
Book Reviews 

Selected Poetry and Critical Prose: Charles G. D. Roberts, edited 
w i th an introduct ion and notes by W. J . Ke i th . Toronto : 
Univers i ty of Toronto Press, 1974, pp. 326. $5.95. 

In the f i rst eight volumes of Douglas Lockhead's L i terature 
of Canada repr int series, the Univers i ty of Toronto Press pro
vided valuable reproductions of art i facts f rom our l i t e rary herit
age. These volumes are not, certainly, of equal mer i t ; F r a n k 
P a r k e r Day 's Rockbound: A Novel or Robert Bar r ' s The Mea
sure of the Rule are texts less signi f icant than the Crawford , 
Sangster, or Howe collections. N o r are a l l the cr i t i ca l intro
ductions to the eight volumes of para l l e l accomplishment. B u t 
the series i tse l f has successfully transcended i n importance the 
l imitat ions that can be attr ibuted to any single volume. Its 
reprints are needed by students of Canad ian l i terature, and many 
of its introductions do render more than adequate c r i t i ca l service. 

The n inth volume i n this series, Selected Poetry and Critical 
Prose: Charles G. D. Roberts, edited and introduced by W. J . 
Ke i th , constitutes a departure i n format f r om the previous re
prints, but a departure wh ich is we l l merited. Most of the pre
vious volumes are reproductions of entire texts, whi le this text 
selects mater ia l f r om the several books of Roberts ' poetry as 
we l l as f r om cr i t i ca l commentary that has hitherto been un
collected. The editors (Lockhead presumably part ic ipated i n 
this decision w i th Ke i th ) have correct ly adjudged that, whi le a 
reprint of one or two single volumes of Roberts ' poetry would 
be of undoubted value, of even greater value and need is a single 
volume which covers the range of this poet's accomplishment 
and which indicates his poetic development by prov id ing the best 
example of his work. A s Ke i t h cogently argues in his intro
duction, Roberts is a poet whose work was very uneven in qua
l ity, and one whose ind iv idua l poems w i l l continue to d imin ish i n 
number i n subsequent collections of Canad ian verse. 

Kei th 's selection of the poems, for wh ich he careful ly and 
convincingly provides his cr i ter ion i n an exemplary introduction, 
is excellent. One might quibble about the inc lusion or exclusion 
of a few titles, but i n doing so would be a rgu ing on the basis of 
personal l ikes and disl ikes rather than according to any sound 
cr i t i ca l dictum. Ke i t h c la ims to have made his selection on the 
basis of "poetic excellence" f irst, fol lowed by a regard for the 
"requisites for a reader's considered appreciat ion," and f ina l l y i n 
the interests of c lar i ty and scholar ly convenience. These are 
good cr i ter ion in proper order, the proof of wh ich lies i n the 
collection itself. 

A n d i f one wished to make a much narrower selection of 
Roberts ' poetry, this could be done very f ru i t fu l l y by s imply in-
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eluding the titles wh ich Ke i th has reserved for specific mention 
i n his introduction. H i s succinct evaluations of poems f rom 
Orion and "The Tan t ramar Revis i ted," through Ave and " A 
Nocturne of Consecrat ion" to " I n the N igh t Watches" and "The 
Iceberg," furthermore, add a cr i t i ca l dimension to his introd-
duction that is frequently and regrettably absent i n the commen
tary of many editors. 

I f there are any reservations to be uttered about this volume, 
they w i l l arise out of D r . Ke i th 's est imation of Roberts relat ive 
to his contemporaries. Undeniably, " the best of his work has 
an abid ing place in the history of Canad ian l i terature, " and cer
ta in ly "h i s poetry is prov ing more durable than Carman ' s , " but 
there are probably many readers of Canad ian poetry who would 
qual i fy the c l a im that he possesses " a wider range than Lamp-
m a n and a more re l iable poetic technique than Duncan Camp
bel l Scott " and who would certa inly question the consequent im
pl icat ion that Roberts is a better poet than these two. 

Bu t these are debatable judgments, and D r . Ke i th 's editor ia l 
efforts deserve f ina l l y to be acknowledged as productive of an 
excellent and much-needed collection of the work of a signif i
cant f igure i n the l i t e rary history of Canada. 

