the restaurant which featured in Act 1, the
group who witnessed L ady Pitts' drunken flamboyance find them-—
selves once more together. As they comment on the coincidence,
Ernest walks in, to collapse at the news of Sir Joseph!s death - of
which he has been unaware. He has just recovered when the object
of his admiration herself arrives, stunning him completely by being
married to Vincent, the chauffeur. He demands an explanation for
her "betrayal!, and receives one. |_ady Pitts informs him that she
is not the ideal figure he has invented for himself, and that she is
too old to join in his fantasies - she has settled for reality, accept-
ing its colourless bleakness as a necessity. She leaves, and
Ernest discovers that he is not Dante; but his romanticism is not
dead: he now repeats his declaration to Sir Joseph, that he is Apollo,
and she Daphne. Enigmatically, he orders a double brandy, and the

curtain descends.

Again the customary Bridie technique is in evidence : the choric
figures of the customers at the restaurant, the cyclical movement
of the play, the shift of setting in the central scenes to a different
world where ideals aretested by reality - in this case the isolated,
frozen world of Sir Joseph!s garden. The typical Bridie humour

is also present throughout the play, deflating Ernesﬂt's pretensions
and reducing tension from apparent climax to far‘c:e,l as when
Ernest!s gentlemanly intervention in Act 1 is knocked awry by
Vincent!s casual pugilistic expertise, or when Sir Joseph interrupts
the violent quarrel brewing in his garden between Ernest and the
young revellers from the restaurant. The dramatist!s eye and ear
for banal commonplaces produces some piquantly amusing moments
as he evokes the mixture of embarassment and crassness in his
chorus when confronted by the eccentricities of Lady Pitts and her
young admirer, particularly in the absurdities of Mr. Gooch!s
insistently "jolly" welcome to the newly-wedded couple in Act 4.
The most striking feature of the play is, however, a hitherto unseen
feature in Bridie!'s work; a deliberate employment of poetic devices

and mythic allusions to emphasize the major theme.

1 J.T. Low p. 143 The Major Plays of James Bridie
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The myth of Daphne is not paralled exactly, for the world of L ady
Pitts is a civilization in decline :

"Again and again and again and again we have covered

the face of the earth with order and loveliness and a

little justice. But only the face of it. Deep down

below the subterranean brutes have bided their time

to shake down our churches and palaces and let

loose the little rats to sport among the ruins. ! 1

Its tawdrinessis symbolised by the restaurant with its walls "half
painted with a playful design and half new plaster!" and its dangerous
patch of flooring and by the motley assortment of customers, pro-
ducts of the war and its aftermath whether spiv, gross businessmen,
or vacuous youth. Lady Pitts, who contrasts so sharply with their
brashness despite her inebriation, is herself "a symbol of dis-
illusioned innocence, a symbol of England after the Second World
War‘",z therefore where Daphne was the daughter of the aged

Ge pursued by the God Apollo until saved by transformation into

a tree, LadyPitts is married to the aged Sir Joseph, is pursued

by the fantasy-stricken idealist Ernest, and is saved from his
illusions by marriage to the unimaginative Vincent. The distorted
reflection of the myth is sufficiently comprehensible to make Bridie's
introduction of a new laurel bush to the Pitts garden in Act Il both
unnecessary and clumsy. The careful use of metaphor and symbol, and
deliberate artifice in the speeches of Lady Pitts, Ernest and Sir
Joseph create a conscious allusiveness akin to poetry, a technique which

Bridie was to use in the last play of his lifetime, "he Baikie Charivari.

As in that play, and Dr. Angelus; possession by aemons has been

transformed to purely human delusion, and in Daphne L aureola there

is nho suggestion of a supernatural or even moral judgement to relieve
the gloom thus created. Like young Dr. Johnson, Ernest Piaste builds
himself an image to worship: unlike Johnson, he refuses to relin-
quish his faith in it. Bridie indicates his folly by repeatedly under-
cutting his romantic gestures. His attraction to LLady Pitts is

understandable. Surrounded by the inconsequential babble of the

1 Act 1, p.23 Daphne L aureola

2 Luyben p. 132 James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
3 Luyben p. 132 James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
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world represented in the restaurant, she is an arresting figure, a
descendant of a long line of loquacious Bridie characters. She re-
minisces introspectively and with penetration, glides gracefully over
the weakened portion of the floor, and speaks to him in fluent Polish.
His dismal playing of the heroic champion's role does not prompt her
disdain. Though she does not encourage his passion, she is not
displeased by his attentions at first. He soon reveals the nature of
his infatuation by quoting Dante, and accusing the people who
interrupt his tete—a-tete with her of desecrating '"the moonlit temple
of Artemis with your simian chatterings!. He is only further in-
spired by her when shetells him :

"You think I'm your poor damned Presbyterian mother,
or something. You come bleating to me because you've
lost your way. I'm not a Presbyterian and I'm not
your mother., And I've lost my way too..... L

Sir Joseph reveals to him that she drinks to escape the pain of dis-
illusion. Her life has been a series of crippled dreams, from which
she has been removed by marriage to him, though this has meant re-
treat from life behind the glass case of his protection. Still Ernest
quotes Dante and romanticises about Apollo and Daphne, though his
posture is undercut by Sir Joseph's deafness, robbing his lengthy
protestation of effect. When she marries Vincent, Ernest's rebuke
is ornate and high-flown:

NAl ciel, ch'e pura luce;

Luce intellectual piena dlamore....

Thepure light, the heaven, the light of the mind,

the light filled with love. 1 asked you for nothing

more; | desired nothing more. You have plunged my
light in darkness to enjoy the embraces of that evil dog".

He reaches indiscriminately for metaphors to convey his disillusion,
comparing himself at one moment to a poor peasant, the next to a god.
He rails at her with such vociferousness that a suspicion of emotional
indulgence creeps in thereby making his final position ambiguous,
when after having his delusion detailed and rejected by its image,

Lady Pitts, he identifies himself once more with Apollo.
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"I am Apollo. She is Daphne. Apollo wanted Daphne
SO much that the old man changed her into a laurel|
tree. But Apollo still rode on his predestined course,
day and night, day and night. "

Whether this represents a total immersion in dream or an ironic
expression of his sorrow is unsure: when he orders a double brandy all

that is certain is that a sorrowful cycle has been completed.

His fantasy is fully exposed by L.ady Pitts when she angrily defends
herself against his accusations.

"He wouldn't have noticed me at all, if | hadn't got
tight and made a fool of myself. | burst in on his
meditations and he said, 'Hello, here!'s a woman.
She'll do for Beatrice! - or whatever cli oudy tart

he was dreaming about. It never occurred to him
thatl was a human being. They're all the same -
uniess they're pigs. And the pigs are at least honest
with themselves,... .

She makes her exit from the restaurant, and this timeshe is careful
to avoid the dangerous part of the floor. In choosing "a nice clean
pigsty'" and commonplace reality, she has declined in stature, and
is capable no longer of the miraculous feat or the hypnotic incan-
tation of her memories. Lady Pitts is undoubtedly the best female
part which Bridie wrote, and is almost offered _és a proof of his
capability after years of creating women who are little more than

ciphers.

A highly unusual play, which as J. T. Low observes '"does seemto be
expressing a characteristically Scottish obsession with the contra-

dictions of life",I Daphne L aureola suffers slightly from the stasis

of the central characters and more from the complications of the
mythic parallels. 2 At the end, there is a hint once more of pre-
destination in the affairs of men, though it is asbleak a prospect
as might be offered by a despairing Presbyterian. The dying fall

of Ernest!s speech, "Apollo still rode on his predestined course,

| J. T. Low, p. 150 The Major Plays of James Bridie

2 J.T. Low, p.133 The Major Plays of James Bridie
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day and night, day and night", is foreshadowed by L ady Pitts in a
comment which looks beyond this play to the dark vision of The

Queen'!'s Comedy:

"These things are as old as the moon. The white goddess
swings the tides idly to and fro and the little coloured
wriggling things in the swaying seas know her. They
know that she is higher and more terrible than their
simple round of eating and fighting and copulation

and death ... The moon is a silly, cold goddess. Find
another God, Ernest .., .

Mankind is at the mercy of such gods, who do not even have the

interest to kill us for their sport,

For Winifred Bannister, Mr. Gillie (1950) is Y"probably Mr. Bridie!s’

|
best play..." his characteristic brilliance is perfectly mated with

humanity.

"For once he has gone as deep with emotion as he ever
went high with wit. The action mounts with a fine
sense of form; character here is not to be so replete
with cleverness that some sympathy must be sacri-
ficed. As a story, a parable and an example of

how a naturalistic, domestic drama should be written,

Mr. Gillie succeeds aburdantly.” It is the only one
of its kind in his entire collection, it is also the
simplest of all his plays. " 2

Undoubtedly, it is Bridie at his most skilful maurity, a tour de force
of restraint and subtlety; but its very lack of character '"replete
with cleverness! robs it of the author!s distinctive and challenging

argumentativeness. Mr. Gillie for all its elegant construction, and

concluding triumph over pessimism, embodies a style and vision
long familiar to the world. Deep as its emotional content may be,
it instils no fresh intensity, and though Tyrone Guthrie's remark

"a nice little play, not a big play!" is too dismissive,it is in essence
true.

L_ike Daphne L aureola, the sordid atmosphere of the immediately post-

war years permeates the play, which is said to have been written in

response to P.V. Carroll!s distorted vision of a Scottish school -

master, Weep For Tomorrow. 4

Bannister, p. 179 James Bridie and his Theatre,Rockliff,London 1955

Bannister, pp. 179-180 James Bridie and his Theatre,Rockliff,London 195:
Bannister p. 181James Bridie and his Theatre, Rockliff, London 1955

H w N

Bannister p. 230, James Brigdie and his Theatre,Rockliff, London 1955
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As in The Black Eye and John Knox, a prologue and epilogue frame

the play, emphasizing the author's judicial attitude. A ghostly judge
and procurator introduce "tonight'!s candidate for immortality "
William Gillie, a village schoolteacher killed by the furniture van
removing his possessions to an auction room where he was in the
process of being"sold up". Gillie's story, says the procurator,

will illustrate the ambiguous nature of Success.

Gillie is discovered in far from luxurious surroundings reading
Carlyle to a young protege, Tom Donnelly. Tom is a miner's son,
and the window affords a view over a nearby coal-bing. He is
asleep when the curtain rises, though Gillie fails to notice as he
expounds Carlyle and "enthousiasmos!

"It means that a god of some nature or other has
taken charge. It's a better description of genius,
| take leave to think, than "an infinite capacity
for takingpains'. ...

Possession by agod...... "

The schoolteacher has been nurturing in Tom a love of literature and
thought, hoping that the boy will be thus enabled to break away from
the drudgery of the mines by developing his talent as a writer. Such
encouragement is seen by Gillie as his chief purpose in life, and
though in the past his young disciples have failed miserably to
establish themselves as artists of one kind or another, he refuses

to abandon what he regards as a sacred duty. When later in Act I,
Tom presents himself to Gillie with Nelly Watson, the local doctor!s
daughter, asking his blessing on their plan to marry and seek their
destiny in London, he is pleased by their adventurousness though
doubtful of their wisdom:

NOf course | approve of the principle of the thing.
But there was no need for them to be so precipitate... !

Despite the fact that the young couple were secretly married a week
previously, and that they merely sought reassurance from the sym-

pathetic Gillie, he is censured and abused for irresponsibility by the
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alcoholic Dr. Watson, by Mrs, Gillie, and by Gibb, the chairman of
the local Education Committee. Gillie's anger at Watson'!s self-centred
hypocrisy and Gibb's prim self-righteousness hardly helps the
situation, and their unresolved argument hangs heavily over the
announcement that Gillie's school is to be closed and his contract
reviewed. The very best that the Education Committee can offer

is a subordinate post under a strict disciplinarian in another town.
Gillie refuses, and with more faith than hope, commences writing

the first chapter of a new novel - his only other having realised

the sum of seven pounds, five and eight pence halfpenny.

