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Directing the plays of Harold Pinte

A distinguished dramatist once surprised me by lamenting the pligh
Harold Pinter. ‘1’@9 M , he announced, ‘can go off arnilg ;
any type of play they please — farce or history, polemlc or. Lornanc w]r;
Hawid Pinter has to erte a Harold Plnter play. It must be hell for h1ni i

plays are nlstantly tecognlsable and pamcular.
has entered the language. His voice — whether it be combatwe cockne

expressing the unexpected associations and leaps of memory — is ver rz, h
his own. His content the unknown threat the COl'lfl ontation in the cznfllrll:d

the. bt_utal ungle of 11fe the seeker after clanty in n the confuswns of memor

The presence of imminent violence, of a breakdown bound to happe s
haunts all his plays. Specch is at cross-purposcs and combative; chalt)gle['l
possessive; concern containsa Thidden rnockeiy, cven love is often a’ violation
But all these thleats are subtle = never. paipable Above all, they are

b
¥y Z blo}\;\r from a walking-stick. But before this, the demands of soc1al
- (t:on ll(.lCth ave been observed in their full contradictions. To mock someone,
tz te}tl ¢ tﬂ et onilonly scores points if the hatred is disguised with charm anci
- the hostility with wit. The victim mus : it is hi
o ust never be sure that the antagonist is his

S ponent) sought to ‘illuminate : by incongruousjuxta-
_ ) obable shocks = which were = Gsually ]ustlfled by a grain of

tr h
But Pl tet i in compauson has always been t_ruth itself. Undcrneath h1s

; ay be disguised {it usually is),

tte
uriravelling § puzzles.

The enlgmatlc explessmn is neit
he tex

wlnch may erupt at any mom
though it may never “be revea
live theatre t
ence can therefore sense W
show that feeling. But
experience it, even thoug
Paradoxwally, the ‘masle does not hide, i

mance,
ey Pt
actors must a]ways know very ¢

never mean not Tknowing.

amblgu()us Tension may ftnally explode when a man’s head is split open

Tn 1:115 early years, Pinter was often categorised as part of the theatre of the
7 Not" ing eould be more nnsleadlng The absurdists (and Tonesco :
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but beneath all the ambiguities is something

{1y coherent and lifelike. Yet it is never obv10us, audiences delight in

A Pinter play confronts us as dispassionately as the mask of Greek drama.
her sad nor cheerful, because it is both. Once

tis heard against it, T hecomes tragic or comic by tugns. Play and mask
\ave an apparent calm that hides a turbulent aiid passionate emotional life
ent. What is hidden is felt by the andience, even
led. Tt remains one of the paltncular miracles of

- That this instinctive communication is always present. An audi-

hat an actor is feeling, without the actor having to

the inner feeling must be specific and true, He must

h it does not need to be stated or revealed.
it exposes. S0 does the play.

"""" y 1ways about pteservmg amblgmty in petfor—

50 % whtlc directing Pmtel is a
“set, costume action — —and only rarely showing emotion, “directors and

leatly_tu(?at they are h1dmg Amb1gu1ty can

Al dramatists are cvulferable to their directors; but since the text remains

for other directors to interpret later, the written word is finally preserved. But

Pinter’s plays, like Beckett’s (because both contain such rich under-texts, and

what is said is ra s rarely what is \re p:

meant) are pattlcularly susceptlble to vagueness
and'gEITc?ahsatlon On the stage thlS teads casily to pretension, anct sometimes
to absurdity. If an actor - observes

a Pinter pause without deciding why it is
there and what hidden process is going on inside him, chen the result can bea
pretentious moment that leads to the wron

g kind of laughter.
Slw the director must be even- -han

ded with hisa audlence and take care

that th the enigmas thatareat t the heart of every Pinter play are cleally presented .

Th@gnces st be able t to  construct their own'view oF the past. Once the
audience have pteced the story together, they can ]udge it. They may come o
slightly different conclusions as they consider, for instance, what happened in
1eeds in The Collection. There 18 often no-certainty : about memory, and even
no absolutes concerning truth. So a director who tells the back story, so that

‘there is no room for interpretation ot for ambiguity, may have simplified the

play and betrayed his auchor. He must present all the ev1dence dlspas-

sionately. But above all, he must avoid inaking a statement.

