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newfound gifts, Orton stated: “Being in the nick brought detachment to my writing.
I'wasn’tinvolved any more and it suddenly worked.” For Orton, then, the key to his
comedy, a High Comedy of Bad Manners, lay in exposing the middle-class values
he had grown up to revile and the society for which he had a palpable loathing. Life
in Manchester drove Orton to London; working as a young actor helped him to
learn that writing was the proper focus; pre-prison life with Halliwell, sharing a
cramped bedsitter and collaborating on stories that were rejected as soon as they
were submitted, was replaced by a professional ascendancy and a fully liberated
private life.

Entertaining Mr. Sloane, the first of Orton’s plays to be produced, drew
critical and public praise as much as it provoked indignation from those same
constituencies. With Terrence Rattigan’s influence and financial assistance, the
play transferred to the West End where leading commercial producers damned its
filth and argued against the right of the playwright to be in the West End at all.
Orton couldn’t have been happier with the hysteria attending his work and his own
emerging celebrity. Not since Osborne’s Look Back in Anger had a playwright
tapped so deeply into his own time. But while Osborne’s creation of the post-war
generation was exposed through a naturalism of language and action, Orton’s vision
was both comic and unrelievedly dark. His talent for blending the commonplace
with the macabre, eliciting laughter in the process, set him apart from other
playwrights of his day, and his young voice showed influences of his peers,
particularly Harold Pinter.

Entertaining Mr. Sloane is set in a house situated in a garbage dump. The
tackiness evident in the décor and the people who inhabit the house remind us of
Pinter’s play, The Birthday Party. Tension is created through the use of non-
sequiturs and disjointed pauses, much as Pinter did in his early one-act plays. (In
modern drama it is, after all, Pinter and Beckett who mined the pause for its myriad
theatrical possibilities.) Orton, showing the influence of Pinter before him, relies
exclusively on language to fuel the action of his play. The opening scene between
Sloane and Kath, the woman of the house, illustrates this:

Kath: This is my lounge.
Sloane: Would I be able to use this room? Is it included?
Kath: Oh, yes.

PAUSE

You mustn’t imagine it’s always like this.
Sloane: The bedroom was perfect.
Kath: I never showed you the toilet.
Sloane: I'm sure it will be satisfactory.

PAUSE

Kath: Ishould change them curtains. Those are the winter ones.
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The summer ones are more of a chintz.
PAUSE.
Sloane: I can’t give you a decision right away.
Kath: I don’t want to rush you.
PAUSE
What do you think? I’d be happy to have you.
SILENCE
Sloane: Are you married?
PAUSE
Kath: I was. I had a boy...killed in very sad circumstances.
PAUSE
Sloane: A son?
Kath: Yes.
Sloane: You don’t look old enough.
PAUSE
Kath: I don’t let myself go like some of them you may have
noticed.
PAUSE
Sloane: I’ll take the room.

Here Orton follows the pattern so popular in the standard comedy of manners.
Societal norms are debunked, one after the other, and hypocrisy is revealed as the
best survival technique in a patently self-serving world. Had Orton merely broadsided
conventional thinking and predictable targets, the play might have vanished or, at
best, might have found a small audience to jostle. But the author’s genius was that
he drew upon the turmoil that so characterized the sixties in London. The era,
defined by consuming self-interest, desecration of the Establishment and the icons
that represent the old order, sexual revolution, interchangeable gender labels and
drug culture, finds a voice with Orton. In Entertaining Mr. Sloane, the title character
begins the play having murdered one man and, before the final curtain, he will
murder again. He sells himself willingly and knowingly to both the brother and
sister of the house, and following the murder of their father by Sloane himself,
they agree to an arrangement whereby they will share the young man’s sexual
favours, much as parents agree to shared custody of children. By our current
standards this may sound tame and almost toothless, but until Orton no one had
dared to speak ideas like these with such brazen audacity, let alone on a public
stage in a commercial venue.

It is important to recall that homosexuality was still illegal in England, a
prison sentence the likely punishment for being ‘discovered’. Orton, whose published
diaries reveal an aggressive fascination with and practice of dangerous sexual
encounters, exposed his private life in his professional life by including references
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Fay: That will please the Fathers. Who are you going with?

Hal: A mate of mine.

Fay: Have you known him long?

Hal: We shared the same cradle.

Fay: Was that economy or malpractice?