Char les R. Steele 

Doris Lessing: Critical Studies, ed. Ann is P ra t t and L . S. Dembo 
(The Univers i ty of Wiscons in Press, 1974), pp. x i i and 172. 
$3.95 paper. 

Despite contradictory statements, by Less ing herself and by 
her crit ics, about the central i ty of f emin ism to her wr i t ings , i t is 
Lessing's adoption by the feminist movement that has led to her 
acceptance as a major wr i ter . Doris Lessing: Critical Studies 
mirrors this situation. The essays vary i n their approaches to 
Lessing's work, and the crit ic, E l l e n Morgan , who deals most 
direct ly w i th Lessing's f emin ism argues that i t doesn't go fa r 
enough. However, the editors put their collection i n a feminist 
context: 

the qual i ty that startled us in [Anna W u l f s ] character 
was not her i ronic " f reedom" but the fact that (after 
years of our attempts to identify ourselves w i th Quent in 
Compson, Augie March , and the Invisible M a n , not to 
mention Lo l i t a and F r a n n y Glass) we were presented 
w i th a novel whose persona was an intel lectual, a poli
t i ca l activist, an artist, as we l l as a lover, a mother — 
a woman (p. v i i ) . 

This is perfectly appropriate. One is interested i n signi f icant 
women wr i ters and i n complex female characters, not neces
sar i l y i n women wr i ters who declare themselves spokeswomen 
for a movement. Ma j o r women writers f r om L a d y M a r y Wort-
ley Montagu on have found it necessary to dissociate themselves 
(or their work) f rom the movements of their t ime i n order to 
mainta in a position of cr i t i ca l detachment vis à vis society, but 
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this intel lectual detachment has prevented none of them f rom 
wr i t ing ana ly t i ca l l y about the position of women. In m y own 
experience, the readers who assert that Less ing is chief ly im
portant for evoking the qual i ty of the A f r i c a n landscape do so 
because they cannot admit that feminism can be central to any
thing, and presumably are able to ignore Lessing 's own dispar
agement of a "nosta lg ic " A f r i c an style, reminiscent of some of 
her own ear ly work, i n The Golden Notebook. A l l the essays i n 
Prat t ' s and Dembo's collection go beyond this position (they do 
not bother to attack i t ) , and the v iew that Less ing writes mere 
autobiography. The humanist approach, as we l l , wh i ch char
acterized the better wo rk on Less ing done before the feminist 
movement (e.g., work by Se lma B u r k o m , Freder ick R. K a r l , and 
P a u l Schlueter) , is also superseded i n this collection. Human
i sm had the v i r tue of m a k i n g Less ing approachable and rele
vant : her work could be placed i n the context of other estab
lished, modern B r i t i s h writers, usual ly male (it is an asexual 
and transcendently universa l i z ing approach), but i t happens to 
be too reasonable and optimistic, marked as i t is by c lear plot 
synopses and an emphasis on committed personal relationships 
and themes of social relevance, and tota l ly f a i l ing to come to 
terms either w i th the most distinctive aspects of Lessing's style 
and l i terary structures or w i th the i r ra t i ona l elements i n her 
subject matter. 

A continuing spl i t in Less ing cr i t i c ism (Burkom discussed it 
i n an art ic le published in 1969 in Critique) is whether to take a 
formal is t approach (which you wou ld th ink the Golden Note
book and The Four-Gated City, at least, demand) or to discuss 
her themes, p r imar i l y women or M a r x i s m , or, i f one takes The 
Four-Gated City and Briefing for a Descent into Hell as the cen
t r a l texts, Eas tern thought. These approaches could be recon
ciled i f one defined "cr ises of thought i n our t ime " as Lessing's 
central subject and as the determinant of the shape(s) of her 
novels, and the other themes as specific expressions of these 
crises i n the l ives of her characters. Lessing 's own words would 
support this, her insistence that The Golden Notebook is about 
f o rm and that the other subjects are subsidiary, present because 
they are the contents of the modern turned on mind . As Less ing 
says i n the interv iew w i th Florence Howe included i n this book, 
certain ideas tend to cluster together i n the modern conscious
ness; a novel wr i t t en f r om a modern woman's perspective would 
inevitably discuss femin ism; feminism is thus to be taken for 
granted. The interest ing fact is that Less ing makes her char
acters so exceptionally tuned i n to the spir i t of the time that 
they become embodiments of it, though not always conscious of 
their extreme consciousness un t i l later. It is a heavy determin
ism, especially since Lessing's characters do eventually realize 
that they are subject to i t . 