This is frequently a T difficult task. One’o
Pinter is weighing the dramatist’s frequent, apxious question: Tsn’t that a bit:
of a statement that you are making?’ The revelations in the plays come slowly:

and niust be bandled delicately. Thisis a world of secrets, where past actions:

are constantly ceconsidered and revalued. Above all, in the plays of the great

€ my chifef memories of directing =
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middle period (The Homecoming and Old Times through to B etrayal)
principal metaphor of life is presented by the enigma of wo :
_ never, it seems, quite understand the mystery of femininity, :

The process of work on a Pinter play must therefore preserye the ambxgmt
while developmg a clear understanding of u what is to be
Pinter is essentially a poetic dramatist. He and Beckett have hrought meta
phor back to the theatre, where Eliot and Audenfailed. Although he re
the vernacular rhythms of the London cockney, he is equally at home with th
antithetical understatements of the English upper classes. The precision of hi
texts, and the form and rhythm of his lines, hold the audience in a formal s gt
as strong as Shakespeare or Beckett.

Pinter is a great screenwriter: thls is his craft. He constructs with precisidn

rlgorous 1espect “for the form and an insistence that the actors understand an
respect it. They cannot be sloppy, inaccurate or apprommare in the use of hi
words. Above all, they must listen to his rhythms. There are, of course, finall
as many ways of saying a line as there are human beings, But within tha
,rnfinite freedom, there is only one shape, one rhythm to a Pinter line — and tha
is Pinter’s. The task of the actor is therefore formal and a little like a musi
cian’s. Instead of deciding what the character is feeling and then inflectin
what he says accordingly, the actor must first consider the line that is to b
said and the shape and rhythm of it. The line is a given — rather like the note.
of a musical phrase. What must the actor feel in order to make this shape the’
expression of truth?

Pinter has to write a Pinter play because his form and style are so personal,

and thé actor has to subdue his 1dlosyner331es m order to serve ‘this style
Pinter works asa| poet In fact, having on occasion been very close to him, T
have been aware how many of his plays have been genuine msplramons
seizing him completely until they are finished. Yet he is a consummate crafts-
man and never hands a play to a director that is not considered down to the
last comma and pause. .

Pinter’s pauses have become, journalistically, his trademark, and it is easy
to denigrate them, even to think that they are meaningless -t think that the

o

voice as he spoke, but he was nevertheless dead serious. It was like cutting a
speech The placing of the pauses, and their emotional significance, have

As members of 1 the auchence,
can ‘and should be frequently surprrsed by the change i in a char acter as he
! emerges frorn a Sllence The change in him is often unexpected and [ highly
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always been meticulously considered. His imitators do not understand this.
He often uses nearly colloquial speech patterns. But by the use of silence and
‘of pauses, h he gives a precise form to the seemingly ordinary, and an emotional
 power to the mundane. It is a very expressive | form of dramatic speech,

There are three very differ ent kmds of pauses in Plnter Three Dotsisa 31gn

dramatic.”

~Tlyese three signs in the text all indicate moments of turbulence and crisis -
the Three Dots, the Pause and the Silence. By their use, the unsaid becomes
sometlmes more terrlfymg and more eloquent than the s said. Pinter aetually
wri nce, and he approprlates it as a part of his dialogue. The actor who
has not decided what is going on in this gap will find that his emotional life is
disrupted. The pause is as eloquent as speech and must be truthfully filled
with intention if the audience is to understand. Otherwise the actor produces
a non sequitur, which is absurd and makes the character ridiculous. T have
amupposed that Pinter gained confidence in this technique because of
Beckett’s use of pauses. Certainly Be: Beckett is the first dramatist to use silence as

a written form of communication. ‘Shakespeare’s: “Flolds her by the hand

sﬂent in Coriolanus, is the only other moment of complex drama thatTknow
where words are deemed inadequate.

The Pinter actor must understand that the silences, whether short or long,
are mornents of intense emotion. And aithough the chatacters are - hiding what
they are feehng, they must feel it nonetheless. The same goes for the reader. He
should join the actor in deciding what emotions are being contained.