In the second Act, Tom: and Nelly return briefly from London, not in
p9ver'ty an‘d bitterness as was predicted for them, but fashionably
dressed and driving an expensive car. They hawe, in Tom's words,
""made good", and are now generally feted: Watson, "never a man

to bear a grudge" forgives his imagined injuries, and Gibb confeses:

"I admit | had my doubts, at one time, of the wisdom
of your step. But it is very gratifying that it has
all turned out so well. Mr. Gillie must be proud of you

The nature of their success, so handsomely praised by the once hostile
community, is less than edifying, however. Having discovered that
the introductions supplic;d to him by Gillie were long outdated in the
metropolis, he hasby lies and sycophancy become a film critic and
script writer, with interests of doubtful legality in "the dogs and
slot-machines and television and real estate and roadhouses and
night-clubs". Nelly has furthered his career by becoming his em-
ployer!s mistress. Gillie, refusing to add his congratulations to the
others, is once more made victim to conformist vindictiveness. Watson
and his fellows have arranged that Gillie's house should be given to a
new Health Inspector, and he is faced with total disaster. Even in
this hour of despair, however, the schoolteacher!s ironic humour

protects him, and news of yet another youthful talent being stifled

inspires him yet again with the idea of launching creative genius into
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the world of art,

In the epilogue the procurator reveals that Gillie was killed within
a week of Tom!'s return, and asks for a judgement to be passed.

"The whole picture, | submit, is one of misdirected
effort. Work, I think you will agree, must be judged
by the results it produces. 1 find little palpable result
from all Mr. Gillie's work. In fine, this man has done
nothing and whatever influence he has exercised has
been dissipated into absurdity or worse...."

The judge's view is more sympathetic; and once more Bridie's concept
of a mysterious predestination finds expression :

... this man devoted his life to opening cages and
letting prisoners fly free. It was not his fault if

the cat got the prisoners in the end.... Whether

this man's endeavours were useful or not is a matter for
whoever gave him his instructions. Victory or defeat
have nothing to do with the case. !

Gillie, as a reward for his devotion to the ideas in the teeth of dis-
appointment and frustration, is placed in immortality between Lincoln

and John Wesley.

Winifred Bannister's view that Mr. Gillie is "probably Mr. Bridie's

best play "is easy to appreciate. The play's simplicity and subtlety,
and the total command of subject, character, and form displayed in
it cannot fail to impress. It sustains throughout a deep emotional
power which Bridie achieved el sewhere only once in the short Mary

Paterson scene of The Anatomist.

Gillie is a unique figure in the Bridie canon, in that as a protagonist
in conflict with social morality and buffetted by a heedless fate, he
is neither a vacillating innocent nor an egotistical rhetorician. His
response to the vicious and the stupid is not an overwhelming broad-
side of verbal fireworks, in the style of Dr. Knox, but a combination
of reckless stubbornness and self-deprecating irony. His status as
a village schoolmaster is hardly an exalted one, and Bridie at no

time suggests that Gillie, like Mallaby in The Switchback, might

be an obscure genius. Indeed, there is a great deal to indicate

that Gillie is a self-indulgent dreamer incapable of personal
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creativity, seeking fulfilment through other people's talents. His
total achievement in the world of literature has been a novel of
which four hundred and forty copies were sold, and irregular con-

tributions to "Scots Magazine.

This might be the final assessment of his character were it not for
skilful emphasis of his possession by an ideal far beyond self-
congr’atulation,1 the service, however humble, of Art. Challenged
by Gibb about his responsibility to the community, Gillie replies :

"There'!s only one kind of man who isn't ordered about
from the cradle to the grave, and that's the artist. He's
bullied like the rest, but he's under nobody's orders.
He'!s responsible to God and, perhaps to his neighbours.
But not to what you call the Community. 1'd be an artist
myself if | could. If | can't, I'll help others to be that.
And you and the rest of you can do what vou like about
it.n

That Gillie is wholly in the grip of this ideal is directly averred in
the discussion of "enthousiasmos! - possession by a god - with which
the play opens, and by recurring evidence of his single-minded
devotion throughout the play. Tom and Nelly are not his first
disciples, or his first disappointments either. Several times he

is rebuked by the othersfor creating a succession of ruinously
aspiring ex—-pupils, and at the very end his imagination is once more
fired to "raise the Devil" in a talented young girl. The comments on
enthousiasmos are immediately followed by a passage from Carlyle:

""Nay, many so spend their whole term, and in ever-new
disappointment, shift from enterprise to enterprise, and
from side to side: till at length, as exasperated
striplings of three-score and ten, they shift into their
last enterprise, that of getting buried. "

and it is just such a judgement which the world passes on Mr. Gillie,
a judgement voiced even by his wife, who is otherwise a positive and
sympathetic figure in the tradition of Mrs. Windlestraw. Yet
however true the observation of "ever-new expectation, ever-new

disappointment" may be of Gillie, he does not "shift from enterprise

1 H. Luyben, James Bridie: Clown and Philosopher p. 143
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to enterprise : on the contrary, his allegiance is steadfast.

He is, nevertheless, a highly ambiguous figure, redeemed only by
the supernatural judgement accorded to him in the epilogue. Like
Dr. Mallaby, there is a hint of instability in his outbursts of anger,
for he strikes out wildly at everything offensive to him, regardless
of effect. Hence the confusion which results from Watson's evil
slanders about Gillie's role in the secret marriage, for the school-
teacher reacts as much to the sanctimonious Gibb as he does to the
doctor, and inescapably his refusal to be judged appears to them
evasive., His wife, who is consistently level-headed, turns on him
more than once, sometimes with surprising bitterness:

"Conscience? You never had a conscience, guilty
or otherwise. Self, self, self, all through. That's
you. You were the fine fellow at the University. |
remember. l've cause to remember. All the snotty
wee geniuses with baggy trousers and their fingernails
in mourning thought you were Jesus. You only got
third class honours; but that was because the pro-
fessors were so blooming ignorant. They couldn't
understand you, let alone a poor household drudge
like me. But it did no damage to your opinion of
yourself,..."

She seems quite justified when in the course of the play Gillie meets
with nothing to alleviate failure even in his own terms of morality.
Tom and Nelly alone among his long line of proteges save themselves
from the gutter, and only by abandoning Art for the most degrading
of figurative andliteral prostitution. Society rejects him by first

terminating his contract as a teacher, then by evicting him.

On the other hand, society is represented in the play by Watson, an
appallingly self-centred, maudlin alcoholic, and Gibb, "an ideal
humane killer. ", It damns itself first by perverting Tom and Nelly,
thenby its inhuman treatment of Gillie, its defeated opponent.

The dependence on order at any cost is, as before, opposed by
Bridie in his use of chance to suggest supernatural favour. In

Act |, Tom beats Gillie at chess with a Fool's Mate: in Act 11,

playing cribbage with Watson, a game of chance rather than skill,
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Gillie is the victor. 1 As his disasters mutliply in Act 1, he gains
in stature, clinging tenaciously to an ideal which becomes more
necessary the more often it is trampled upon. When even Gibb,

a clergyman, has expressed his delight at Tom's material success,
Gillie reverses the judgement by declaring that "L iterature and Art
are God Almighty thinking aloud. "

"the artists are listening. Listening to the very Mind

of God. You don!t see them sitting in the back room with
the vicarious murderers. You don't see them sitting
cheek by jowl with our Trumans and our Bevins and

our Vyshinskis muddlingus into destruction. They
listen. And sometimes they hear a thing or two. "

Gillie's devotion to this concept clearly outweighs his faults, though
it does not remove them; the counterpoint which thus runs through

Mr. Gillie creates an irony perfectly mirrored by Gillie himself,

who takes refuge in irony from the frustrations and insults of his
life. Helen Luyben notes his refusal to convict Watson, Gibb or
Tom, even after he loses the house,2 and Winifred Bannister ob-
serves the self-effacing subtlety of "Gillie's rapier to Tom!'s toy
swordii 3when the young man advises his mentor on how to add
"sort of comph" to his unfashionable novel. His is an irony which
never becomes cynical or sarcastic, insisting to the end,

"['ve done no harm, if I've done no good.
I was only wrong. There's nothing final
about making mistakes - If there!s no real
harm done. .. "

His intentions, quite plainly, arenot simply to support a personal
escapism prompted by failure, but they are based on faith alone and
remain enigmatic until subjected to a more than human judgement
which soothes theunderlying pessimism of Gillie!s struggle by

honouring Y"the forlorn hope. !

Mr. Gillie represents Bridie's most mature statement of Hope re-

vivied after despair. The characterisation of Gillie, his wife, and

1 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher p. 148

2 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher p. 146

3 W. Bannister James Bridie and his Theatre p. 180
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Dr. Watson are unsurpassed, and the structural counterpointing
superb. But the author's features, normally set in challenge at
times grim, are replaced finally by a mask of benignity which de-
tracts from his achievement. The epilogue is a mistake. Bridie's
distinction in the theatre was to provoke thought as much as to
hyponotize with flamboyant characters. No such character storms
through Mr. Gillie, and the real depth of feeling is obscured by the
sudden shift from ambiguity to positive affirmation - an act of Faith
similar to Gillie!s, but wholly lacking the abrasive doubts which
alone protect the teacher from wilful naivety. The final judgement
which Bridie elsewhere avoided like the plague contradicts the

irony which iIs the heart of Mr. Gillie.

In The Queen's Comedy (1950) Bridie stripped bare the illusion

which blinds humanity to the true nature of the gods.

Set during the Trojan War, the play contrasts the bleak fortunes

of the struggling soldiery with the sophisticated irresponsibility of
the deities which control their destiny. The stage-setting demands
that the disparity should be visual as well as thematic: the two
principle scenes, heaven and a Greek Dressing Station, are

always simultaneously in view, and the dim outline of either comments
on events in the other. The action takes place during Achilles!
withdrawal from action, tracing on one hand the fortunes of Machaon,
an army doctor; Sister Hecamede, a nurse; a hospital orderly and
some of the Greek Generals; and on the other, the intrigues of Juno
as she defies Jupiter'!s ban on divine intervention in the war to aid

the Greeks and spite Thetis, whose favour in Jupiter's eyes she

resents.

At first, the play has the lightness of deliberate quaintness, in the

style of Tobias and The Angel and the other biblical adaptations. The

everyday gravity with which the most extravagant characters take
themselves has an appealing comic charm. Theintroduction to the
play discovers Thetis, imprisoned by Neptune at the bottom of the
sea, "knitting a seaweed jumper!, and when she is accosted by a

passing octopus, their exchange has all the insistent seriousness

of a fairy-tale:
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Thetis : Oh, go away, you horrible octopus!

Octupus: (affectionately) Little Miss Muffet!
Thetis : A talking octopus! How revolting!
Octopus : There's nothing essentially revolting about a talking

Octopus. It is all in the eyes and ears of the beholder
auditor. ...
Thetis : Well, at any rate, you have no business to talk in

such boring and sententious fashion. ..

The octopus is Jupiter, in one of his many disguises, who allows
himself to be blackmailed by his infatuation for Thetis into punishing

the Greeks for insulting her son, Achilles.