None of the essays in Critical Studies rea l ly succeeds i n or is 
in a position to t r y reconci l ing the different levels of analysis, 
but a l l can be taken as persuasive guidelines for further study. 
The amount of wo rk that exists i n Agate Nesaule Krouse's 
checklist implies that the books are yet to come. Except for 
Michele Wender Zak 's "The Grass is Singing: A L i t t l e Nove l 
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About the Emot ions , " a po l i t ica l interpretat ion of the novel, the 
emphasis is on Lessing 's later works, f r om The Golden Notebook 
on. The i r approaches are concrete, pertinent to what Less ing 
is t r y ing to do, the orientation towards archetypal c r i t i c i sm and 
attempts to place Less ing i n the r ight intel lectual context. The 
most interest ing to me was Eve l yn J . Hinz 's and J o h n J . Teunis-
sen's, "The Pietà as Icon in The Golden Notebook," an archetypal 
analysis of the Golden Notebook section (the second vers ion of 
Sau l Green's re lat ionship w i t h A n n a Wu l f ) . Though I resent 
the authors ' impl icat ion that re fusal to believe i n archetypes 
implies an inabi l i ty to come to terms w i th one's own psyche, the 
authors ' choice of a less than obvious archetype (Anna as Mary , 
Sau l as Chr ist ) leads to a close analysis of the signi f icant verbal 
detai l of this section, its s tructura l relationships w i th the novel 
as a whole, and the relat ionships of the encounter between Sau l 
and A n n a to tendencies i n Western culture. The i r conclusions 
are plausible no matter what the grounds of one's belief. How
ever, some of the extended inferences become ludicrous, as when 
the Amer i can id iom "get l a i d " (i.e., Saul , a man, uses the passive 
voice to describe his role i n the sex act) is said to be an a l lus ion 
to Chr ist 's being la id i n his grave; the passive impl icat ion is im
portant, but surely the obvious explanation, that S a u l and the 
k ind of m a n he represents are scared l i t t le boys only ha l f t r y ing 
to brazen it out as he-men, is enough. (The corresponding, ag
gressive id iom, used by women, "to screw," has no relevance to 
the N e w Testament, but then Less ing doesn't use it. The idea 
of role reversal , or personal i ty exchange between Sau l and Anna , 
is important and might be seen i n other contexts than the one 
discussed i n this essay). Here and elsewhere, the rel igious con
tent of the commentary seems f a r removed f r om the overal l 
tone of the episode, though analogies to the B ib le are a good 
guideline; Sau l and A n n a are B ib l i c a l names. One could also 
consider — A n n a is an aged prophetess who speaks of God (St. 
L u k e 2:36-38), but who has no re lat ionship to the S a u l who 
undergoes a conversion and becomes P a u l ; there is also on Old 
Testament Sau l who might be equal ly pertinent, as he is a men
ta l l y disturbed k ing , who visits a w i tch i n a t ime of extremity. 
It appears as i f Less ing chose B ib l i c a l names to create uncer
ta inty as to 1) whether Sau l and A n n a are good or evi l , i n the 
special sense of whether or not they are i n the mainstream of 
prov ident ia l history, and 2) whether a meaningful conjunction 
between a male and a female prophet has taken place i n the 
novel, or could take place, given the ir character as outsiders, 
wh i ch impl ies a psychological ly based incapaci ty to jo in the 
human or the divine community. The name " S a u l " i n either case 
suggests the identity of a reject. A n n a and the W i t ch of Endo r 
make transient appearances, but have no central role i n Judeo-
Chr i s t i an history; the name of Lessing's other heroine, " M a r t h a , " 
s im i l a r l y alludes to the busy, housekeeping woman rejected by 
Chr ist . Less ing may be speculating about a community of re
jects, i f rejects can in any way make contact w i th each other 
(but i f " the last w i l l come f i rs t , " perhaps they aren't rejects 
after a l l , and we are left even more uncertain) . The B ib l i c a l 
names, however, create near certainty that history determin-
ist ica l ly repeats itself, wh i ch does not have to be explained as 
the persistence of an archetype. 
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But, i n contrast to the above essay, Bo i l ing 's "Structure and 
Theme i n Briefing for a Descent into Hell" takes the self-evident 
archetypal journey very seriously and engages i n no speculation 
as to what exact ly Less ing meant by her use of this common 
idea, or how innovat ive ly she used it . Bo i l i n g makes me wonder 
how many archetypal crit ics dist inguish between pre-modern 
writers, who must have discovered their archetypes intuit ively, 
and contemporary wri ters , who have Etil the sources, and may 
just be exhib i t ing the ir inte l lectual backgrounds, w i th which 
there is no reason for us to be especial ly impressed (i.e., as spe
cia l insights into the depths of the psyche). The sea journey i n 
Briefing seems bor ing to me, and it 's made worse by the portent-
ousness w i th wh ich it 's communicated to us and by the author ia l 
b lackmai l , whereby i f we are unimpressed by Watk ins ' exper
ience we automat ical ly end up on the side of the shock therapists. 
H o w does one exp la in the fact that Watk ins experiences his sea 
journey under the influence of drugs, prescribed by doctors who 
have no idea what Wa tk ins is t h i n k i n g about, or sympathy w i th 
it, or of the perhaps arb i t ra ry relat ionship between their drug 
therapy and the expansion of Wa tk ins ' consciousness? Is this 
an irony, that to some degree inval idates Watk in ' s journey, or 
is the i rony directed against the doctors who do not realize that 
they are doing h i m a service? In either case, Wa tk ins is con
trol led by a rb i t ra ry outside forces (the doctors) even whi le he 
thinks he is most involved i n his own inner experience. 

