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* THREE PLAYS FOR PURITANS

Way rFor PURITANS?

Since I gave my Plays, Pleasant and Unpleasant, to the world
two years ago, many things have happened to me. I had then -
just entered on the fourth year of my activity as a critic of the
London theatres. They very nearly killed me. 1 had survived seven
years of London’s music, four or five years of London’s pictures,
and about as much of its current literature, wrestling critically
with them with all my force and skill. After that, the criticism of
the theatre came to me as a huge relief in point of bodily exertion.
The difference between the leisure of a Persian cat and the labor
of a cockney cab horse is not greater than the difference between
the official weekly or fortnightly playgoings of the theatre critic
and the restless daily rushing to and fro of the music critic, from
the stroke of three in the afternoon, when the concerts begin, to
the stroke of twelve at night, when the opera ends. The pictures
were nearly as bad. An Alpinist once, noticing the massive soles
of my boots, asked me whether I climbed mountains. No, I re-
plied: these boots are for the hard floors of the London galleries.
Yet I once dealt with music and pictures together in the spare
time of an active young revolutionist, and wrote plays and books
and other toilsome things into the bargain. But the theatre struck
me down like the veriest weakling. I sank under it like a baby
fed on starch. My very bones began to perish, so that I had to
get them planed and gouged by accomplished surgeons. I fell
from heights and broke my limbs in pieces. The doctors said:
This man has riot eaten meat for twenty years: he must eat it or
die. I said: This man has been going to the London theatres for
three years; and the soul of him has become inane and is feeding
unnaturally on his body. And I was right. I did not change my
diet; but I had myself carried up into a mountain where there
was no theatre; and there I began to revive. Too weak to work,
I wrote books and plays: hence the second and third plays in
‘this volume, And now I am stronger than I have been at any
vii
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moment since my feet first carried me as a critic across the fatal
threshold of a London playhouse. . :

Why was this? What is the matter with the theatre, that a
strong man can die of it? Well, the answer will make a long story;
but it must be told. And, to begin, why have I just called the -
theatre a playhouse? The well-fed Englishman, though he lives
and dies a schoolboy, cannot play. He cannot even play cricket
or football: he has to work at them: that is why he beats the
foreigner who plays at them. To him playing means playing the
fool. He can hunt and shoot and travel and fight: he can, when
special holiday festivity is suggested to him, eat and drink, dice
and drab, smoke and lounge. But play he cannot. The moment
you make his theatre a place of amusement instead of a place
of edification, you make it, not a real playhouse, but a place of
excitement for the sportsman and the sensualist.

However, this well-fed grown-up-schoolboy Englishman
counts for little in the modern metropolitan audience. Ini the -
long lines of waiting playgoers lining the pavements outside our -
- fashionable theatres every evening, the men are only the currants
in the dumpling. Women are in the majority; and women and
men alike belong to that least robust of all our social classes,
the class which earns from eighteen to thirty shillings a week in
sedentary employment, and lives in lonely lodgings or in drab
homes with nagging relatives. These people preserve the inno-
cence of the theatre: they have neither the philosopher’s im=
patience to get to realities (reality being the one thing they want
to escape from), nor the longing of the sportsman for violent:
action, nor the full-fed, experienced, disillusioned sensuality of
the rich man, whether he be gentleman or sporting publican.
They read a good deal, and are at home in the fool’s paradise
of popular romance. They love the pretty man and the pretty
woman, and will have both of them fashionably dressed and ex-
quisitely idle, posing against backgrounds of drawing room and
dainty garden; in love, but sentimentally, romantically; always
ladylike and gentlemanlike. Jejunely insipid, all this, to the stalls,
which are paid for (when they are paid for) by people who have
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“their own dresses and drawing rooms, and know them to be a
mere masquerade behind which there is nothing romantic, and
little that is interesting to most of the masqueraders except the
clandestine play of natural licentiousness.-