The scene gives way to the harsh reality of the Dardanelles, in a
Dressing Station where an infantryman is having his wounds tended.
The Greek situation is desperate, for the Trojans have carried their
defensive wall and their trenches, and are advancing almost un-—
hindered on the vulnerable ships drawn up on the beach. Captain
Machaon, Sister Hecamede's sweetheart and a descendant of Apollo
the sun-god, is brought in wounded from the front by a Blimpish Nestor,
and together they give an excellent impression of the aristocratic
military virtues and mannerisms of British tradition. Less
admirable are the participants in the Staff Conference which follows,
in which Agamemnon is seen as an indecisive pessimist, Diomed as
courageous but dull-witted and verbose, and Ulysees as an angry
though subtle advocate of bold action. Though it is Ulysees who
prevails, thelack of enthusiasm shown by Agamemnon, the overall
commander, is less than reassuring. The intervention of Neptune

alone brings success to what would otherwise have been a forlorn
hope on their part.
Above the battle, the gods are found in Olympus, and once more the

whimsical note is struck. Olympus suggests "the lounge of an

expensive hotel, and Juno, somewhat out of countenance, polishes
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her fingernails. After the gods and their various relationships have
been established - Jupiter's ban on intervention is related with some
awkwardness - Juno is quite plainly hatching a scheme. A little
later she persuades VVenus to part with a magical girdle invested
with all the amorous gifts, under the pretext of reuniting an est-
ranged couple among the immortals. She then engages Sleep to
wield his powers over Jupiter, and so gains twelve hours of free
action in the Trojan War with which Neptune can restore the fortunes
of the Greeks whom Juno favours as representatives of civilisation
Venus' magic girdie quells the wrath of Jupiter when he wakes, and
rather than wreak some terrible vengeance on his wife, he merely
demands that Apollo be sent to drive the Greeks once more to their
ships. By playing on his weaknesses, Juno also extracts from him
the promise that he will persuade Thetis to send Achilles once more
into the fray, and perhaps even give the Greeks total victory -

after this necessary setback. Inter-woven through these scenes

of divine decadence are returns to the Dressing Station which slowly
trace the speculations of the mortals concerning the gods and their
purposes. Machaon, as a descendant of Apollo, is-not-surprisingly-
orthodox, but Hecamede verges on atheism in her cortempt for the
god!s conduct towards mankind :

"This war is only a pleasant sort of thrill for them.
| don't believe they really give a damn. "

Nestor is unimaginatively dogmatic in his attitude, whichis comically
parodied by Ulysses in a "prayer of thanksgiving® :

"O Father Jupiter, O all ye Immortal Gods, how good
of you to remember the fat thighs of the oxen we burned
to you in sacrifice long ago in happy Greece. We thank
you, Immortal Gods, for this small payment in advance
on our investment. M

The orderly, for long a sceptic and understandably so, from the
harshness of his lot, has had his faith restored by a dream in which
Juno tells him "l got it all wrapped up. | won't see you and the boys

take the knock. !
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The closing scene of the play draws together both strands, and
whatever quaintness remains abruptly vanishes, as the gods in
astonishment hear Juno's announcement that Apollo has been sent
to drive back the Greeks, and an increasing number of shadows
begins to cross the stage. These represent !"a convoy of Shades
on their way to the Styx and Avernus.!" Venus persuades Mercury
to catch some, as she would V"so like to talk to them!, Mercury
returns with Machaon, Hecamede, the Orderly and an Infantryman.

"They are battered, torn and bloody.
Hecamede is almost naked. There is silence. "

Machaon has lost half of his face, and Hecamede has been raped
before her death. Juno turns in boredom from the Orderly!'s attempt
to remind her of the dream she sent to him. Angered by her attitude
the Orderly seats himself in Jupiter's throne and harangues the
assembled gods about their stupidity and irresponsibility, ending
with a demand for their withdrawal from human affairs.

"You great, stupid, lazy, good-looking sacks of
barley sugar! They say you send us the rain and the
sunshine and the wheat in the fields. Well, get on
with it and leave us alone!"

The immortals are speechless, except for Jupiter, the father of the
gods, and his answer takes the form of a statement explaining his
role as creator of the universe, revealinghis slightly mystified
detachment from the results of his work.

"Were you asking questions? | am afraid | shall have
to refer you to somebody who understands such matters.
I don't pretend to understand them myself... | have not
nearly completed my Universe. There is plenty of time.
Plenty of time. You must have patience...!

L ike Agamemnon, the Greek Commander-in-Chief, the attitude of the
father of the gods,is not reassuring. Mankind, totally at his mercy,
struggle to discover the purpose of which their lives and sorrows

are part; yet there is no purpose, only the whimsy of an infinitely

remote Jupiter.
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The Queen's Comedy despite its ready use of a very free theatrical

form, is hampered by its lack of genuine action. The intricacies of
Juno's plan are protracted to no significant purpose, and the play
quickly assumes a flatnhess of tone disturbed only superficially by
the extravagances of the Immortals. The true climax of the play
occurs when the Orderly makes his indictment of Heaven: the
lengthy explanation which follows from Jupiter may encapsulate
Bridie's deepest feelings, theatrically it dulls the effect of the
Orderly!s speech without answering it in emotional terms, dragging

The Queen!s Comedy to anti-climacteric verbosity. ]

Characterisation in the play is good without being outstanding, and
Bridie!s use of contemporary slang is a confusing but hardly
irremediable feature of the Orderly; who in all other respects is
a highly satisfactory "John the Commonweal; down-to-earth,
undistinguished, but capable of irreverent stubbornness when
convinced. His judgement of the gods is foreshadowed in an
earlier scene when he is led by Machaon to repeat his faith in

Juno's benevolence to the crusty Nestor,

Orderly : | said they could take it from me.

++++++ ++++++ ++++++ ++++++

Nestor : You don!t happen to operate a private line to
Olympus?

Orderly : No, Sir.

Nestor : And you had the impudence to tell an Officer and a

Nursing Sister that they could take it from you, hey?
Orderly : Yes, Sir.
Nestor : Then perhaps, Private What ever you call yourself,
you will be good enough to tell me why you took it
on yourself to tell your superior officers that they
could take this communication from you?

Orderly : Because they bloody well can!

1 E. Morgan Scottish International November 1971
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The other mortals are swift sketches, holding no surprises -
though Ulysses hints at a deeper vitality. As representatives
rather than individuals no more is required of them by the play.

The gods are similarly dealt with, though their superhuman qualities
lend them an eccentricity more individually entertaining than their
earthly victims. Their confident sense of hormality offsets their
more startling attributes, and allows Bridie to indulge his comic
fantasy by setting in the midst of this refined, decorously effete
group a heavy-witted Scottish engineer as Vulcan, trundling out jokes
about the Barrhead Brass Band and spreading his incomprehensible
blueprints throughout luxurious, elegant Olympus. Juno and Jupiter

provide the serious comment on divinity.

Juno is very much the epitome of courtly demeanour and ruthless
self-interest, a figure all-too-human in her devious plotting, de-
liberate falsehood, and callous manipulation of emotion. She ob-
tains the magic girdle from the gullible Venus by deceit, and recruits
Sleep to her cause by promising him the favours of one of the Graces.
Her approach to Jupiter, from whom she has been estranged by his
dalliance with Thetis, is both masterly and unashamed trickery.

... a sudden, compelling pain at my heart made me
pause. | felt | should have died if | had passed
without seeingyou. !

Her method is a direct assault upon his baser nature, whch, as she
admits herself, "is a very wide target." Having achieved her ends
with Byzantine circumvention, and unknown loss of life to Greek
and Trojan, she characteristically conceals Jupiter's promise

from the other Gods. VYet she is capable of saying and apparently
believing :

| have a very responsible position an d feel my
responsibilities - intensely'.

Remote from the misery consequent upon her schemes, her utter

lack of concern for any but herself is typical of the gods' ambiguous
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superhumanity. Even Jupiter is depicted for most of the play as the
slave of his sensual appetite, jovially reminiscing to his wife an
incredible history ofmultiple rape and seduction in heaven and on

earth.

Bridie for the only time in his career, successfully breaks away
entirely from naturalism. The representational setting, with its
double-image of earth and heaven symbolizes his theme visually.
‘The costumes he stipulates, "are to belong to no particular period
or place, "

N"Those of the Soldiers are to be drab and hairy.
Those of the Gods are to be gay to the limits of
imagination. ! 1

That The Queen'!'s Comedy has more than historical or mythological

content is brutally obvious. A chorus of sceneshifters occasionally
raises its voice as the audience moves its attention between heaven
and earth. The first of these, before the introduction under the sea,
emphasises the play as a symbol of humanity'!s acquiescence in its
misery.

We are the scene shifters

Ages after ages,

Centenary after centenary.

We ha'e shifted the scenery.

We heaved up the Pyramids;

We dinged doon Persepolis;

We hung the Hanging Gardens;

We made Atahualpha'!s palace,

And here one for Soloman,

And there one for Semiramis.

Hamburg and Hiroshima

We blasted into shards.

All contracts promptly and efficiently
Executed.

At the behest of the Immortal Gods

Or of anyone else who likes giving orders. ...

The Queen'!s Comedy is Bridie'!s final statement about gods and daemons.

In The Baikie Charivari there is only the devil, and a god even more

remote than Jupiter; the lesser agencies which inspire and delude

1 Author's note to The Queen's Comedy
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mankind are by then in human form as ideologies, A long and em-
bittering journey has been followed since Rafael led Tobias through

the desert in Tobias and the Angel. The Orderly in The Queen's

Comedy has been taught from birth to obey without question for the
sake of a divine order: the revelation of divine disorder prompts

his indignant cry of "leave us alone," which for all its rage, is hardly
likely to be obeyed. When Machaon asks the disgusted soldier if he
thinks men are any better than the gods, the reply is :

"Course we're better than the gods. We would need to be.

Bridie's Jupiter is the god of predestination, the theme which haunts
so many of his plays; who made the universe as a childish toy, and
whose interest in humanity is completely detached.

".... long ago I put a little swelling at the end of the
primitive spinal cord of a sort of fish. | am happy to
observe that in some of the higher apes, this lump has

taken on extensive and peculiar functions. One of these
functions appears to corsist in explaining me and my

little UIniverse. | have no doubt at all that these explanations
are very interesting andstimulating. Perhaps in time, these
little objects will attain to the properties and activities of
the Immortal Gods themselves. ...

There is something disquietingly human about Jupiter'!s inhumanity.

In the preface to Bridie's last completed play, The Baikie Charivari

(1952), Walter Elliot writes that Bridie had consciously reached the

limit of his acc:omplishments.2 The Baikie Charivari was intended

to be the summation of his art and thought, and is certainly a remark-
able work, combining the depth of the author's emotional experience and
philosophy with a technical adventurousness seldom equalled in all

his earlier output. All the principal concerns of his career are
congregated in this play: the sense of ambiguity, the focus on the
individual , the distrust of society, daemonic possession, and the
seeming helplessness of man in a universe where God is so remote

as to be undiscernable while the Devil is all too plainly present,.

Freely mingling naturalism with fantasy, Bridie seeks to travel

beyond the refuge of irony he found in Mr. Gillie and The Switchback

1 Act I, vi. p.78 The Queen's Comedy

Z W. Elliot, preface to The Queen's Comedy p. V.
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towards a personal expression of faith. The protagonist of The

Baikie Charivari, Pounce-Pellot, possesses !'a self-knowledge

complete enough to recognize his own part in the evil of mankind",]
and enjoys the same ironic humour as Gillie; the play, however,
follows his choice to suspend irony and once more seek for faith in

a traumatically altered world.

Pounce-Pellot is a retired District Commissioner of the abruptly
ended Indian Empire, who has returned to the Scottish West-Coast
town of Baikie "to learn the new life" of post-war Europe. He is
introduced in a typical Bridie prologue by the devil - strikingly

similar to the Scots-speaking devil in The Sunlight Sonata of

twenty vears befor‘e,2 if rather more sinister - as

"A wyse, independent, sel'saining carle,
Wha gangs his gate and lippens to nane,
And spiers at his hert when the lift is smoored. "

For his very independence and mature introspection, Pounce-Pellot
is to be chased and caught and pulled down by the devil and his
hellthounds. The proposed victim then appears, and describes
himself in the terms which encapsulate the themes of the play, as

N"James MacArthur Pounce-Pellot, Knight Commander of
the Indian Empire, King of Ghosts and Shadows, sometime
District Commissioner of Junglipore and other places.

| am the son of Major Hamish Pounce-Pellot, late of
the Dandy Ninth and of his wife, Grizel MacArthur,
They have both been a long time dead.

I was born in Fortingall in Perthshire like my ancestor,
Pontius Pilate, Procurator of Judea, Samaria and Idumea.