John L. Carey 's " A r t and Rea l i t y i n The Golden Notebook" is 
also a clear account of the obvious, a useful introduction. L y n n 
Sukenick's "Fee l ing and Reason i n Dor is Lessing's F i c t i on , " a 
very good essay, is interest ing i n part for re fusing to take Les
sing's statements about her intentions as an ult imate authori ty ; 
Lessing's stated intentions can be subjected to analysis and com
mentary, as passages that appear i n her f ict ion are, to ar r i ve at 
a comprehensible re lat ionship between them. Sukenick is thus 
careful i n establ ishing precise relationships between the author 
and her heroines; just because they are not tota l ly the same 
doesn't mean that they have nothing i n common w i th each 
other. E l l e n Morgan , on the other hand, i n "A l i ena t i on of the 
W o m a n Wr i t e r i n The Golden Notebook" seems to assume a total 
identi f ication of author and heroines, and indeed of the reader, 
who gets less out of a novel that fa i ls to offer her a positive 
role model. Morgan 's approach is expl ic i t ly po l i t ica l ; the wor th 
of the novel is u l t imate ly determined by its influence on the 
reader, and the author and reader are felt to be incapable of an 
ironic understanding of Anna 's l imitat ions — her evasions of the 
anger at men wh ich is her authentic response to their treatment 
of her. Whether A n n a indeed fai ls to understand herself might 
be debated as wel l , but a re lat ive ly subtle reading of The Golden 
Notebook (e.g., the function of the Ye l low Notebook as embodying 
advances i n Anna 's , not just E l l a ' s , thought; a consideration of 
the several possible meanings of the last "F r ee W o m e n " section) 
would be required to prove it, and Morgan 's argument makes 
the most sense i f one keeps discussion to the more obvious ideas 
and feelings i n the work, those readi ly accessible to the common 
reader. To me, this implies a distort ion of this par t icu lar novel 
as i t stands, but Less ing hersel f may be going i n this direction, 
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i f the didact ic ism of her latest works and the suppression of in
d iv idual personal i ty i n their characters, are any guide. 