The stalls cannot be fully understoed. without taking into

* account the absence of the rich evangelical English merchant and
his family, and the presence of the rich Jewish merchant and 4is
family. I can see no validity whatever in the view that the influ-
ence of the rich Jews on the theatre is any worse than the influence
of the rich of any other race. Other qualities being equal, men
become rich in commerce in proportion to the intensity and
exclusiveness of their desire for money. It may be a misfortune
that the purchasing power of men who value money above art,
philosophy, and the welfare of the whole community, should
enablé them to influence the theatre (and everything else in the
‘market); but there is no reason to suppose that their influence
is any nobler when they imagine themselves Christians than
when they know themselves Jews. All that can fairly be said of
the Jewish influence on the theatre is that it is exotic, and is not
only a customer’s influence but a financier’s influence: so much
so, that the way is smoothest for those plays and those per-
formers that appeal specially to the Jewish taste. English influ-
ence on the theatre, as far as the stalls are concerned, does not
exist, because the rich purchasing-powerful Englishman prefers
politics and church-going: his soul is too stubborn to be purged
by an avowed make-believe. When he wants sensuality he
practises it: he does not play with voluptuous or romantic ideas.
From the play of ideas—and the drama can never be anything
more—he demands edification, and will not pay for anything
else in that arena. Consequently the box office will never become
an English influence until the theatre turns from the drama of
romance and sensuality to the drama of edification.

Turning from the stalls to the whole auditorium, consider
what is implied by the fact that the prices (all much too high,
by the way) range from half a guinea to a shilling, the ages from
eighteen to eighty, whilst every age, and nearly every price,
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represents a different taste. Is it not clear that this diversity in
the audience makes it impossible to gratify every one of its units
by the same luxury, since in that domain of infinite caprice; one
man’s meat is another man’s poison, one age’s longing another
- age’s loathing? And yet that is just what the theatres kept trying
to do almost all the time I was doomed to attend them. On the
other hand, to interest people of divers ages, classes, and tem-
peraments by some generally momentous subject of thought, as
the politicians and preachers do, would seem the most obvious
course in the world. And yet the theatres avoided that as a
ruinous eccentricity. Their wiseacres persisted in assuming that
all men have the same tastes, fancies, and qualities of passion;
that no two have the same interests; and that most playgoers have
no interests at all. This being precisely contrary to the obvious
facts, it followed that the majority of the plays produced were
failures, recognizable as such before the end of the first act by
the very wiseacres aforementioned, who, quite incapable of under-
standing the lesson, would thereupon set to work to obtain and
produce a play applying their theory still more strictly, with
proportionately more disastrous results. The sums of money I
saw thus transferred from the pockets of theatrical speculators
- and syndicates to those of wigmakers, costumiers, scene painters,
carpenters, doorkeepers, actors, theatre landlords, and all' the
other people for whose exclusive benefit most London theatres
seem to exist, would have kept a theatre devoted exclusively to

the highest drama open all the year round. If the Browning and
Shelley Societies were fools, as the wiseacres said they were, for
producing Strafford, Colombe’s Birthday, and The Cenci; if
the Independent Theatre, the New Century Theatre, and the
Stage Society are impracticable faddists for producing the plays
of Ibsen and Maeterlinck, then what epithet is contemptuous
enough for the people who produce the would-be popular plays?
The actor-managers were far more successful, because they
produced plays that at least pleased themselves, whereas Com-
merce, with a false theory of how to please everybody, produced
plays that pleased nobody. But their occasional personal successes
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“in voluptuous plays, and, in any case, their careful concealment
of failure, confirmed the prevalent error, which was exposed fully
only when the plays had to stand or fall openly by their own
merits. Even Shakespear was played with his brains cut out. In
1896, when Sir Henry Irving was disabled by an accident at a
moment when Miss Ellen Terry was too ill to appear, the theatre
had to be closed after a brief attempt to rely on the attraction
of a Shakespearean play performed by the stock company. This
may have been Shakespear’s fault: indeed Sir Henry later on
complained that he had lost a princely sum by Shakespear. But
Shakespear’s reply to this, if he were able to make it, would be
that the princely sum was spent, notson his dramatic poetry,
but on a gorgeous stage ritualism superimposed on reckless
mutilations of his text, the whole being addressed to a public as
to which nothing is certain except that its natural bias is towards

reverence for Shakespear and dislike and distrust of ritualism.

No doubt the Irving ritual appealed to a far more cultivated
sensuousness and imaginativeness than the musical farces in
which our stage Abbots of Misrule pontificated (with the same
financially disastrous result); but in both there was the same
intentional brainlessness, founded on the same theory that the

-~ public did not want brains, did not want to think, did not want
anything but pleasure at the theatre. Unfortunately, this theory
happens to be true of a certain section of the public. This section,
being courted by the theatres, went to them and drove the other
people out. It then discovered, as any expert could have foreseen,
that the theatre cannot compete in mere pleasuremongering
either with the other arts or with matter-of-fact gallantry. Stage
pictures are the worst pictures, stage music the worst music,
stage scenery the worst scenery within reach of the Londoner.
The leading lady or gentleman may be as tempting to the admirer
in the pit as the dishes in a cookshop window are to the penniless
tramp on the pavement; but people do not, I presume, go to the
theatre to be merely tantalized. )