The Basis of much of Piniér is the cockiiey “pisstake’, much beloved of
London taxi drivers. To take the piss out of someone is to mock them, to '
make them insecure.{t’fs a primary weapon in the jungle of life. But the
successful piss-taker must not let those from whom he is taking the piss, know
that he is taking it. If this happens, he loses face. Flis mockery should be
masked by grace and concern. The hostility is deeply hidden, the malice
carefully concealed. Lenny, in The Homecoming, consistently makes his
father uneasy by staring pleasantly at him. Or by simply ignoring him, He
insults him with infinite charm and care. He converses wrth great concern.
Thls isa master taker-of-piss: ' : -
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Furthermore, there is underneath Pinter’s dialogues a constant seethi
melodrama, filled with serorig bates and forbidden lusts. Beneath the mas
speech, there are high passions, which the actors must know, and yet almos

never reveal. To show your feelings in Pinter’s world puts you at a fund
¥ g puis ¥

mental disadvantage. You are weakened once your antagonist lknows yo
motives.

Very occasionally, these feelings come to the surface. They either becom
t00 hot to hide, or they are suddenly goaded into revelation, Then the violence
which bas been hidden, though evident — suddenly erupts and a catatoniq"flt
seizes the violater. _ :
This undetlying violence has to be confronted in rehearsal. It is therefore
necessaty, as part of the work, to go through each scene exposing the crud
emotions as if the actors were playing in a melodrama. They expose their
passions completely and are encouraged to show their hatreds and their loves
in extreme terms. They find out what the character wants. The selfish desire'to
exist, to be gratified, is the beginning of all acting — just as it is the beginning o
existence.

Having found these strong emotions,
pletely - contain them, bottle them up. But now the actors know what they ar
hiding. Once again, if this process is not followed, the pauses arc empty an
the dialogue abstract. The words and the pauses govern the passions and hide
them. But both the words and the pauses must be earned. Unless the audience’
can follow the hidden emotions through the pause and under the verbal
choices, they cannot understand the journey that the character is making:
The vacillations will seem unmotivated, even ridiculous. There is a danger
then that the audience will laugh at the play, rather than with it. '

For me, directing Pinter breaks down into a pattern of rehearsals with clear
objectives, They are all designed to preserve the ambiguity. This_means
knowing clearly what is meant and thén not over: afing it — mostly, indeed,.
hiding it. Tt begms with the design. S
" Sinee Pinter's world deals with a precision that is masked in understate-
ment, the set must do the same. ‘Making a bit of a statement’ is once more the °
danger. The designer may pre-empt the interpretation. A set which is too
colourful, which has too much character, or is too naturalistic in detail, will -
stop the play reverberating. It says to0o much. On the other hand, Pinter is not
abstract. A room in North London is a room in North London. But it is a
resler than real And that which s not ncessary should not be

the next task is to hide them com

| surreal oo reale
B gﬁgre. In The Homecoming, all the action occurs in the arena of the room —a
"+ defined, protected place of uneasy security ~ uneasy, because it is open to

- invasion at any moment. This room has already been opened up; a wall has

o been knocked down. There has already been a violation of the space (*An old

g From lef to right: Greg Hicks, Nicholas Woodeson, Wasren Mitchell, and ]ohr_i :
Normington in The Homecoming, directed by Peter Hall, The Comedy Theatre, T99
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bouse in North London. A large room, extending the width of the stage. Thé.
back wall, which contained the door, has been removed. A square arch shape:
remains. Beyond it, the ball. In the hall, a staircase, ascending up left, well in’
view’).

We learn later that the room has been opened up, ‘to make an open living
area’. There are no secrets in this place, everything is ‘well in view’. It is a_
public area where this all-male family fights out its battles between the father.
and his sons, in full view of cach other. There is no door to shut. The
metaphor of the set is clear: it is a dangerous, exposed place.

Yet everything that is on stage, from the large, dominating father’s chair
(the insistent, but now impotent ruler of the family) to the huge, visible
staircase Which Teddy will use to lead his bride to their bedroom in the middle

mto ‘the design. Decoration is mlsleadmg Atmosphere can be too strong

" Pititer wrote The Homecoming for the Royal Shakespeare Company at the
Aldwych Theatre. He was worried initially by the largeness of the stage.
Would it have sufficient claustrophobia, sufficient tension? The ‘open living
area’ came from responding to the strengths of the wide stage. So the
Aldwych, in some sense, provoked the image of The Homecoming '

| theatle even before he is a great dramatist He isa dlrector hlmself ‘and an
| actorwho understands the processes ¢ of actmg What he asks for in his plays is

rnances ‘must be’ amb1guo'ﬁ§r

For the director, the work with the actors has three distinct stages, though
they of course often overlap The first stage must be a study of the text. The
form and the rhythm of Pinter are as partrcular as the iambic rhythms of
Shakespeare. The Silences and the Pauses and the Dots have to be learned
precisely and differentiated, and the repetitions of all the antithetical phrases -
have to be pointed and understood. Pinter, even at his most cockney, is a
precise rhetorician, His characters love contradiction and paradox. And so -
should his actors. All ‘this is a [ormal, technical work process. Hearing the -
rhythm of the line is essential. So is accuracy. We are not dealing here with
understated, naturalistic dialogue that has no resonance. _