Last , two essays, D a g m a r Barnouw's "D isorder ly Company : 
F r o m The Golden Notebook, to The Four-Gated City" and Nancy 
Shields Hard in ' s "Dor i s Less ing and the Suf i W a y " discuss Les
s ing i n intel lectual contexts, the European B i ldungsroman and 
Su f i myst ic ism, that go beyond the need to relate her p r imar i l y 
to other modern B r i t i s h wri ters. These are interest ing new 
directions. In general this collection w i l l st imulate Less ing 
readers; the var iety as we l l as the general h igh qual i ty of the 
contributions (none of wh i ch is a mere appreciat ion or emotional 
evaluation) testify to the intel lectual and personal commitments 
of the readers whom Less ing has found i n the last few years. 
M y arguments w i th some of the contributors are meant to imp ly 
the nature of my own commitment and I hope w i l l not be taken 
as a put down of the articles. However, I am left wonder ing why 
the two art icles that str ike me as safest and least provocative 
should be the two by male authors and the one that is most as
suredly br i l l iant should be the one co-authored by a m a n and a 
woman. I hope i t is coincidence. Bu t could i t be that male 
crit ics are s t i l l too cautious about expressing a personal response 
about a woman wri ter , or are s imp ly unable to hook i n to what 
is emot ional ly s igni f icant? A n d perhaps there rea l ly is some
th ing to be said for a m a n and a woman wo rk ing jo int ly (it's an 
excellent appl icat ion of the section of Less ing wh ich they dis
cuss, i n wh i ch S a u l and A n n a get each other to wr i te ) . If so, 
then l i t e rary crit icism; is just beg inning to be l iberated, and 
this point has no necessary re lat ion to the specific c r i t i ca l ap
proach wh ich the wr i t e r chooses to employ. 

Jud i th S l oman 

Nadine Gordimer, The Conservationist. London : Cape, 1974. pp. 
276. £3. 

Ten years ago, i n conversation w i t h A l a n Ross, the South Af
r i can novelist Nadine Gord imer remarked that to wr i te i n the 
service of a pol i t ica l or social cause was to her a betrayal . Yet 
social and pol i t ica l realit ies i n A f r i c a have always been centra l 
to Gordimer 's wr i t ings, the very substance of her characters and 
plots. I n short stories and novels al ike, people are a despair ing 
testimony to the society wh ich has shaped them, and, as the 
author herself says later i n the same conversation, " i n South 
A f r i c a society is the pol i t ica l s i tuat ion." The fact that Gord imer 
has chosen to r ema in i n her homeland, w r i t i n g for a large ly 
foreign readership, descr ibing i n often appal l ing detai l the l i fe 
of that country, yet r ema in ing i n essence uncommitted, has led 
at least one black South A f r i c an wr i ter , Dennis Brutus, to con
demn her for her lack of warmth , her cold, detached observa
tions. The impl icat ion is that hers is the rea l betrayal , and we 
are reminded again that to be a wr i t e r i n South A f r i c a is to be 
forced to make the k ind of pol i t ica l and mora l choices most of 
Gordimer 's readers need only reflect on f rom a distance. 
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The dimensions of this problem are nowhere more sk i l l fu l l y 
realized than i n her latest novel, The Conservationist. Those 
hints of contrivance and v ir tuosi ty for its own sake which per
haps contributed to ear ly success i n the New Yorker have dis
appeared completely f r om this deep and somber novel. It is the 
most ambitious and tax ing of her works, and it also demonstrates 
c learly the nature of her commitment: not to race, par ty or 
ideology, but, more dif f icult, to her very function as passionate 
observer. She does i n this novel what eludes so many wri ters of 
a more "commit ted" disposit ion: she convinces the reader that 
everything that is observed is important because she has observed 
it, important both i n itself and in relat ionship to the pol i t ica l and 
social real i ty wh i ch produced it. In the same way Mehr ing 's 
farm, important i n itself, is only fu l ly understood when seen as 
l inked to the t i n shacks around its perimeter, to the " locat ions" 
and s lag heaps beyond, and f ina l ly , by snak ing motorway, to 
Johannesburg, where Mehr ing , a capta in of industry, has an 
office, an answer ing service, and ready access by jet to the rest 
of the wor ld . Yet the city is not much described, and the rest 
of the wor ld , wherever Mehr ing 's pig-iron interests might take 
h im, is s imply a l is t of names on a f l ight schedule. Th is is a 
novel which del iberately blurs at the edges. 