The breakdown on the last point was conclusive. For when
the managers tried to put their principle of pleasing everybody
xi
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into practice, Necessity, ever ironical towards Folly, had driven
them to seek a universal pleasure to appeal to. And since many
have no ear for music or eye for color, the search for universality
inevitably flung the managers back on the instinct of sex as the

~avenue to all hearts. Of course the appeal was a vapid failure.
Speaking for my own sex, I can say that the leading lady was
not to everybody’s taste: her pretty face often became ugly
when she tried to make it expressive; her voice lost its. charm
(if it ever had any) when she had nothing sincere to say; and the
stalls, from racial prejudice, were apt to insist on more Rebecca
and less Rowena than the pit cared for. It may seem strange, even
monstrous, that a man should feel a constant attachment to the
hideous witches in Macbeth, and yet yawn at the prospect of
spending another evening in the contemplation of a beauteous
young leading lady with voluptuous contours and longlashed
eyes, painted and dressed to perfection in the latest fashions.
But that is just what happened to me in the theatre.

I did not find that matters were improved by the lady pre-
tending to be “a woman with a past,” violently oversexed, or
the play being called a problem play, even when the manager,
‘and sometimes, I suspect, the very author, firmly believed the
word problem to be the latest euphemism for what Justice
Shallow called a bona roba, and certainly would not either of
them have staked a farthing on the interest of a genuine problem.
In fact these so-called problem plays invariably depended for
their dramatic interest on foregone conclusions of the most
heartwearying conventionality concerning sexual morality. The
authors had no problematic views: all they wanted was to capture
some of the fascination of Ibsen. It seemed to them that most of
Ibsen’s heroines were naughty ladies. And they tried to produce
Ibsen plays by making their heroines naughty. But they took
great care to make them pretty and expensively dressed. Thus
the pseudo-Ibsen play was nothing but the ordinary sensuous
ritual of the stage become as frankly pornographic as good
manners allowed.

I found that the whole business of stage sensuousness, whether
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“as Lyceum Shakespear, musical farce, or sham Ibsen, finally dis-
gusted me, not because I was Pharisaical, or intolerantly refined,
but because I,was bored; and boredom is a condition which
makes men as susceptible to disgust and irritation as headache
makes them to noise and glare. Being a man, I have my share of
the masculine silliness and vulgarity on the subject of sex which
so astonishes women, to whom sex is a serious matter. I am not
an archbishop, and do not pretend to pass my life on one plane
or in one mood, and that the highest: on the contrary, I am, I
protest, as accessible to the humors of The Rogue’s Comedy or
The Rake’s Progress as to the pious decencies of The Sign of
the Cross. Thus Falstaff, coarser than any of the men in our
loosest plays, does not bore me: Doll Tearsheet, more abandoned
than any of the women, does not shock me. I admit that Romeo
and Juliet would be a duller play if it were robbed of the solitary