I have-found that the most useful guide to directing a living playwright’s "
work is to listen carefu!iy to how he speaks., Not his dramatic speech, but his
speech as he goes about the ordinary business of living. The tone of his voiceis -
inevitably never far away from the dialogue in his plays. Whether it be Pinfer’s
© assertive, Staccato-phrases, that are frequently followed by sudden silences;
- Stoppard’s dry, yet highly illuminating quips, that deflate even as they help

Directing the plays of Harold Pinter

you to understand; Shaffer’s infinitely antithetical qualifications; David
Hare’s cryptic and sudden dialectic challenges; or the rueful and very comical
repetitions of Samuel Beckett, they all help us hear the writer. It is invaluable
knowledge for the rehearsal room and one of the undoubted benefits of
working with a living writer.

Pinter came into a theatre which was dominated by seemingly ‘real’ dia-
logue, but dialogue that was frequently sloppy and imprecise. Many actors in
the early years found the discipline of Pinter unbearable, But just as in the
classics, they have learned over time to respect his form and his craft. His lines
have a shape and an economy, which the actor cannot ignore, If he tries to
make Pinter more ‘naturalistic’ by ignoring his pauses, chopping up his lines
and denying his rhythms, he simply ruins the potency of the writing. His form
must be assimilated and endorsed. Finally, of course, the actor must and will
make the lines his own — just as a great pianist makes the phrase his own. But
the phrase is still Pinter’s, if the actor has done his work propetly.

After the formal text work, I move to rehearsals which concentrate on the
psychologlcal processes of the characters, and what they want. The methods
of Stanislavsky are cautiously brought into play and the natures of the
characters are considered. I stress ‘cautiously’, because this pro

, because this process cannot
result in improvisation, or alteration of the dlalogue, or the pauses, or the
shape of the text. If the actor feels uncomfortable with the text once he has
found his motives, then the motives are wrong, not the text. A conductor
would be surprised if one of his first violins rose from his desk and said ‘Ccan’t
play this A flat: I don’t feel it.” But many actors believe themselves justified
in questioning a line, if they feel that their character wouldn’t say it.
Occasionally, of course, this can be a valid objection. But the danger is that
however true the actor’s instinct may be, what he wants to represent may be
less original than what the author envisaged. So, the actor has to accept that
when he is dealing with a major dramatist, it is usually the character that the
actor has created that is wrong, not the line, If Harold Pinter is asked what
something means in rehearsal, his usual response is to ask another question:
“What does 1t say>

TF next process of work is to release the melodrama that lies underneath
the text, Tt is ot fanciful to see the suppression of emotion as one of the
pieat sirengths of English literature. From Jane Austen to Oscar Wilde and
then on to Noel Coward and Harold Pinter, many varieties of the stiff upper
lip are evident. When characters in Oscar Wilde feel unbearable emotional _
conflict, they break into epigrams in order to preserve their equilibrium. " - i
When Noel Coward’s characters care too much, they rise above it witha .~
quip. Pinter’s characters have a new kind of stiff upper lip. Their animosities.”
are concealed by charm and restraint — an understatement that often verge
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on the malicious. These hot passions have to be understood and then
resolutely masked.

The melodrama rehearsals are very hard to sustain, because the emotions
unleashed by the actors are frequently so extreme that they verge on obses-
siom, if not hysteria. Yet the actor must explore them, and chart them as the
journey of his character, Then he must hide them, suppress them, contain
them. His emotions have to be felt with great intensity at every performance.
The audience will know what o hidden, Most actors yearn to let some of this
emotion out, to reassure the audience by telling them what they are feeling, It
is an anxiety to communicate, but it is not only unnecessary, it is dangerous.

It can easily Jook like special pleading — asking the audience to understand. If

the actor feels the emotion and hides it, the audience will apprehend it.

'S0 once the passions have been unleashed, they have to be controlled. And
in the next stage of rehearsals, it becomes a fault, a demonstration of failure, if
one actor can recognise the naked emotional needs of the other. The form is
now used as the means of containing the emotion.