My predestinate fate has been not unlike his. But

they did not allow me towait for a reply. 1 did not
wash my hands of the Mahatma. He washed his hands of me. .. !
1 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher p. 154

2 W. Elliot, preface to The Baikie Charivari p.v.
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Here is the representative of an old order, the wa'ld of the ""dandy
Ninth" and the British Empire, and also the man whose job it has
been to judge, abruptly made redundant by the movement of history:
he is also the eternal rebel, Punch - the "Charivarih of the play!s
title, 1 Bridie in a note to the play specifically elucidates a
traditional connection between the folk-myth of Punch and the Roman
Procurator, Pontius Pilate, observing that they "areboth regarded
as important and symbolic murderers, " Pounce-Pellot embodies

the characteristics of both.

The play proper begins with a brijef exchange between Judy, Pounce-
Pellot's wife, and electrician Joe Ketch, local communist town-
councillor; which is intended to demonstrate the disruption of the
Imperial life-style. Judy, as Luyben points out, "stands solidly
and unwaveringly for the old Iife"z Ketch and his apprentice, Toby
Messan, having repaired faulty wiring in the Pounce—-Pellot's house,
leave without repairinga gaping hole in the wall , because "that!'s a
plasterer'!s job". Judy expresses prim disapproval, and falls foul
of Ketch's dogmatic vindictiveness, summed up by his grimly convin-
cing assertion, "you'!ll get nae sycophancy from me". This scene is
followed by the introduction to the house of an increasing number of
representative figures - Dr. Beadle, a minister; Joe Mascare, an
artist; Dr. Pothecary a psycho-analyst; Lady Maggie Revenant, an
ageing aristocrat; Jemima Lee Crow, American publisher; and
Copper, a Civil Servant from the '"Ministry of Interference!" - each
all too willing to offer advice to Pounce-Pellot on how to conduct
himself. Ketch the communist returns, is recognised as the manh who
once rescued Pounce-Pellot!s daughter Baby from drowning when
she was a child, and is invited to join the strangely united band of
conflicting advocates. In Act 1, these figures - seven contemporary

versions of the Seven Deadly Sins3 - appear singly before the ex-

1 W. Elliot, preface to The Baikie Charivari p. vii
2 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher p. 159
3 J. T. Low The Major Plays of James Bridie p. 151
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judge to propose their theories, which he welcomes with enthusiastic
open-mindedness. After the traditional moral conflict between the
order represented by religion and the disorder counselled by art,
comes the modern paradox of the vagueness and ineffectiveness of

the old social order embodied - disembodied? - by Lady Maggie, and
the rigid formulae of the rebellious Ketch. Communism, dogmatic
religion, sociology, hedonism and materialism are advanced alternately
from "a milling crowd shouting doctrines out of a whirlpool!, Bridie's
attitude is emphatically clarified when, at the close of the Act, the
devil reappears in Pounce-Pellot!s dream, and Dr. Pothecary, Lady
Maggie, Jemima and Mascara are seen as his earthly servants,
proposing the recruitment to their ranks of the restless adolescent
Baby. Just as surely as her mother represents the old life, Baby
represents the future. Their scheme is thwarted by Pounce-Pellot!s
desperate cry to end the nightmare in the name of the Father, the

Son and the Holy Ghost.

The warning of this dream seems at first to go unheeded: the second
Act discovers the retired District Commissioner entertaining first
Copper, then the spectacular Jemima L ee Crow, who offers two
hundred thousand dollars to publish Pounce-Pellot's memoirs of the
fading years of the Indian Empire. Eventually, everyone is gathered
together at a dinnerparty, the purpose of which is to incorporate
Pounce-Pellot into modern society through one of the various
philosophies represented by his guests. Their arguments whirl and
clash in a confusion of talk round their host's head, until he
interrupts to save his family1 with a ritualistic dismissal of each
standpoint which reaches a hysterical climax of symbolic destruction
when he spurns Pilate!'s allegiance to or*der*2 to lay about him with
Punch's stick, killing all the false prophets save Lady Maggie, who
confesses that she is a ghost. Into the weird tableau which follows
steps Toby Messan, Ketch'!s apprentice, to ask for the hand of Baby.
Pounce-Pellot accepts him, then resigns himself to the devil who
has suddenly appeared on stage. Though he is ready to accept his

fate, to his surprise the devil will not take him :

1 Luybenp. 157 James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
2 Luyben p.160-161 James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher
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"I'm thinking you've jouked me for the moment. It
may be you've jouked me a'thegither. Time will tell
us,

And when he asks if he will have enough time in which to escape from
his limbo of doubt, either to positive damnation or salvation, the
devil cannot give an answer. The play ends with Pounce-Pellot's
anguished acceptance of continuing uncertainty :

"If you don't know, who knows? Nobody knows.
Nobody khows.

I've killed all those fools who pretended to know
And so... and so ...

With the soothsayers littered about the stage
That I slew in my rage,

Who did not know.... and no more do I. ...
I must jest again and await my reply.....
Good-byel,

As Walter Elliot writes in the preface to the play, "the denouement

leaves a vast, empty stage..... n |

The most striking single feature of the play is the obvious and almost
continuous use of the surreal

... it represents an attempt to go back to simple

primitive aspects of drama, to medieval forms, to

folklore and legend, andthe biblical sources behind

these. Bridie called it a Miracle play..." 2
The use of Scots by the Devil and by his agents in the dream sequence
with its ballad—echoes3 suggests a conscious attempt by the author to
tap a half-forgotten Scottish language of the emotions, more immediate
than English to Scottish minds; and is matched by similar employment
of ", .. its half-parodies of Eliot, its revue-sketch patter, its

4 . .

rhymed verses.. ."" Not only the scenes featuring the devil leap

away from naturalism; the placid familiar surface of conversation

is repeatedly broken by sudden and distinct shifts into formal poetry.

W. Elliot preface to The Baikie Charivari

J. T. Low The Major Plays of James Bridie p. 150

1

2

3 J. T. Low The Major Plays of James Bridie p. 150

4 S. Mulrine, Studies in _Scottish Literature 1969-70 pp. 132-4
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In Act 1 Beadle and Mascara conclude thejr argument by bursting into

verse @

Mascara :

Beadle :

Never heed him, Sir James, never heed him.

You don't need him, Sir James, you don't need him,

Throw yourself on the wind, it will carry you high.

Jump against the wind and you'll fall or you'lll fly.

We should trust to our ears and our eyes and our
hands like men.,

If we fall, what then?

It's better to die in a flash than be eaten by moths,

Stifled by incense and smothered in alter cloths,

Break Commandment Number One,

And your ruin ha s begun.

Break Commandment Number Two

And the sky will lose its blue.

Break Commandment Number Three

And you dry the eternal sea.

Break Commandment Number Four..... n

(Thoughout this rigmarole Joey chimes in with :

"Jump into the wind, Sir James," at regular intervals).

Pounce-Pellot in Act Il introduces his search for truth to his guests

with a similar device.

"Once upon a time,

Or once upon many times,

The East fell to pieces.

The jungle vines tore her water tanks;

The desert sand covered her canals;

The wild pig rooted in her palaces.

So Pilate is home again, his occupation gone

Bewildered by change and frightened by the lingering
sharp smell of ashes

Be kind to him and take him by the hand.

Guide him through the Millenium. "
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The climax of the play combines an incantatory dismissal and a
symbolic ritual slaying of the seven prophets. The intensity
achieved by this use of verse "is not so much the result of verbal
ingenuity as it is of the emotional and intellectual investment of the

hero in his search for knowl edge, nl

Such use of poetic formality and imagery strongly supports Pounce-—
Pellot!s role as a symbolic Everyman: almost the only other
character with a personality which goes beyond the merely repre-
sentational is the devil. If Pounce-Pellot js Everyman, he is also
Pontius Pilate, the judge and victim of his own judgement; and
Punch, the champion of disorder. The theme of the play is announced
by the retired judge to Dr. Beadle :

"['ve decided to throw overboard everything |
ever learned or knew. It's the only way...."

and his quest is to escape the conclusion of the Wisdom of the East
against which he preached as the representative of the West, where
"the sun sets laterM,

"The Wisdom of the East is that it is all no good.

Mankind are thieves and liars and murderers and oppressors,
And disease and famine we have always with us

And we must shift as we can till Death comes to take us.

Who knows what the Gods have in mind 2"

The devil attempts to delude and entrap him by visitingupon him the
servants of illusory philosophies, each wholly convinced that the
answer to the riddle of life is entrusted to them alone. Mascara, the
devil's principle disciple in the dream-sequence and, significantly,
the champion of individual freedom, wryly remarks as these prophets
gather around Pounce-Pellot :

"Pilate, wi! his hinging lip and sweet urbanity,
Has come a second time to judge humanity.

Dod, and he'll mak a bonny moagger o!t as he
Done afore.... But wht was he to dae?

1 G. Weales Religion in Modern English Drama p. 88

)
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For the things that were done in the green tree

They are daeing again in the dry;

And what can he say but "See ye to it"?

And wash. And let them die. ! 1
But Pounce-Pellot, though he cannot find the truth which could save
humanity, - represented in the play as Judy and Baby, the latter
dangerously attracted to evil2 - recognises the lies which would
destroy them. His act of self-sacrifice in defying the order to which
he sold his life and murdering the false prophets not only saves his
wife and child, but also himself, for unlike his ancestor Pilate, he

does not evade his human responsibility. 3

IThe Baikie Charivari, for all its noble intention and adventurous

spirit, is a failure. Characterisation is surprisingly unsatisfactory
considering the author'!s previous creations, and are neither human
personalities nor representational figures, but awkward imbalanced
creations somewhere in between. The abstract idea of the play is not
realised in theatrical, let alone dramatic terms. Even at the level of
caricature, some - like Beadle, Pothecary, and Copper - are un-
distinguished and unoriginal. Pounce-Pellot himself remains
curiously weak, especially in the prose passages - at one point he

declares :

"It's no good trying to fit round pegs into square holes.
['ve gone all malleable. I've gone all plastic.

I'm wonderful material for a spiritual adviser. Would
you like to be my spiritual adviser 21

which hardly convinces from the man who on another occasion can

say

"l knew Rabindranath Tagore. A decent fellow :
Nehru's a decent fellow too.

A bit Oxford and inclined to fiddle

While Bombay burns, like the ghats on the hill,
Smouldering fire. Lord Curzon said to me.....

Although the figures who surround Pounce-Pellot are intended to be

representatives rather than individuals, it was a fatal error on the

1 The Baikie Charivari Act 1II
2 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher p. 157

3 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher p. 154
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part of Bridie to caricature their arguments in similar style. Not
exaggerated sufficiently to give them the bite required of satire,
they are too shallow to be taken seriously. As they are, they lack
the subtlety which might reasonably be expected of the devil's work,
especially when there are so many elaborate hints which identify
their malignant origin. Equally, their refutation totally lacks
intensity, for they are dismissed almost casually - indeed, to Mrs,
Crow Pounce-Pellot admits that he does not know why she should
be rejected. Even the imagery which sees Communism and
Religion as dehumanised, mechanical entities - 'the upper and nether
millstones" - which can only crush life, is commonplace and lacks
the vitality required of the argument. In Act Il the slogans of Act |
are repeated and multiplied : reason is not carried deeper.

"The first transitions (in Act I) from fantasy to

naturalism and to theatrical formalism in the

Prologue are smooth enough ... the Deil's initiation—-

ceremony also ... Beadle!s switch to verse ...

the fantasy is well-prepared for. Act 2 is more

difficult - too episodic, too sudden in its transitions

from naturalism, too slack in its control to impress

its dramatic design" 1
This curious failure of Bridie to revel in intellectual combat -
as might well have been expected - is laid bare by the awkwardness
of his major symbolic parallels for Pounce-Pellot, Punch and
Pontius Pilate. The tale of Punch and his varied persecutors has

for too long appeared only in fragmentary versions for its full

correspondence to The Baikie Charivari to be readily appreciated;

and Pontius Pilate as protagonist, no matter how brilliant in
conception, requires far more explanation than Bridie allows for

such a controversial figure.