Hal: We were too young then to practise, and economics still
defeat us.

Later in the same scene, she begins to suspect Hal of committing a bank
robbery:

Fay: Do you know the men concerned?

Hal: IfT had that money, I wouldn’t be here. I’d go away.
Fay: You’re going away.

Hal: I'd go away quicker.

Fay: Where would you go?

Hal: Spain. The playground of international crime.

Fay: Where are you going?

Hal: Portugal.

In Loot there is a sauciness not present in Sloane, an aggressive and
unapologetic assault on sensibilities. Here, nothing is sacred and everything is
violable. Sexual favours are equated with commerce and the ambiguities of Sloane
are replaced with flagrant expressions of sexual freedom never before presented
onstage. This is where Orton separates himself forever from any comparison to
Oscar Wilde, since in Wilde’s plays there is no intercourse between characters,
except above the neck. And Orton’s unashamed approach to freedom in liberated
and promiscuous sexuality defines him as an indelible icon of London’s counter-
culture generation.

Additionally, government officials, the church and the royal family emerge
in this play as among Orton’s favourite brickbats. Sgt. Truscott, the detective
investigating the bank robbery, arrives in disguise as a representative from the
water board. In a scene that can only anticipate Monty Python, he begins to question
the nurse:

Truscott: Good afternoon.
Fay: Good afternoon. Who are you?
Truscott: I am attached to the metropolitan water board.
I’m on a fact-finding tour of the area.
You’ll be out of the house for some considerable time this
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afternoon?

Fay: Yes, I'm attending the funeral of my late employer.

Truscott: Thank you, miss. You’ve been a great help.
LOOKING OUT THE WINDOW

Who sent the large wreath that has been chosen to
decorate the motor?

Fay: The licensee of the King of Denmark. I don’t think a

publican should be given pride of place.

Truscott: You wouldn’t, miss. You had a strict upbringing.

Fay: How do you know?

Truscott: You have a crucifix. It has a dent to one side and
engraved on the back the words: ‘St. Mary’s Convent.
Gentiles Only.” It’s not difficult to guess at your
background from such telltale clues.

Fay: You’re quite correct. The dent was an accident.

Truscott: Your first husband damaged it.

Fay: During a quarrel.

Truscott: At the end of which you shot him. The incident
happened at the Hermitage Private Hotel.

Right?

Fay: This is uncanny. You must have access to private

information.

Truscott: My methods of deduction can be learned by anyone
with a keen eye and a quick brain. When I shook
your hand I felt a roughness I associate with powder
burns and salt. The two together spell a gun and sea
air. When found on a wedding ring only one solution is
possible.

Fay: How do you know it happened at the Hermitage

Private Hotel?

Truscott: That particular hotel is notorious for tragedies of this

kind. I took a chance which paid off.

Loot was the winner of both the Evening Standard Award and Plays and
Players Award as Best Play of 1966. This public recognition only encouraged Orton
to write bolder, larger and more forceful in-your-face satire and farce that dared
restrained tastes to protest. And on the basis of his new status, Orton was
commissioned to write a screenplay for the Beatles, a project that was never
produced because the script threatened to subvert their celebrity and public image.
With scenes including drug fests and multi-party sex play, there is little reason to
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habits, but she’d never economize unwisely.

His wife having returned, and the young Geraldine now hidden behind the drapes
in the same room, Dr. Prentice begins his struggle to set things right or, at the very
least, to suggest that everything is as it appears on the surface. Mrs. Prentice arrives
pursued by a hotel bellhop, who is blackmailing her with pornographic photos he
took the previous night. Within the first ten minutes of the play’s opening, then we
have been introduced to the principal characters not one of whom is what he or she
appears to be. An exchange between husband and wife follows, and the true depth
of Orton’s venom is exposed:

Dr. Prentice: (addressing the bellhop) My wife said breast-
feeding would spoil her shape. Though, from what
Iremember, it would’ve been improved by a little
nibbling. She’s an example of in-breeding among
the lobelia-growing classes. A failure in eugenics,
combined with a taste for alcohol and sexual
intercourse, makes it most undesirable for her to
become a mother.

Mrs. Prentice: Ihardly ever have sexual intercourse.

Dr. Prentice: You were born with your legs apart. They’ll
send you to the grave in a Y-shaped coffin.