fragment it has preserved for us of the conversation of the hus-
band of Juliet’s nurse. No: my disgust was not mere thinskinned
prudery. When my moral sense revolted, as it often did to the
very fibres, it was invariably at the nauseous compliances of the
theatre with conventional virtue. If I despised the musical farces,
it was because they never had the courage of their vices. With
all their labored efforts to keep up an understanding of furtive
naughtiness between the low comedian on the stage and the
drunken undergraduate in the stalls, they insisted all the time
on their virtue and patriotism and loyalty as pitifully as a poor
girl of the pavement will pretend to be a clergyman’s daughter.
True, I may have been offended when a manager, catering for
me with coarse frankness as a slave dealer caters for a Pasha,
invited me to forget the common bond of humanity between
me and his company by demanding nothing from them but a
gloatably voluptuous appearance. But this extreme is never
reached at our better theatres. The shop assistants, the typists,
the clerks, who, as I have said, preserve the innocence of . the
theatre, would not dare to let themselves be pleased by it. Even
if they did, they would not get it. from our reputable managers,
who, when faced with the only logical conclusion from their
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principle of making the theatre a temple of pleasure, indignantly
refuse to change the theatrical profession for Mrs Warren’s. For
that is what all this demand for pleasure at the theatre finally
comes to; and the answer to it is, not that people ought not to
desire sensuous pleasure (they cannot help it) but that the theatre
cannot give it to them, even to the extent permitted by the honor
and conscience of the best managers, because a theatre is so far
from being a pleasant or even a comfortable place that only by
making us forget ourselves can it prevent us from realizing its
inconveniences. A play that does not do this for the pleasure-
seeker allows him to discover that he has chosen a disagreeable
and expensive way of spending the evening. He wants to drink,
to smoke, to change the spectacle, to get rid of the middle-aged
actor and actress who are boring him, and to see shapely young
dancing girls and acrobats doing more amusing things in a more
plastic manner. In short, he wants the music hall; and he goes
there, leaving the managers astonished at this unexpected but
quite inevitable result of the attempt to please him. Whereas,
had he been enthralled by the play, even with horror, instead of
himself enthralling with the dread of his displeasure the manager,
the author and the actors, all had been well. And so we must
conclude that the theatre is a place which people can endure
only when they forget themselves: that is, when their attention
is entirely captured, their interest thoroughly aroused,. their
sympathies raised to the eagerest readiness, and their selfishness
utterly annihilated. Imagine, then, the result of conducting
theatres on the principle of appealing exclusively to the instinct
of self-gratification in people without power of attention, without
interests, without sympathy: in short, without brains or heart.
That is how they were conducted whilst I was writing about
them; and that is how they nearly killed me.
- Yet the managers mean well. Their self-respect is in excess
- rather than in defect; for they are in full reaction against the
Bohemianism of past generations of actors, and so bent on com-
. pelling social recognition by a blameless respectability, that the
- drama, neglected in the struggle, is only just beginning to stir
Xiv
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Teebly after standing still in England from Tom Robertson’s time
in the sixties until the first actor was knighted in the nineties.
The manager may not want good plays; but he does not want
bad plays: he wants nice ones. Nice plays, with nice dresses, nice
drawing rooms and nice people, are indispensable: to be un-
- genteel is worse than to fail. I use the word ungenteel purposely;
for the stage presents life on thirty pounds a day, not as it is,
but as it is conceived by the earners of thirty shillings a week.
The real thing would shock the audience exactly as the manners
of the public school and university shock a Board of Guardians.
In just the same way, ‘the plays which constitute the genuine
aristocracy of modern dramatic literature shock the reverence -
for gentility which governs our theatres today. For instance, the
objection to Ibsen is not really an objection. to his philosophy:
it is a protest against the fact that his characters do not behave
as ladies and gentlemen are popularly supposed to behave. If
you adore Hedda Gabler in real life, if you envy her and feel that
nothing but your poverty prevents you from being as exquisite
a creature, if you know that the accident of matrimony (say with
an officer of the guards who falls in love with you across the
counter whilst you are reckoning the words in his telegram) may
at any moment put you in her place, Ibsen’s exposure of the
worthlessness and meanness of her life is cruel and blasphemous
to you. This point of view is not caught by the clever ladies of
Hedda’s own class, who recognize the portrait, applaud its
painter, and think the fuss against Ibsen means nothing more
than the conventional disapproval of her discussions of a ménage -
a trois with Judge Brack. A little experience of popular plays
would soon convince these clever ladies that a heroine who atones
in the last act by committing suicide may do all the things that
Hedda only talked about, without a word of remonstrance from
the press or the public. It is not murder, not adultery, not rapine
that is objected to: quite the contrary. It is an unladylike attitude
towards life: in other words, a disparagement of the social ideals
of the poorer middle class and of the vast reinforcements it has
had from the working class during the last twenty years. Let but
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the attitude of the author be gentlemanlike, and his heroines may
do what they please. Mrs Tanqueray was received with delight
by the public: Saint Teresa would have been hissed off the same
stage for her contempt for the ideal represented by a carriage,
a fashionable dressmaker, and a dozen servarits.

Here, then, is a pretty problem for the manager. He is con-
vinced that plays must depend for their dramatic force on appeals
to the sex instinct; and yet he owes it to his own newly conquered
social position that they shall be perfectly genteel plays, fit for
churchgoers. The sex instinct must therefore proceed upon
genteel assumptions. Impossible! you will exclaim. But you are
wrong: nothing is more astonishing than the extent to which,
in real life, the sex instinct does so proceed, even when the con-
sequence is its lifelong starvation, Few of us have vitality enough
to make any of our instincts imperious: we can be made to live
on pretences, as the masterful minority well know. But the timid
majority, if it rules nowhere else, at least rules in the theatre:
fitly enough too, because on the stage pretence is all that can
exist. Life has its realities behind its shows: the theatre has
nothing but its shows. But can the theatre make a show of lovers’
endearments? A thousand times no: perish the thought of such
unladylike, ungentlemanlike exhibitions. You can have fights,
rescues, conflagrations, trials-at-law, avalanches, murders and
executions all directly simulated on the stage if you will. But
any such realistic treatment of the incidents of sex is quite out
of the question. The singer, the dramatic dancer, the exquisite
declaimer of impassioned poesy, the rare artist who, bringing
something of the art of all three to the ordinary work of the
theatre, can enthral an audience by the expression of dramatic
feeling alone, may take love for a theme on the stage; but the

prosaic walking gentleman of our fashionable theatres, realisti-.