The resulting obscurity justifies the complaints of critics who regarded
. 2 .
the play as "brilliant and exasperating",” a "swan-song'" with

"occasional high music"3 one of the author!s'intellectual fantasies,

1 J.T. Low p. 157 The Major Plays of James Bridie
2 Quoted by W. Bannister, James Bridie and his Theatre p. 184
3 Quoted by W. Bannister, James Bridie and his Theatre pp. 183-4
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a form which he very much fancied, though, truth to tell, he never

' The conflict of order and disorder in

managed to get control of it".
the reincarnation of Pontius Pilate and his equivocal triumph is
clouded: the surface details are too strong, and it seems in the end
that Pounce-Pellot is little more than a reflection of his author, by
then over sixty, despairing at his own inability to accept the criteria
of contemporary society, and aware that the judgements of his own,
older order are no longer valid. This unfortunate, incomplete
impression is powerful enough to rob of conviction the engagement

of Baby and Toby Messan, and leave only a sense of profound despair

at the play's end.

The importance of James Bridie to Scottish Drama could hardly be
overstated - indeed to many people there is no such thing as Scottish
Drama, only Bridie. His combination of large-scale commercial
success, considerable artistic achievement, and inescapably Scottish
identity is virtually unique: Barrie concealed his national origins to
the best of his ability. His "Scottishness!" is not simply amatter of
setting or superficial detail, and it is most emphatically unromantic;
it lies in his preoccupation with the innermost being of a professional
man in a pr‘O\)incial situation, himself. His upbringing, his environ-
ment, and his experience are obvious in his plays; and if he is found
to have written within a recognised Scottish tradition then it is not
through a conscious striving on his part to adopt certain character-
istics. Those traditional elements so prevalent in his work - the
Calvinist philosophy, the satire, thefantasy, the ambiguity, the
attitude to drink and drunkenness, the delight in argument, the ironic

humour, demonism - are deeply rooted in the author's personality.

If he was a modern Scot to the core of his being, and wholeheartedly
committed to the idea of a Scottishprofessional theatre, he was less

positive how distinctly native such an entity should be.

"He couldn't go along with those like Robert MaclL ellan
in later years who wanted a Scottish-language
drama at all costs. He couldn't go along with those
like Unity Theatre Group who wanted a committed
Ipeople!s theatre!... But it would be quite wrong to

1 H. Luyben James Bridie : Clown and Philosopher p. 151
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suggest. .. that Bridie sold out to the London West

End and passed up his birthright. All dramatists

are limited by something. ... Bridie has the obvious
limitations imposed by his middle-class background

and his lack of interest in political change....." 1

Yet Scotland owes him an enormous debt, not only for his plays, but
for his successful single-handed championing of the cause of native
theatre from which sprang the Glasgow Citizens! Theatre in 1943 -
an unofficial Scottish National Theatre for many years - and a

Scottish Drama College.

An unfortunate tendency towards facetiousness in his theoretical
observations and prefaces to plays prolongs the impression of
adolescent self-indulgence which marred some of his early works.
A tragedy, he writes is derived from the Greek Y"goat-song'l.

Nas plain a piece of description as a 'swan-song!'.

It is a song, delivered with a kind of bleating

intonation, about a certain human quality shared

by mankind with the goat - that of butting

furiously and hopelessly against the facts of life!t 2

and fater :

NA play is a method of passing an interval of time by
putting an actor or actors on a platform and causing
them to say or do certain things. If it is amusing,
that is to say if it succeeds in making the spectators
unconscious of the passage of time, it fulfils its

function and merit....... other qualities of a play
- its educative, its thought-provoking, its exciting, its
poetic qualities - are not basic. " 3

With such comments, notes Edwin Morgan, "Bridie was his own worst
enemy!!, 4 They direct attention however, to his awareness of the
artificiality and artifice of the theatre -~ already noted with regard

to his use of alienating devices - a self-consciousness distinctly
similar to James Barrie's, whose Islands and fantasies fulfil the
same function. If the superb grotesquerie of Scotland's most

celebrated actor, Duncan Macrae ', is also taken in to account,

1 Edwin Morgan, Scottish International, November 1971

'The Theatre! in Tedious and Brief, Constable 1949, p. 14

IThe Theatre! in Tedious, Brief, Constable 1949, p. 14

BowoN

Edwin Morgan, Scottish International, November 1971
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then perhaps a tentative conclusion may be drawn indicating an
almost self-destructive degree of detached self-awareness in the
Scottish imagination. This may help to explain the paradox that
whereas Scottish fiction has been repeatedly praised for its
vividly dra@atic qualities, few Scots have taken readily to the

drama as a means of expression.

CHAPTER TWO

James Bridie's carecer as a playwright, particularly before the

establishment of the Glasgow Citizens' Theatre in 1943, was con-
ducted as much in England as it was in Scotland: Bridie always
insisted on professionalism, and in the years when his native land
lacked this quality he directed his best efforts to English Repertory
Companies, and he was not ashamed to measure his success by his
reception in the West End. Before him, Barrie had of course been

one of the giants of the West End commercial theatre, and it is
worth noting some of the other Scots who wrote outwith the conscious

Scottish Drama movement.

Robbins Millar achieved some fame in 1928 with Thunder In The Air,

after which he never guite reached the same pitech of conviction in his
work. Several of his later plays were produced at the Glasgow
Citizens' Theatre, and will be considered later, in the study of that

theatre's career.

First of all, however, note should be taken of The Shawlie

published in 1924 but ignored by the professional theatre - and
indeed, by the Scottish National Players. This was a very early
attempt to depict the appalling living conditions in the Glasgow slums,
which déspite mechanical characterisation and plotting, and an over-
moralistic, censorious attitude to the poor, nevertheless documents
the ghastly details of their plight. Scottish writers of various
talents better and worse than Millar are still trying to come to grips

with this widespread and continuing feature of contemporary life.

Thunder In The Air is set in an entirely different social world, one

much more acceptable to comfortable theatre audiences, the middle-

class country-house. The play proves just as disquieting,if in a

different manner, as The Shawlie. Beginning with a nerve-jarring
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seance, it relates the haunting of Major Vexted's home by the
malignant spirit of his son Ronnie killed in the Great War. Harding,
once Ronnie'!s friend and now his rival for the mind and affections

of Ronnie'!s sorrowing sweetheart Pamela, declares the theme when
he says that the dead live on in the menory of others. Ronnie now
appears to each of the household in turn in the guise of their favourite
recollection: to Pamela, he is a young man in tennis-flannels; to

his moter, a child with a toy trumpet.

Gradually, the visitation takes on a sinister aspect. The Reverend
Stanes learns that his wife has committed adultery with the dead
man, who had previously duped him out a large sum of money. The
Major, proud of his son's "heroic!! death at the front, discovers

that Ronnie in fact shot himself. Mrs. Vexted is forced to recall the
agonies of recrimination she felt when she left Ronnie at school in
England to go with her husband to India. Shared misery reconciles
the various parties, however, and they find a refuge in their affection
for each other. With these disturbing memories apparently expiated

at last, the ghost departs.

The seriously considered theme is ruthlessly pursued, and provokes
some fine writing from Millar, as in the following passage when
Pamela identifies the complex significance to herself of Ronnie's
ghost:
Pamela (in low fiercely passionate tones) Yes, just
the same. Nice Ronnie, clean Ronnie. Clean white
Ronnie. | love you. You are my husband and my
children. You are the best years of my life. You are
my thoughts and my dreams and my memorie:, You are
the lonely hours and the empty nights and the dar*knes; .
You are the fire in my heart. You are the arms about
me that crush me. You are my baby's hands that might
have been. You are longing and frustration and
despair and nights of tears. You are my empty

body and my broken heart.

The pressure behind such expression largely overcomes the more

contrived effects which occasionally mar the play.
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Colossus (1928) is, by contrast, a very superficial sketch of a
monolithic businessman who fails to conceal his insanity from the

world.

Murray Mcl.ymont wrote a competent middle-class "problem!" play
concerning a rigidly respectable mother who deploys selected passages
from the Bible to reinforce her solipsistic possessiveness for her

adult children, in The Mannoch Family (1927). The characters are

well-conceived, though conventional and the action is conducted

with adequate dramatic skill.

He followed this with a tediously long, pretentious drawing-room
comedy, The Good Die Young (1929), a trivial one-act farce
Mixed Doubles (1934) and The Clod And The Pebble (1930), a

stereotyped study of two varieties of love, the self-effacing and

the assertive.

In this last play, Joan the Scottish aristocrat loves Dick the middle-
class playwright. Dick is fated to become blind, although he does
not know it, and the action springs from Joan's concealment of the
truth from him. Melodramatic effects and complicated plotting are
substituted for real feeling; and Joan, after heroically cohabiting
with Dick inLondon, wins the reward of his unqualified love once

he has squarely faced up to his sightless future.

A greater talent seemed to be indicated in Norman MacOwan's play

Jacob's L adder (1934). Poet and journalist Maxton has three months

to live, a fact which he keeps from his wife and her lover Blazeby.
Supernatural intervention in Act 2 provides him with ghostly racing
tips which earn him £22,000, which he places in his wife!'s name.

He then turnhs to the finishing of his great epic poem, and completes

it on the day of his death. It might reasonably be thought that there is
little enough in this to impress, but in the early acts especially,
MacOwan offers economic and vigorous dialogue together with a fine
sense of individuality in his characters. Latterly the play tails off

into conventionalised posturing, sentimentality and portentous

mystificdion.
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The New Tenant (1935) follows a similar pattern as it traces a murder

mystery in Perthshire, beginning with a robust sense of |ife and
endingin blatant contrivance as the true criminal appears out of
nowhere to confess and save the altruistic hero. The Scottish
setting is mere background: the characters are all as English as

the Country House thriller.

1939 brought Glorious Morning, an attack on bolshevism in a

Ruritanian setting. Anna, the daughter of an old landowning family,
disrupts government-sponsored atheism by proclaiming that she has
experienced an evangelistic religious vision. For this, she and her
intransigently anti—-communist father are shot. After beginning to
suggest that Anna's vision is being distorted into a political tool by
her father, MacOwan reverts to a propagandist exercise which
culminates in a "heroic!' scene of pure-hearted martyrdom before
the firing-squad. Even for this purpose there is some heavy and
obvious padding in the play, mostly in tedious confrontations between

victim and persecutor at the trial.

For a short time in the 1930!'s the West End hailed the ascent of Ronald
Mackenzie, who unfortunately died before he could prove himself
unequivocally. "The plays he has left us hardly justify the high

. . 1 . . . -
praise once given to them", writes Allardyce Nicoll. Musical Chairs

(1931) is a sophisticated comedy set against an unusual background
of Polish oil-fields, which turns towards tragedy in the last act.

The main character is Joseph, an ennui-ridden cynic who is killed
saving a scatter-brained girl from suicide. As a whole the play is

not as good as the excellent characterisations of Joseph, his father,

andth e American lrene seem to indicate.

The Maitlands (1934) is a limpid and obvious exercise in fashionable

histrionics — in this particular case, pessimistic ironies. The plot
consists of middle-class love confusions as Roger attempts to conceal
his wifels desertion and Phyllis tries to escape from the boredom

of a seaside backwater. The end is abruptly melodramatic, the

motivation pretentious.

1 A. Nicoll, British Drama, Harrap, London. 5th edition, revised
p.280.
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One of the more successful of the Scots who wrote for the English
theatre was Gordon Daviot, whose plays enjoyed much favour in the
thirties and forties when they were associated with the rising stars
of Olivier and Gielgud. Daviot was at her best with historical pieces,
her work in a contemporary mould being unexceptional and on

occasion dull. Her most well-known play is Richard of Bordeaux first

produced publicly in 1933, featuring a John Geilgud fresh from

Shakespearian triumph in Richard Il. Daviot!'s Richard is a

clear-eyed, idealistic, youthful hero; ultimately brought low by
crabbed, middie-aged self-seeking and ruthlessness - a fashionable
contemporary champion gradually submerged in barbarism and power-
politics. Contemporary fashion in 1933 found him attractive and the
conscious challenge to Shakespearian precedent refreshingly bold; and

bold it remains; but the comparison with Richard Il is inevitably

destructive. Richard of Bordeaux suffers very heavily from sentiment-

ality, from over-simplification and caricature, and sheer predict-
ability in its characterisation. The youthful zest which is the chief
virtue of Richard and his young queen, is also the chief vice of the

play as a whole. It was followed in 1934 by Queen of Scots, a

portrait of Mary Stewart over the course of her disastrous reign.