The wife admits that she is naked beneath her coat, takes the dress left by Geraldine
and proceeds to spend the balance of the play fighting to retain her identity, and
ultimately her sanity, as she sees people rushing about in various states of undress,
cross-dressed and bleeding, strait-jacketed and unconscious.

And with cover-up and disguise the order of the day, Orton repeats a
variation of the detective character from Loot. In that play, the representative of
the government conducts his underhanded investigation on the pretext that he is
working for the water board. In this final play, Orton inverts his earlier scheme and
announces the bureaucratic outsider’s true identity at the start, while he drives
everyone else to madness, lying about themselves by name, by gender and by
sexual preference.

Dr. Rance enters the clinic and immediately encounters a startled Prentice:

Dr. Rance: Good morning. Are you Dr. Prentice?

Dr. Prentice: Yes. Have you an appointment?

Dr. Rance: No. I never make appointments. I’d like to be given
details of your clinic. It’s run, I understand, with the
full knowledge and permission of the local hospital
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authorities?
Dr. Prentice: Yes. But it’s highly confidential. My files are never
open to strangers.
Dr.Rance: You may speak freely in front of me. I represent Her
Majesty’s Government. Your immediate superiors in
madness.

And the momentum, thus begun, accelerates until all identities are meaningless
within existing norms, until each character has been stripped of labels that hitherto
defined who they were, both in themselves and to each other. Near the end of the
first act, Dr. Prentice convinces the secretary and the bellhop to switch into each
other’s clothes as a strategy for escaping the clinic and returning to the world
outside its walls. In the second act, passing themselves off as each other without
ever having met, they come face-to-face with Dr. Prentice:

Nick: (looking at Geraldine in his uniform) Why is he wearing
my uniform?
Dr. P: He isn’t a boy. He’s a girl.
Geraldine: (looking at Nick in her dress) Why is she wearing
my shoes?
Dr. P: She isn’t a girl, she’s a boy. Oh, if I live to be ninety, I’11
never again attempt sexual intercourse.
Nick: If we change clothes, sir, we could get things back to
normal.
Dr. P: We’d then have to account for the disappearance of my
secretary and the pageboy.
Geraldine: But they don’t exist!
Dr. P: When people who don’t exist disappear the account of
their departure must be convincing.

In a world defined by as arbitrary a measure as appearance, Orton reminds us that
the balance is tenuous, at best. In theatrical terms, however, he is saving his best
for the last.

The play’s final moment is stunning theatre because it combines the
elements of pure farce: it rushes headlong to a catharsis through laughter while it
remains rooted in the Comedy of Manners that inspired Orton from the start. All of
the characters are in their various states of undress, some drugged and others
bleeding from gunshot wounds. Dr. Rance finally locates the missing part of Sir
Winston Churchill, a plot element that was introduced early in the first act, and
holding a larger than life-sized phallus aloft, to the awed expressions of the
assembled company, he sighs:
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Dr. Rance: The Great Man can once more take up his place in
the High Street as an example to us all of the spirit
that won the Battle of Britain. How muchmore
inspiring if, in those dark days, we’d seen what we
see now. Instead we had to be content with a cigar—
the symbol falling short, as we all realize, of the
object itself.

The many plots resolved, the phallus providing a benediction of theatrical
redemption, the characters climb up a ladder through the clinic’s skylight and into
the Truth and Salvation of blinding sunlight. It is an ending rich in literary imagery
and equally rich in that it achieves the height of comic completion.

Shortly before his death, Orton assessed his own strength: “I’m an acquired
taste. That’s a double entendre if there ever was one. Oh, the public will accept me.
They’ve given me a licence, you see . . . I’m a success because I’ve taken a hatchet
to them and hacked my way in . . . It’s always a fight for an original writer because
any original writer will always force the world to see the world his way. The people
who don’t want to see the world your way will always be angry.” And he was right.
The posthumous premiere of Butler was greeted with shouts of indignation through
the opening night. The cries of disgust were directed at Orton’s careful disregard
for proprieties of all kinds. But it wasn’t foul words that got to the audience, because
Orton rarely resorted to expletives.

In Head to Toe, a novel published posthumously, he stated the belief that
applied to everything he had ever written: “To be destructive, words must be
irrefutable. Print was less effective than the spoken word because the blast was
greater; eyes could ignore, slide past, dangerous verbs and nouns. But if you could
lock the enemy into a room somewhere, and fire the sentence at them you could get
a sort of seismic disturbance.”