The focus is always on the f a r m itself, whether Mehr ing , who 
bought i t o r ig ina l ly as a tax deduction and as bait for a mistress, 
happens to be there or not. Out of a l i fe soured by personal re
sentments and self- justi fying greed emerges the 400-acre f a r m 
w i th its fields, r ivers and swamps, described by Gord imer w i th an 
economic intensity and a n almost too calculated avoidance of 
easy l y r i ca l effects. B u t the f a r m must also be a "go ing con
cern, " and it is peopled. In addit ion to the nucleus of those who 
r u n it wh i l e M e h r i n g is absent and whose existence depends upon 
it as his does not, there are famil ies, relatives, acquaintances, 
shading off into nameless passers-through who might be v is i t ing 
or trespassing — M e h r i n g does not bother to dist inguish. To
gether they make up a wor ld to wh i ch the f a r m properly belongs. 
It does not belong to Mehr ing , for a l l his careful weekend hus
bandry; his tit le deeds are as meaningless as the passes for 
Afr icans, and both are the na tura l expression of the white a rmy 
of occupation. The novel records Mehr ing 's slow dispossession. 

It says much for Gordimer 's power as a novelist that the dis
possession of what was never i n any sense possessed, but only 
appropriated, should car ry the weight of tragedy. Mehr ing 
lacks nobi l i ty of either m ind or spirit . In his personal l i fe he 
seems incapable of more than immediate lusts, described by the 
author w i th evident distaste (his attempted seduction of a Portu
guese immigrant g i r l 35,000 feet above A f r i c a might in other 
hands have been rendered comic). Throughout the novel old and 
bitter arguments are endlessly rehearsed — w i th an ex-wife now 
l i v ing i n New Yo rk ; w i th an ex-mistress whose gl ib radica l ism 
he despises because it exposed h i m ; w i th his ex-son, now adole
scent and possibly gay. It is not always easy to disentangle 
these interna l dialogues: one is conscious of a chaotic babble 
f r om wh ich Mehr ing can extricate himsel f only temporari ly , when 
he is at the f a rm alone, or w i th Jacobus, the overseer w i th whom 
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he experiences a closeness which at times resembles love. But 
such moments only stress the profound estrangement of Meh
r ing — f r om himself, f r om the white society he represents, and 
f r om the blacks and coloureds the whites depend on and despise. 
It is impossible not to read in Mehr ing the larger pol i t ica l and 
mora l lessons wh ich Gord imer declines to teach. They are the 
more deeply absorbed for not hav ing been taught, and to realize 
this rather simple fact is to realize how fa r white South A f r i c an 
wr i t ing has come since Cry the Beloved Country. 

The m y t h of occupation, tenure, lies exposed at the centre of 
the novel. Its power over Mehr ing , crudely acknowledged i n his 
sexual forays but only fu l ly understood i n his lonely wa lks 
around the fa rm, is not diminished by the fact that he is neither 
Boer nor B r i t i s h (though speaking both A f r i kaans and E n g l i s h ) ; 
he is of German descent and was born in South West A f r i ca . 
Memories of clean sand dunes, rocks and bones return at inter
vals, but only his son goes there now, and his son refers to the 
place as N a m i b i a — a name par t i cu lar ly i r r i t a t ing to the father, 
a long w i th a l l the other rad ica l l y enlightened gestures wh ich 
his son and mistress affect. A paradise is lost and not regained 
i n the Transvaa l . The body of a murdered A f r i c an is found on 
the property, is buried hast i ly i n a shal low grave by the police, 
and is s lowly uncovered by f ire and flood. Mehr ing is haunted 
by the body and d rawn to its bur ia l place and gradual exhuma
tion. The dead m a n is the counter-occupation. A t the end of the 
book Mehr ing , lured to an old mine dump hal fway to the city 
by a g i r l who is possibly white, possibly coloured and possibly 
a n informer, panics, escapes, and, fear fu l of exposure, leaves 
" for one of those countries white people go to, the whole wor ld 
is theirs. " On the day of his departure the black man is given 
a f i t t ing and solemn bur ia l at the f a rm. "They had put h i m away 
to rest, at last ; he had come back. H e took possession of this 
earth, theirs ; one of them." It is a measure of the distance of 
Gordimer 's readership f r om both the novel and its place of or ig in 
that most reviewers have assumed that Mehr ing died — and one 
at least has said that he got " a decent bur i a l on his own f a r m . " 