This is rather more successful than Richard of Bordeaux in its more

mature understanding of motivation and behaviour. The confusing mass
of historical detail which so frequently defeat dramatists who venture
to deal with this topic, is, in Daviot's hands, carefully controlled;

but it is noticeable that the earlier part of the play, in which Mary

is graced by a youthfulness later lost in the bitterness of conflict,

is more convincing than subsequent passages. As with Richard of

Bordeaux, a feeling persists about the play that its appeal is, if not
exactly superficial, then hardly profound. Superior characterisation,
particularly in the role of Mary, lends to the play a stronger tragic

note than is found in its predecessor. The L aughing Woman (1934)

is a competent study of a woman platonically but possessively
entangled with a French artist, though its ironies are predictable.

The Little Dry Thorn (1946) makes an interesting comparison with

Bridie's biblical and apocryphal plays, in that it eschews quaintness,

whimsy or fantasy in its portrayal of the story of Abraham's wife
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Sara, instead attempting to capture a naturalistic impression of

past lives. In the end, insistent naturalism robs the play of those
elements which alone could save it from becoming an unsurprising
Sunday-school illustration. L.ater plays such as Valerius and
Dickon (1953) continue in this historical costume-drama vein. Dickon
makes an attempt to restore the reputation of Richard 11, so maligned

by Shakespeare, resulting in a Richard of Bordeaux-like honest,

well-balanced hero far less compelling than Shakespeare's melo-
dramatic villain. Valerius is set in Britain during the Roman
occupation but after a promising discussion of attitudes to the Roman
"ideal", declines into adventure strikingly similar to those of Holy-
wood's U. S, Cavalry. Other plays, published posthumously in the
1950's, are straightforward West-End exercises of little interest.

They include The Pomp of Mr. Pomfret, Cornelia, and Patria -

the last—-mentioned a curious propaganda-tract directed against
nationalist movements, which strongly suggests the author's dislike

of Scottish nationalism in particular. It is unlikely that the
enthusiasm which once attended Gordon Daviot!s plays will be revived.

Her Queen of Scots remains one of the best attempts at the subject,

but the other plays seem now without distinction.

A Scottish flavour is discovered in Aimee Stuart!'s Jeannie (1940),

in many ways the descendant of Graham Moffat's highly successful
Scottish plays which ran in London some thirty years previously.

It is certainly unmistakably Caledonian. After drudging for her
ageing father for most of her life, Jeannie is released by his decease
and decides to see the world on the strength of her rather meagre
inheritance, before returning to work in "service!. On the channel
ferry, and later on the train to Vienna she meets wondly-wise
Yorkshire businessman Stanley. After the mildest of flirtations

in the Austrian capitol they quarrel and separate, and the apparently
wealthy Jeannie becomes the target of an amorous but impoverished
Austrian nobleman. With his expert assistance she spends all her
inheritance in a matter of days, and is forced prematurely to return
to domestic serfdom in a miserly Glasgow household. Miraculously,
Stanley searches her out, and the play ends with his proposal of

marriage. Flimsy, jolly, and sentimental , Jeannie was immensely
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popular and became one of the recurrent features of the Scottish

tours of the Wilson Barrett Company.

Different but equally distinct in its Scottish flavour is Roger MacDougal's

MacAdam_and Eve (1951), written with considerable polish and dis-

playing much originality in its theme. Adam, doomed to eternal, lust—
plagued life, returns in his guise of MacAdam to the scene of one of
his myriad marriages, a Clyde coast boarding house. The deserted
wife of this thirty-year-old union, Eve Adamson, is the landlady,
embittered and vindictive. She has discovered thattwo unseasonal
guests, Jimmy and Evelyn, are not - as they claim to be - married,
and forced them into miserable chastity. MacAdam sees in Evelyn the
spirit of his partner in Eden re-incarnated, and begins to pursue
her, much to Jimmy!s outrage. Eventually the young couple succeed
in extricating themselves from the comical nightmare which follows,
but only once MacAdam's lecherous eye has been distracted by

Genevieve, Evelyn's equally desirable sister.

MacDougal makes good use of extravagant theology to lend depth and
melodramatic grandeur to his comedy, and produces some entertaining
characterisations in Jimmy, the bumptious Scottish student completely
out of his indignant depth, and the Reverend Caldecot who suffers

- the trauma of engaging the man without a navel in religious disputation.

DOUGL AS-HOME

The most successful of all the Scottish authors who took to London's
commercial theatres was William Douglas Home, who answered with
some skill the West-End's demand for 'smart" witty comedies of
upper—class manners. The son of the Earl of Home and brother of

a Prime Minister, this playwright was intimately acquainted with the
life of the contemporary aristocracy, and after some early plays,

the most notable of which is Now Barabbas, a serious study of prison

life presented at the Glasgow Citizen's Theatre in 1947, he turned

to lighter, more popular themes.

Now Barabbas is set in a prison using the different levels of cells to

create a surprising flexibility. Two main themes are pursued: the
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anguished human realities which follow a sentence of death; and the
distorting effects of imprisonment on various of the inmates. Douglas-
Home has not shied away from homosexuality in this study, presenting
it in an effeminate but sympathetic char acter, Richards. The tensions
of the condemned cell in which the young murderer Tufnell awaits
execution are predictable and frequently histrionically portrayed;

but the impression of life in the other cell-blocks is both colourful

and convincing. (It should be noted that the play was drawn from the
author's own experiences of prison). There is a broad range of
characters - old lags well-skilled in evading irksome regul ations,
first offenders slowly realising the full meaning of incarceration,

a pathetic petty—-criminal who romanticises his crimes for the benefit
of his cell-mates, a friendless ex-schoolmaster repressing his own
homosexual urge by virulent crusading against sexual deviation, an
Irishman reaching violent breaking-point as the pressure of a long
sentence becomes too much for him. The play has obvious affinities

with Behan's The Quare Fellow, and in the main successfully pene-

trates to the complex humanity of imprisoned men, if in its treatment
of authority - and indeed, of the prisoners themselves - it is

distinctly sentimentalised in its evasion of ill-nature.

1947 also saw Douglas-Home's first major success with his comedy on the

intricacies of British politics, The Chiltern Hundreds. The British

aristocracy in the shape of Lord Lister and his Lady muddle

amiably through life in the Scottish Borders concealing their
apparently innate wisdom under a screen of eccentricity, while

their son Tony crosses electoral swords with the rigidly faithful
family butler, Beecham. Tony, feeling time weighing on his mostly
empty hands, and badgered by his American fiance to do something,
stands in a local election — as the Labour candidate. Beecham, a
staunch Conservative, is sufficiently horrified to contest the seat,
and a confused battle commences, with Tony!s fiance supporting
Beecham and quaint Scottish servantgirl Bessie becoming infatuated with
Tony. There is some broad - and, it must be said, rather obvious -
satire: Cleghorn the Labour M.P. elevated to the Lords is the chief,

unwitting protagonist of Conservatism and class-distinction, Lord
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Lister a natural egalitarian. Beecham, a masterly servant in the
style of Barrie's Crichton, drops pearls of political philosophy
whenever required, and wins the election. The original love-relation-
ships are restored, and Bessy becomes Beecham's sweetheart — on
condition that he resigns from Parliament. This he does, by applying
for the Chancellorship of the Chiltern Hundreds, one of the quaintly

absurd traditional mechanisms by which an M, P. retires.

Structurally competent and lightly amusing, the Chiltern Hundreds

is almost a definitive type of West-End comedy. Its satire is com-
placent and stereo-typed, the issues it toys with never treated with
more than a pretence of profundity. Beecham'!s superiority is created
by reducing the intelligence of those around him, a device acceptable
only when the author is honest enough to admit it openly. Beecham's
original is, of course, Barrie!'s Crichton; a fact tacitly admitted by
Douglas-Home in the symbolic return to butler's uniform which marks
his decision to resign, echoing Crichton's poignant shift in posture
and servile gesture in the earlier play. Comparison with The

Admirable Crichton isolates the major flaw of The Chiltern Hundreds,

its basis in complacency. It makes pleasant entertainment, and if it
appears initially to be more sophisticated than one of Brandane's
Highland comedies, or Hal D. Stewart's, this is due only to the

attitudes which cling to the West-End.

Plays in this vein make up the bulk of Douglas-Home!'s output, but in
1949 he was tempted to come to grips with Scottish history. The

result, The Thistle and The Rose, is an account of Scotland's romantic,

tragic king, James the Fourth, which struggles in vain to escape

from the trap of pageantry and strained heroic sentiment.

The Thistle and The Rose opens hopefully enough, with a minimum

of pseudo-Shakespearian trappings - although these are present -
but despite the dramatist's well-advised restriction of focus to one
major, life-long conflict between King James and his most powerful
noble, principal advisor and potential jailor, Angus Bell-the-Cat,

characterisation remains rudimentary while historical periods of

considerable length are traced.
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A scene in which James decides on war with England for the sake of
a beautiful woman is wholly unprepared for, and thereafter the play
fades into enfeeblement. A careful exposition of the disastrous
battle of Flodden reaches a curtain tableau of embarassing senti-
mentality with King James dying at one side of the stage, the
victorious Earl of Surrey at the other, and in between, the Flodden
Memorial , erected "to the brave of both nations!. The stage
directions indicate the author's intentions and his failure to achieve
them when they indicate that James! strategic error is "the decision
which decreed that Scotland never more should be a first-class
power!, invoking a depth of feeling and significance entirely absent

from the play.

The playwright does not even provide a convincing reason why a
noble like Angus Bell-the-Cat can retain his political position

although hated by a king who appears both powerful and astute.

Much more interesting is The Bad Samaritan (1952), a well-con-

structed fluent play with outstandingly good dialogue,which pursues
a theme oddly reminiscent of a very different work indeed, George

Munro'!s Vineyard Street. ] As in Munro's play, The Bad Samaritan

has at its heart distorted religious zeal. Veronica, a Roman
Catholic, attempts to end a disturbing, romantic deification of her-
self by an over-intense young Anglican, Alan, by proving to him
that she is a creature of flesh and blood and baser passions like
everyone else. The plan goes awry, for her deliberate seduction
provokes in him rewvulsion and reaction - he rejects her image

and instead embraces her church, becoming a celibate Catholic
priest. The crisis occurs in Alan's parental home, which to add
piquancy to the situation, Douglas—-Home makes an Anglican
Deanery, with Alan's father radically opposed to Catholicism.
Further complications are created by the presence of Alan's
brother Brian, a cheerful agnostic concealing the bitterness of his
wartime experiences, and Jane a rather ''stagey" lover-who-

refuses—-to-marry. When Brian is true to his stiff-upper-lip back-

1 See chapter on the Glasgow Citizens Theatre and its play-
wrights.
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ground and marries the pregnant and desolated VVeronica, The Bad

Samaritan takes an unfortunate dip into sentimentality, and an

epilogue set seven years later descends even further into superficial
emotionalism and wistfulness. On holiday in Italy, Veronica and her
son visit a remote church, and she - after a seven year's estrangement
from religious observance - goes to confession hoping to find a
release from the torture of Alan's misunderstanding and lack of
forgiveness. Thepriestis revealed, not too surprisingly, as Alan and
they are at last reconciled in a chaste Kiss of Peace. Were it not

for this reassuring conclusion, with its gestures towards a mysterious

non-denominational English providence, The Bad Samaritan would be

a better play. It is not at all difficult to see why it would be popular
in the commercial theatre,but it is obviously part of a dated concept
of drama and a far cry from the tentative experimentalism and

frankness of Now Barabbas.