The staging — the physical life of a Pinter production — also needs the same

restraint as the acting and design. Excess must always be avoided. Too much .

movement blurs the text and revealsféiﬁﬁ_fféﬁéfﬁééi{ﬁéss_@ in the characters,
Stillness leads to concentration and accentuates the potency of the dialogue. The
glass of water in The Homecoming becomes a symbol of the sexual contest

between Ruth and Lenny. Who will actually touch it? Who will actually drink

it? Uncle Sam takes an apple (the only life-enhancing thing in that arid room}, and
it becomes a symbol of violation, an assertion of ordinariness. (I found, inciden-
tally, that the apple had to be green. Redness made a statement.) There is some-
thing elementa) and quite precise about the staging of__any_Pint@I_Pl_%Xi: The moves
seem to be written into the text, if the motives of the characters are clearly under-
stood. The sudden dutbursts of violence and the sudden movements.only have

) ”thpir full effect if they are set in stillness — just as the silences are defined by rwords,

Done flexibly and with humanity, all these disciplines can make a life on
stage which is completely convincing,. It can, of course, also add up to some-

thing mannered, self-consciously restrained and inhuman. Then the production .
has failed. But my experience is that if the form is respected, there is a moment -
of release when the actors dance to their own tunes, although they are still ©
dancing to Pinter’s. The play becomes theirs. It is like learning a complicated :
dance, or a difficult duel. When the technical formis completely mastered, then ;
the performer makes it his own and lives it. But that interpretation, although it -
should be free, has by the very disciplines imposed on it, the capacity to vary R
from Pinter’s requirements by only an infinitesimal amount. But this variance -

born of the individual response of the actor is finally what makes the play live
- The play is still Pinter’s, but it transcends Pinter.
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T.S. Eliot wrote in ‘Poetry and Drama’; ‘A verse play is not a play done into
verse, E?ut a different kind of play ... The poet with ambitions of the theat
must discover the laws, both of another kind of verse and of another kinjl r(;
drama.’ I would go further. I believe that no play is worth our attention unl "
we can describe it in the widest terms as a poetic play. Only the poetic | IesS
malkes 1}1etaphors rich enough to persiade the audience to play the esserl:tij
dramatic game of make-believe, and have its imaginations fired by the actor. I
do not mean a play that uses poetry in the literary sense, but a pla th‘at
achieves metaphorical strength by using all the vocabular,y of the Ifhi'zitfé
Worc!i action, visual image, subtext, all combine to make'somefhin'g drama-
tzc,c‘_lﬂy__.p_o_gti_c. In our age of the screen, pro?éking the imaginatioﬁ 1s the
unique strength of theatre — the imaginings that are encouraged by a live
Performance. Poetic theatre can deal with the widest subjects, the most
fmpr(_)bable transitions. We can imagine that we are anywher:c We ¢ S
imagine the heights and depths of feeling. Though verse iﬂémﬁbtma"jjr;ere uis?tz1
of this metaphorical potency, form is — because it represents the megns to
;nchra}ge a 1.netaphorical interpretation of the play’s language or action. Or
hz; O.ulilgfz; is pre-eminently the playwright of form, and his director must

The_ great plays have always been and always will be poetic plays. Pinter’s
stage is a metaphor. His form is complex and intensely studied Anc.i itis i
for_m which makes his dialogue crackle with theatricality. He éan’ be a Vers
lyrical Wf:ifef_a particularly when he deals with memory. IHe can be a"ve'ry-
funnj-r writer — his sense of the ridiculous is part of his vefy being. But abovz
all_, his form allows him to explore the instinctive hostilities benﬂ;een hum
beings. They fight duels not with swords, but with words and silences. ITe han
restated that the theatre’s strength is metaphor, and by doing so, has b;:en abT:
to demonstrate that its primal potency is always invested in ,fangua e. His
dtrec'tor must celeli_)rate the ambiguity by charting and then hiding thegs;t‘ron
emo.tlons. He must trust the audience to understand, even when the arg
dealing with contradictions. And above all, he must maf<e his actors as L?;cise
as the singers of Mozart, Yet that precision must paradoxically alsg be z
means of expressing their own particularity. “The opposite is also true’, said
Mar'x. .(Groucho, not Karl.) And this is true of directing Pinter. It is not Jeas ;
but it is not easy to direct any great dramatist who deals Wlthrfhecontrzj

dictions of living, o