A . F . Bellette 

Andrew Kennedy. Six Dramatists in Search of a Language. 
Cambridge : Cambr idge Univers i ty Press; The M a c m i l l a n 
Company of Canada, 1975. pp. 271. $16.50. pb. $6.50. 

Marge ry M . Morgan , The Shavian Playground. London : Methuen 
& Co. Ltd . , 1972. pp. 366. £3.80. 

Andrew Kennedy's Six Dramatists in Search of a Language is 
an explorat ion of the problems encountered by twentieth century 
dramatists i n the ir search for expressive dramat ic language and 
of the strengths and weaknesses i n the dramat ic language of 
Shaw, El iot , Beckett, P inter , Osborne and Arden. M u c h has been 
said about the theme of the death of language wh ich is fre
quently encountered i n modern drama, and Shaw's d rama of dis
cussion, Beckett 's silences, P inter 's super-naturalistic incoher
ence, E l io t ' s struggle to make poetic dialogue both ind iv idua l and 



B O O K R E V I E W S 109 

universal have a l l been discussed indiv idual ly . B u t Kennedy's 
study of the language of modern d rama i n general, focusing on 
part icu lar p laywrights to i l lustrate v a r y ing degrees of cr i t ica l 
self-consciousness about the language of d r ama and va ry ing 
modes of coping w i th demands made by the modern theatre on 
language, is both a useful survey of the problems of dramat ic 
language in modern d rama and a move in the direction of deve
lop ing a cr i t i ca l approach suitable to the study of dramat ic 
language. 

In approaching each of the s ix p laywrights included i n his 
study, Kennedy asks to what degree the wr i ter is aware of three 
factors wh i ch influence the language of d r ama : 1) the simult
aneous attract ion and repuls ion of natura l i sm, wh i ch is both use
fu l and l im i t ing as a style of dialogue; 2) the a r ray of possi
bilities for dramat ic language, both those used in past d rama 
and those wh ich are as yet only products of theory or imagina
t ion; 3) the d imin ish ing abi l i ty of language to represent mean
ing fu l ly emotion and idea. H a v i n g determined the playwright 's 
degree of cr i t i ca l self-consciousness i n these areas (and only 
Shaw is found to be s igni f icant ly naive i n this respect), Kennedy 
proceeds to evaluate the steps taken by the playwright , i n l ight 
of his awareness, to r u n the obstacle course twentieth century 
dramat ic language faces. The centra l chapters on Beckett and 
P inter are most successful; that on Osborne seems least satis
factory, t reat ing the sty l ist ic problems of Osborne's " rhetor ic of 
self dramat isat ion, " and f ind ing l i t t le to say about language 
problems in this connection that had not been said already i n the 
chapter on Shaw. One wonders i f Osborne (and possibly Arden) 
were not an afterthought, added to just i fy the clever title, Six 
Dramatists in Search of a Language, an insp irat ional improve
ment on his wo rk ing title, Language and Modern English Drama. 

One curious conceptual paradox i n Kennedy's v iew of dramat ic 
language is his apparent uncertainty about whether the language 
his dramatists are i n search of is i n fact single or mult iple. He 
is aware, of course, of the mult ip le possibil it ies for language, 
speaking of the " imag ina ry museum" of styles to draw upon. 
Yet he seems to reject the concept that a p lay may require a 
par t icu lar language unsuitable for other plays, stat ing as a 
cr i t i c ism that "the language of a p lay can become so specialized 
that i t functions for one play on ly " and fau l t ing Osborne for 
mov ing f rom one style i n one play to another style i n the next 
p lay i n what seems to Kennedy an " improvized, even haphazard " 
manner. 