The Reluctant Debutante (1955) returned to light satire and romantic

comedy in an upper-class setting. In a farcical style which at times
becomes tediously determined is told the tale of Jane, obliged against
her inclinations to take part in the ritual marriage-market of L ondon
"coming-out" balls and parties by her socially embitious mother.
Despite her mother'!s enthusiasm for virtually any eligible male as a
prospective son-in-law, true love triumphs in the end when she

meets and falls for David Hoylake-Johnston, whose reputation as a
rake - false, or course - provides excuse for most of the complications

in the plot. Lighter than a champagne bubble The Reluctant Debutante

is predictable, contrived and escapist, in fact, a successful West-

End entertainment.

A shaky sequel to The Chiltern Hundreds, The Manor of Northstead

(1954) similarly took its title from a Constitutional oddity in British
political arrangements and restored Lord Lister, Tony and Beecham
to the stage, this timein a West Highland setting. Tony wins the
election contested in this play, and briefly holds the balance of
power between the two major parties before being elevated to the
The play has all too plaintly been written according to a

peerage.

formula, and where The Chiltern Hundreds was graced by a certain
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wit, The Manor of Northstead frequently wallows in sheer silliness.

Thus Lord Lister rambles with chillingly artificial inconsequential
quaintness :

".... What you mean is this Mad Hatter fellow came along
and bit through Bishop Hatto's teacup while he was being
eaten by rats. Now it's beginning to make sense. Obviously
this Hatter fellow - beingmad - wanted to take a bite out

of the old bishop, but with those dashed rats milling about
with the same idea in their heads he couldn't get his teeth

in anywhere - so he had to fall back on the tea-cup. Is

that it?n Act |, ii.

The Hebrides provide occasional rather pallid colour to such

nonsense,

Rather more wordly sensibilities appear in The Secretary Bird (1963),

when middle-agred husband Hugh prompts his wife Liz into revealing
the affair she is having, and proposes in a very licivilized" fashion
not only to agree to separation, but to provide her with grounds

for a divorce. The lover, John is invited to spend the weekend, and
Hugh also invites his delectable secretary, Miss Forsyth. An
awkward, embarassed house-party follows, with Hugh's crassness
providing most of the slightly macabre comedy. Liz becomes
increasingly jealous of '"the secretary bird", and John is unnerved
by Hugh's reminders of the less attractive mundane intimacies of
married life. Finally John's lack of humour proves to LLiz that she
prefers her husband after all, and she stays '"to save him from Molly
Forsyth!, To everyone's intense satisfaction, if hardly surprise,

John goes off with Miss Forsyth, and presumably they all live

happily ever after.

Never once touching on real emotion and reassuringly escapist in

its basic assumption that everything is for the best, The Secretary
Bird continues to be a great success,ademonstration of how
tenaciously commercial debasement of art clings to British theatrical
taste.

The last play of Douglas-Home's which falls within the scope of this

study is The Queen!s Highland Servant (1967), an unusual if

dramatically unremarkable portrait of Queen Victoria and her curious
relationship with John Brown the Highland ghillie. Most of its impact

is created by the oddity of the tale itself, and the rather startling
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informality and modernity of the dialogue; but there is little to carry
theplay beyond a specific and openly superficial sketch. It is
competent, however, with Brown, Disraeli, Victoria, "young"
Bertie and various others well conceived, if rudimentary character-

isations.

William Douglas-Home has proved himself commercially time and

time again. Now Barabbas indicated in 1947 that he might have

something to say as well; but if he has, then in 1970 it was still
to be spoken, and most of the signs suggest that he will continue to

channel his energies into the flimsiest entertainments.

EWAN MACCOL.L

"Though we have dramatists today of the calibre of 'James Bridie! ,
Paul Vincent Carrol, Gordon Daviot, William Douglas Home, and
best of all, Robert Macl_-ellan, none of them are dealing with
'dynamite! - the Authorities are not liable to fall foul of them, or
their audiences to riot in protest against them; in so far as they
deal with live issues, these are of a minor order. This applies to

all of them, except ..... Ewan MacColl. n!

Ewan MacColl, the son of an iron-moulder from Falkirk, is by far
the most remarkable of the Yanglicised" playwrights, and possibly

of all the Scottish dramatists together. Now a celebrated collector
and performer of British folk-music, MacColl was, from a very early
age, involved in theatre of the most radical and experimental kind;
and after meeting Joan Littlewood in the late nineteen-thirties, founded
with her the famous Theatre Workshop, which rapidly rose to the
forefront of British Theatre. For many years MacColl was Theatre
Workshop!s personal dramatist, in which capacity he wrote a number
of plays, some of outstanding value. In the 'thirties! he had worked
with the German expressionist Toller, and had been strongly in-
fluenced by him, and by Wedekind: by 1934 he had come into

contact with Bertolt Brecht, later serving with him on an international

1 H. MacDiarmid, introduction to Uranium 235, Macl ellan, Glasgow 1946
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theatre committee1 . He had already an enormous practical know-
ledge of peoples! theatre gathered during the nineteen-twenties when
he had devoted himself, at the age of sixteen, to semi-professional
political theatre groups touring the strike—-bound mills of L_.ancashire. 2
At one stage he regularly swopped scripts with a similarly motivated

American group, the L.aboratory Theatre of New York.

The result of such rich and varied experience was electrifying.
Theatre Workshop'!'s commitment to the common people and its ready
versatility provoked from MacColl plays of rivetting immediacy
utilising techniques virtually unknown in Britain at the time -
back-projection, for example, or the use of sound and light as
decor, rather than relying on physical scenery. In his play Johnny
Noble, first performed in the early 'forties, there were one hundred
and eighteen lighting cues and one hundred and ninety-two sound
cues, in the course of only one hour. His plays touch only once

on Scotland, and to claim him for a nation purely on the strength

of his heredity would be entirely unjustified - unlike Gordon
Bottomley, Ewan MacColl has not committed himself as an outsider,
or part-outsider, to Scottish Drama - but it seems after all that his
early years in Falkirk and elsewhere in Scotland made their mark
upon him, sufficiently so for no less a personage than Hugh Mac
Diarmid to regard him as falling, at least in part, into the realm

of Scottish artistry.

It must be stated here that because of the nature of Theatre Workshop's
productions, conducted against a background of far-flung tours and
lack of finance, the texts of Ewan MacColl's plays, where texts

still exist, can only be regarded as models, for the actual per-
formances that may have taken place, which were subject to con-

siderable alteration and frequent updating. Johnny Noble, his

earliest success, seems to havebeen lost completely; suffice to say

that it was a ballad opera which portrayed the trials and tribulations of

1 Folk Review, May 1973
2 Folk Review, May 1973
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a young working class couple struggling to find work, a house and
a future; that originally it was conceived in terms of the Pre-War
Depression; and that it was revived as late as 1956, presumably
having been tailored to the topicalities of Post-War Austerity and
Iatér‘ still to the Cold War. It played in Sweden, Czechoslovakia,
France and Norway; as well as the length and breadth of Britain,
and used folk-songs to link its various scenes. The next play

was The Long Winter (1942), very much a creation of wartime and

deeply pessimistic. Although characterisation and plot are in

naturalistic terms, it is obvious from the start of the L.ong Winter

that the language has been heightened - in the opening sequence,
Connie, an ageing prostitute, hears a voice but cannot see its owner
in the blackout and remarks "A ghost that calls a woman's name;
some unburied lust let loose from hell or some hot spirit, haunting
the flesh that haunted his flesh when he still had flesh to haunt!,
Such deliberately colourful rhetoric is heard throughout the play,
highlighting its strengths and weaknesses: at its best, it stimulates
the mind as well as the ear, gives precise expression to theoften
intense emotions of the characters, and reflects the author's acute
ear andwillingness to experiment with colloquial working-class
speech; at its worst it translates his working-folk into Oxbridge
intellectual s self-consciously forging epigrams and shifts from

precision to inflation. The Long Winter is a claustrophobic

domestic tragedy, in which Alec and Marion, attracted to each other
despite their respective marriages - Alec to a slowly dying woman,
Marion to Chris, Alec's best friend and a wartime soldier - quarrel
over their right to sacrifice the interests of others for the sake of
their own happiness. Conservatively moralistic Alec refuses to
part with his wife and will not countenance Marion leaving Chris.
Tortured beyond endurance by the apparently never—-ending terrors
and privations of war, sheflies to extremes; and to Alec's horror
hysterically proposes to murder her husband. Sanity superficially
restored, Chris returns home on leave, only to reveal to the others

a morbid cynicism and an increasingly suicidal desperation. To the
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audience he also reveals his love for Marion's younger sister,

Clare. During an increasingly dark, portentous party to celebrate
his return home, Chris refutes every moral argument from Alec

about a hopeful future and responsibility to others - only to reap an
ironic harvest when Marion sees in his words the answer to her

own problem and shoots him, The play could quite easily end here,
or shortly afterwards in Alec'!s revulsion from Marion. Unfortunately
MacColl continues beyond the impetus of his characterisation to

reach a carefully - reasoned moral conclusion which necessitates
Marion being strangled by Alec, so thateye for eye justice is seen to
be done. It is here that the play comes to grief, the characters quite
plainly overarticulate at moments of emotional crisis: as Alec seizes
Marion by the throat, he says : "What kind of love is it that kills
between kisses? No, Marion, your words have failed you. This is
the last time we will lie together, so make the most of this embrace.

Marion.... Marion....", and the Long Winter ends as Alec is made

to invoke necessity to explain and excuse the shift to melodrama :

"You were right, Marion, | can't leave you now
(sirens begin to sound)

You see, nothing is changed. We couldn!t have
escaped. No one can escape alone. We are part
of things.

(he crosses and sits beside her)

Sleep, Marion. Wel!ll wait for them together.

Despite the last act, the play does make some powerful impressions.
The atmosphere of squalid misery, insecurity and thwarted dreams

is remarkably pervasive - almost oppressively so, in fact, threatening
to overwhelm dramatic action with its monotony. Some of the symbolic
devices, as when three children are watched by Chris and Clare as
they play a bizarre variation of soldiers" in which death figures

as the desired goal, are extremely successful , based as they are

on recognisable commonplaces. Luastly, when MacColl escapes

from his tendency to floridity and an element of preciousness his
dialogue is excellent — Chris home on leave and acutely depressed
says : "Marion, we'll stop the clocks, they talk too much. Their
tongues are parasites that suck the hours, they'll bleed my week to

death" — and the more so for therisks the author is willing to take
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by using V'poetich formality.

Hell is What You Make It (1943) is in freer form than The Long Winter,

and shows the direction in which MacColl was |ater to discover his
best work, but nevertheless little more than a good idea elongated to
the point of banality. The title of the play indicates exactly the
theme : after an amusing and imaginative introduction which shows
that the nether regions are plagued with industrial strife in much
the same way as earth is — Charon temporarily breaks a seamen's strike
by persuading his reluctant cargo of shades to work their passage, the
new-arrivals discover Lucifer to be a rather ineffective aristocrat
unable to grasp the economic problems of his industrialised and
socially anarchic Kingdom. MacColl comments sardonically on
capitalism and contemporary values :
Todt : So there is no eternal punishment ?
Faustus : - We have the conveyor belt system. Of course,
in medieval times, we had a medieval Hell where
scientists and philosophers were burned alive.
But this is the twentieth century. We have
progressed.
Hell no longer burns its thinkers, it ignores
them and starves them into silence. So my friends,

you see that we too are civilised.

The delighted response of some of the newcomers - the capitalists -
gives way to horror when they learn that they must start their social

climbing from the very bottom of the ladder.

One man, Adamson, a miner in his earthly existence, is discovered
to be in Hell by mistake; but before he can be transferred to Para-
dise he disappears to assist the striking warkers of Hell in their bid
to transform it from a place of torture into a rival to Heaven. The
fascists and capitalists, under pretence of helping to capture him,
oust Lucifer from his throne and establish a repressive regime, but
the forces of goodtriumph, Prometheus is symbolically released,

and Lucifer renounces his title amid proletarian rejoicing.