cally simulating the incidents of life, cannot touch it without
indecorum. :

Can any dilemma be more complete? Love is assumed to be
the only theme that touches all your audience infallibly, young
and old, rich and poor. And yet love is the one subject that the

xvi
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Erawing room drama dare not present.

Out of this dilemma, which is a very old one, has come the
romantic play: that is, the play.in which love is carefully kept
off the stage, whilst it is alleged as the motive of all the actions
presented to the audience. The result is, to me at least, an in-
tolerable perversion of human conduct. There are two classes
of stories that seem to me to be not only fundamentally false
but sordidly base. One is the pseudo-religious story, in which
the hero or heroine does good on strictly commercial grounds,
reluctantly exercising a little virtue on earth in consideration of
receiving in return an exorbitant payment in heaven: much as if
an odalisque were to allow a cadi to whip her for a couple of
millions in gold. The other is the romance in which the hero,
also rigidly commercial, will do nothing except for the sake of
the heroine. Surely this is as depressing as it is unreal. Compare

" with it the treatment of love, frankly indecent according to our
notions, in oriental fiction. In The Arabian Nights we have a
series of stories, some of them very good ones, in which no sort
of decorum is observed. The result is that they are infinitely more
instructive and enjoyable than our romances, because love is
treated inf them as naturally as any other passion. There is no cast
iron convention as to its effects; no false association of general
depravity of character with its corporealities or of general eleva-
tion with its sentimentalities; no pretence that a man or woman
cannot be courageous and kind and friendly unless infatuatedly
in love with somebody (is no poet manly enough to sing The
Old Maids of England?): rather, indeed, an insistence on the
blinding and narrowing power of lovesickness to make princely
heroes unhappy and unfortunate. These tales expose, further, the
delusion that the interest of this most capricious, most transient,
most easily baffled of all instincts, is inexhaustible, and that the
field of the English romancer has been cruelly narrowed by the
restrictions under which he is permitted to deal with it. The
Arabian storyteller, relieved of all such restrictions, heaps char-
acter on character, adventure on adventure, marvel on marvel;
whilst the English novelist, like the starving tramp who can think
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of nothing but his hunger, seems to be unable to escape from
the obsession of sex, and will rewrite the very gospels because
the originals are not written in the sensuously ecstatic style. At -
the instance of Martin Luther we long ago gave up imposing
celibacy on our priests; but we still impose it on our art, with the
very undesirable and ‘unexpected result that no editor, publisher,
or manager, will now accept a story or produce a play without
“love interest” in it. Take, for a recent example, Mr H. G. Wells’s
War of the Worlds, a tale of the invasion of the earth by the
inhabitants of the planet Mars: a capital story, not to be laid down
until finished. Love interest is impossible on its scientific plane:
nothing could be more impertinent and irritating. Yet Mr Wells
has had to pretend that the hero is in love with a young lady
manufactured for the purpose, and to imply that it is on her
account alone that he feels concerned about the apparently ine
evitable destruction of the human race by the Martians. Another
example. An American novelist, recently deceased, made a hit
some years ago by compiling a Bostonian Utopia from the pros-
pectuses of the little bands of devout Communists who have from
time to time, since the days of Fourier and Owen, tried to estab-
lish millennial colonies outside our commercial civilization. Even
in this economic Utopia we find the inevitable love affair. The
hero, waking up in a distant future from a miraculous sleep,
meets a Boston young lady, provided expressly for him to fall
in love with. Women have by that time given up wearing skirts;
but she, to spare his delicacy, gets one out of a museum of
antiquities to wear in his presence until he is hardened to:the
customs of the new age. When I came to that touching incident,
I became as Paolo and Francesca: “in that book I read no more.”
I will not multiply examples: if such unendurable follies occur
in the sort of story made by working out a meteorological or
economic hypothesis, the extent to which it is carried in senti-
mental romances needs no expatiation..

The worst of it is that since man’s intellectual consciousness
of himself is derived from the descriptions of him in books, a
persistent misrepresentation of humanity in literature gets finally
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