In cr i t i ca l approach, the book strikes a good balance between 
generalizations and detailed analysis of specific passages f rom 
the plays. The passages are careful ly selected to i l luminate 
part icu lar cr i t ica l issues; this makes the technique satisfactory 
for theoretical discussion, but the very selectivity renders i t un
certain as a means of a r r i v i n g at conclusions about a play
wright 's methods of accomplishments. Kennedy is himsel f quite 
aware of the spots i n wh ich his cr i t i ca l pronouncements may be 
questionable. H i s awareness is suggested covert ly by his own 
style, as when he deplores Shaw's use of pastiche to express a 
character 's t ru ly felt emotion. " W h e n so used it tends to be felt 
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as the language of pseudo-experience" (my i tal ics) , or overtly, as 
when he adds to one cr i t i ca l observation the footnote, "I a m 
aware that i n this instance my personal value-judgment is in 
separable f r om the styl ist ic judgment." 

Sioc Dramatists in Search of a Language is most valuable as 
groundwork i n a f ield i n which much remains to be done. The 
introductory chapter, wh i ch surveys the problems of language i n 
natural ist ic and post-naturalistic d rama much more broadly than 
the s ix chapters on ind iv idua l wr i ters permit, the concluding 
chapter, wh ich suggests possible developments i n c r i t i c i sm of 
dramat ic language, the extensive bibl iography and sometimes ex
cessively conscientious footnotes a l l provide in format ive and 
st imulat ing mater ia l for further thought about dramat ic lang
uage. 

Marge ry Morgan 's The Shavian Playground, f i rst published i n 
1972, has now been released by Methuen i n an attract ive paper
back edition. The book explores most of Shaw's full- length 
plays, inc luding the later ones which are often neglected, i n some 
detail . Miss M o r g a n takes an approach wh ich has been too rare 
among Shaw crit ics, that of a l l owing the plays themselves the 
f ina l word instead of a l l owing biographical , pol i t ical , philosophi
ca l or other considerations to determine her v iew of the plays. 
Insights prompted by such considerations are not excluded, but 
the perspective f r om which each play is seen is dictated by the 
play i tsel f ra ther than by some sweeping theory of the crit ic 's. 
B i ts of in format ion f r om l i t t le-known sources and observations 
about the relationships between one of Shaw's plays and others 
of his own or another dramat is t help to broaden the reader's 
v iew of the play. 

Miss Morgan 's personal insights into the plays provide both 
the strengths and the weaknesses of this study. H e r v iew of 
You Never Can Tell as a study of the comic dramatist 's art, for 
example, is an appeal ing one; i n it the dentist, Valentine, des
cribes Shaw's past career as we l l as his own i n the rue fu l re
flection, "I acted conscientiously, and told my patients the brute 
t ru th instead of what they wanted to be told. Result, r u i n , " 
and the dentist's l augh ing gas is analogous to the dramatist 's 
humor as anesthetic against the pa in of direct attack. Some
times, however, the " ins i gh t " offered is less persuasive. Such is 
the case of the suggestion about R a i n a in Arms and the Man: 
"the image of the 'chocolate cream soldier' . . . contains, latent, 
an omen of the t iger ish woman who devours her mate." Since 
the image is not a soldier of chocolate cream, but a soldier who 
eats chocolate creams, R a i n a could be seen as one who might 
k i l l her mate by over-stuffing h i m or s tarv ing h im, but hard ly 
as one who might devour h im. 

The Shavian Playground is not rea l ly a whole i n the sense that 
each chapter builds on the one before it or supports a uni fy ing 
argument. Miss Morgan states her intentions i n the intro
duction, but these intentions are so many and diverse that her 
treatment of any one play may touch on one or more of her 
objectives without necessarily fo l lowing f r om the preceding 
chapter or bui ld ing to a thematic conclusion. As a result, the 
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discussion of a p lay is not forced into any par t i cu lar pattern or 
mold. The book is valuable for its provocative commentary on 
indiv idual plays and for its panoramic v iew of Shaw's drama. 
N o w more accessible as a paperback, i t w i l l be a welcome addi
t ion to the personal l i b ra ry of those who tu rn to Shaw's "play
ground" to exercise their faculties of thought, imaginat ion, and 
humor. 

Susan Stone 
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