The pursuit of Adamson is inexplicably and pointlessly elongated, and

there is a persistently humourless quality in the writing which under-
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cuts the farcical levels on which the play has its only chance of
success. It declines rapidly from wit into dullness, trite sentiment,

and obvious conclusions.

Rogue's Gallery (1945) saw a return to naturalism similar in style to

Ihe Long Winter, though without that play's pessimism. Here, a

group of professional crooks team up with a group of left-wing actors
to rob a crookedhut legally invulnerable millionaire — Amos Swingler.
The actors need money to establish a theatre, and are easily per-
suaded to assist their friends by presenting themselves at the victim's
temporary home as employees of a service agency. Instead of a
£30,000 diamond necklace however, they discover a lesson in
corruption and immorality. Appalled by the duplicity and self-interest
of the millionaire and his family as they bribe and blackmail their way
to a new contraét, the actors and housebreakers find a new commit—
ment in themselves to battle against the social system which protects

such as they have seen.

The naturalistic framework is ill-suited to MacColl's talents, and
the play is distinctly verbose, losing its way almost completely
in the later acts with over-elaborate mechanisms which confuse where
they are supposed to elucidate. The playwright!'s gift for language,
remarkable as it sometimes can be, is not enough to save the play,
but it does provide interesting moments. In Act I, Allan, the
actors! leader, is granted a '"Queen Mab!" tirade :

"Would you call Swingler a man? | wouldn't. He's a

refrigerator for preserving frozen assets. He sits

there in his wheel chair, an absentee landlord of the

whole earth, outside of life and yet controlling life.

He goes everywhere and yet he is invisible in his cloak

of darkness. When he travels, he travels in a coach

drawn by four apocalyptic horsemen. Let Amos give

the signal and General Want will lead a column of fat

noughts against the world. "

MacColl's prevailing commitment to deal with the immediate concerns
of the world as directly as possible, together with the developing

abilities of Theatre Workshop - particularly on the technical side of
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theatre - resulted in 1946 in his finest play, Uranium 235. For the
first time he escaped completely from naturalistic conventions, and
the effect was electrifying: song, dance and mime were intricately
interwoven into dialogue to create a didactic, almost medieval
Morality based on the Atomic Bomb and the choice it offered to the
world, but reaching back to trace from ancient Athens onwards

the history of mankind, and the history of mankind's relationship

to science. For all the weight of its subject, Uranium 235 is wholly

without the ponderous quality which lies behind, and often upon, the
fiery language of his earlier plays.

no.... 'play! is hardly the right description (for

Uranium 235). Rather it is an absorbing experience

to watch and listen to (MacColl's) ideas on the state. .. "

"A noble conception, the work of a man with something

to say, Uranium 235 has never a hint of pretentiousness

or pr*eciousnes's, a trap waiting for so many who use
mime and dance in a work of this kind. There is too,

real poetry in the dialogues and monologues. ! 1

The play unfolds in eleven scenes. An introduction to contemporary
Europe, exhausted by war, empty and fatalistic, depicts its people
weighed down by loneliness, tedium, and the fear of death in the
simple formality of a poetic soliloquy from a firewatcher. A man
in the audience asks about mankind's future, but the answer he
receives from the Scientist about Uranium 235 is lost in a series of
vignettes displaying modern banality and distraction - pop-music,
pop-idols, Sunday-paper scandals, sport, and "love!". Undeterred,
the man climbs on to the stage beside the Scientist; and with the
audience suitably impressed about the need for their serious attention,
he - and they - are started on a journey "through the corridors of

your mind!"" to learn about Man and Science,

The following seven scenes relate historical incidents on the road to

atomic fission: Democritus despised in ancient Athens by entrenched

1 Glasgow Herald, October 22, 1946

- 110 -



religion; a brilliantly economic encapsulation of the Middle Ages in
a masque of the Dance of Death, a whole social order evoked in its
most mean as well as its most gorgeous forms, ending in a witch-
hunt; Alchemists confusing science, philosophy, mysticism and
mumbo-jumbo in their own dance-like ritual; the "voices in the
wilderness!" - Paracelsus and Bruno - crying against the religious
enforcement of ignorance; the industrial revolution with science

at last breaking out of the darkness to a background of nightmare
in mill and pit; to the "Big Show! of the Puppet-Master in 1914

~ looking forward perhaps to a celebrated Theatre Workshop
production - and finally the great disco very itself. In each
succeeding situation the dramatist varies the style and tempo of

the presentation, and now, to illustrate atomic fission to the audience
he presents a comic ballet featuring Lola Neutron, Energy and a
gang of Protons. Such light-hearted theatricality gives way on the
instant to the terrifying implications of atomic power. German
physicists are depicted fleeing from Hitler with scientific secrets,
while the Gestapo torture and kill a ""red!" opponent of the regime.
The play appears to come full circle at this point, with a song -
"the man of our time" - about the waste of life in war which

echoes the sentiments of the Firewatcher in scene |.

However, MacColl has not quite finished. In a brilliantly argumentative
concluding sequence the Scientist first finds himself isolated as a
scapegoat by a public scared out of its wits by modern weaponry and
resentful of the death and suffering they have undergone in war.
Gradually they realise that the Puppet-Master is their true enemy,

and discover their own share in the collective gquilt for war. Finally
they are faced with a choice of two roads along which to walk with

their new power - personified as Energy — a choice which is offered

to the audience as well; between the road of the Scientist, ''the

road out of night!", or of the Puppet-Master, "the familiar one. You

can walk it blindfold. "

Although dated by now, Uranium 235 remains a very impressive work.
As one reviewer remarked of a mid-fifties revival, "it might be

said that the playwright is driving home the obvious, but often the
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obvious is less clear than it should be, and the lesson of Uranium
235 cannot be overstated", ] The use of choric effects, ritual,
bare stages, music, light and obvious artificiality at such an early
date at least in the British Theatre - is quite astonishing and wholly
effective, breaking down reserves of corvention in the audience's
attitude to what they experience with intentions similar to Becht!s
theories of didacticism, but also closely associated with folk-
theatre and perhaps the British music-hall tradition. The pace and
variety generated largely overcomes the problem of ringing the
changes on the historical aspects of the play, and lends to those
scenes a timeless vitality and immediate relevance which checks
any tendency towards mere pageantry. As many observers at the

time noted, Uranium 235 assumed the features of a contemporary

Morality, directly descended from the great medieval religious plays,
and it is this quality of timelessness which makes the play unique

amidst MacColl's other work. Uranium 235, using all the devices

associated so frequently with propaganda Theatre, and written by
an author openly propagandistic and politically motivated, is

"concerned!" theatre, rather than "committed" theatre. Political
references exist in the text, but are unimportant compared to the

broad humanity of its theme and its final unanswered question.

The Puppet-Master remains unspecified, a great symbolic figure

of evil who may be God, or Necessity, or the Institutional blindness
of mankind, not simply a caricature in a political pamphlet. It is
because of this generality of intention that Winifred Bannister can
say of the play "a passionate protest uttered in the emotions of
everyman!, and Hugh MacDiarmid can compare it to Sir David

Lindsay's A Satire of the Three Estates : "That coupling is the

accurate measure of the distance Ewan McColl and his colleagues

had to travel back to reconnect with the true tradition of theatre. "

MacColl never quite achieved the same success again, unless with his

Festival of Fools productions in the late nineteen-sixties, which

although blatantly biased in their political satire, were held in the

1 Glasgow Herald 25 March 1952.
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framework of a major folk-tradition. His next play, Operation

Olive Branch (1948), adapts - radically - Aristophanes comedy
lysistrata. To the original has been added first naturalistic and tragic

scenes from the battlefront, and second, a conclusion openly political

in emphasis, blaming the Peloponnesian War on theruling class and
the manufacturers. The peace declared at the end is idealistic

rather than comically lustful, and to it is appended a scene between
Lysistrata and a soldier, an ex-slave who is the dedicated revolutionary
of the play who will carry the war against oppression to the world

beyond Athens.

Although the battlefront scenes perfectly capture boredom, danger
and tension in the soldiers and there is excellent use of British
regional dialects to convey the homogeneity of the Greek peoples

in a most immediate manner - the Scots dialect, used for one of the
more prominent minor parts, is particul ar‘l.y striking - Aristophanes,
it must be said, is the better writer. MacColl's scenes lack variety,
brevity and all too often, subtlety. Aristophanes hadthe wisdom

to make his plea against war of the lightest and most farcical nature:
MacColl unwisely makes Lysistrata appeal not to sensual instinct, but
democratic instinct, begs several obvious questions, and ends with
awkwardly inflated sentiments. As Athens and Sparta embrace each
other in peace, Lysistrata talks to her revolutionary comrade :
Soldier : . ... While there is a slave anywhere, peace is

only a dream.

L_ysistrata What will you do then?

Soldier : Fight for a dream. Thereis a girl in Thrace.

Lysistrata You love her?
Soldier : A slave is not supposed to love, only to work

and breed.

Lysistrata But you do love her.

Soldier : Yes.

The road to Thrace is a long one.

Lysistrata
Soldier : The road to freedom is longer but there is love at

theend of it. Well | must be on my way.

Won't you wait until the dawn?

Lysistrata
Soldier : L_ady, | am the dawn.
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The documentary of working-class conditions which MacColl had

responded to so successfully in Johnny Noble drew his attention

again in 1949, with Paradise Street - also knowh as L andscape

with Chimneys. This piece has clear similarities to the plays

fostered, for instance, by Glasgow Unity Theatre. Like them

Paradise Street deals in the common currency of working-class

experience, seeking to create a montage within whHch an individual
may be related to a much broader social horizon, like them it seeks
much of its effect in a question implied throughout the play - "why

are such conditions tolerated?n

With a stage-manhager to act as chorus-leader, deliberately stylised
effects distancing the audience from the action, and a rudimentary
set, the lives of the people who live in one street of an industrial
city are sketched. Soldiers returning from the war face housing
shortages, unemployment and poverty with cheerfulness and hope

at first, and begin a long decline into cynicism and despair. A
swift impression of differing attitudes, hopes and dreams all
imprisoned in the drab brickwork of the crumbling tenements gives
way to particularised details - the young girl who lives only for the
personal fulfilment she finds in dancing, an adolescent poet
struggling to express his feelings, a man desperately waiting for a
great pools win, a young couple beginning to find their lives
intolerable. The first hopes of a hew and better future fade and

die with the passing seasons. A girl kills herself and her baby when
her dream of love becomes a nightmare of penury and recrimination,
and the darkness seems to have triumphed. Striving for a way out
of the gloom, with its frequent moments of poignant beauty, the
author brings the folk of the street together in a demonstration

of solidarity when a couple ''squatting'' in an empty house are
threatened with eviction, using their action as a platform from
which to launch an assault on capitalists, bureaucrats and
warmongers, whose inhumanity he perceives to be at the heart of
such a soul-destroying environment. The note of anger heard at
this point is the author's, however, rather than the characters':

the episode jars woodenly against the abundant sense of life which
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precedes it. Perhaps this can be justified within the terms of
didactic- or propagandist- theatre, and has as its true function a
spur to further argument: nevertheless, it seems to invite only
wholehearted agreement or total rejection, a sudden shift from
sympathy to chauvinism, which disrupts the unity of the play.
MacColl is certainly aware of the difficulties, for he has one of

the characters object to the suicide in the play, on the grounds that
it is in "bad taste" :

"... the difference in the public!s reaction to observing

the past and observing the present is the same difference
that lies in looking at tubercle bacillus through a micro-
scope and knowing that your own lungs are infected".

This, it may be assumed, is precisely the playwright!s point, con-

cerned as he is with the political function of such a play as much as with its

artistic unity.

A similar sensation that the author has given way in the end to the
demands of politics rather than of art mars another, much greater

play than Paradise Street. This is The Other Animals (1949),

which ranks almost as highly as Uranium 235. In the c