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THREE PLAYS FOR PURITANS
WHY FOR PURITANS?

Sixce | gave my Plays, Pleasant and Unpleasant, to the
world two years ago, many things have happened to me. T
had then just entered on the fourth year of my activity as
a critic atJ the London theatres. They very nearly killed
me, [ had survived seven years of London’s musie, 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 eriticism of the theatre
came to me a5 a huge relief in point of bodily exertion.
The difference hetween the leisure of a Persian cat and the
labor -of 4 cockney cab horse is not greater than the differ-
ence between the official weekly or fortnightly playgoings
of the theatre critic and the restless daily rushing to and fro
of the music critic, from Lhe 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 onee, noticing the massive soles of my boots,
asked me whether [ climbed mountsing. No, I replied:
these boots are for the hard Hoors of the London galléries.
Yet I once dealt with muosic and pictores together in the
spare time of an active young revoletionist, and wrote plays
and books and other toilsome things into the bargain.  Buc
the theatre wruck me down like the veriest weakling. |1
sank under it like a baby fed on starch. My very bones
began to perish, 30 that 1 had to get them planed and
gouged by accomplished surgeonz. T fell from heights and
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broke my limbs in pieces. The docrors said: This man
has not eaten meat for twenty vears: he must eat it or die.
Isaid: This man has been poing to the London theacres for
three vears; and the soul of him has become inane and is
feeding unnaturally on his body. And I was right. T did
not change my diet; but 1 had myself carrted up mio a
mountain where there was no cheatre ; and there 1 began to
revive., Too weak to work, I wrote books and plays;
hence the second and third plays in this volume. And now
| am stronger than 1 have been at any moment since my
feet first carried me a5 3 critic across che fatal threshold of
a London playhouse.

Why was this? What is the matter with the theatre,
that a strong man can dieof it? Well, the answer will make
a long story; bur it must be told, And, to begin, why
have I jus: called the theatre a playhouwse? 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

lays at them. 'To him plaving means playing the fool.
];I: czn hunt and shoot and trave] 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 plece of edification, vou make it, not a real
playhouse, but a place of excitenent for the sportsman and
the sensualist.

However, this well-fed grown-up-schoolboy Englishman
counts for lictle in the modern merropolitan audience. In
the long lines of waitmg plavpoers lining the pavements
outside car 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 thar least
robust of all eur social classes, the eluss which cams from
eighteen to thirey shillings a week in sedentary emplayment,
and lives in a dull lodging or with its intolerably prosaic
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families. These people preserve the innocence of the thea-
tre: they have neither the philosopher’s impatience 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 fullfed, experienced, disillusioned sensuality of the
rich man, whether he be gentleman or sporting publican.
They read a good deal, and #re at home in the fool's para-
dise of popular romance, They love the prerty man and
the pretty woman, and will have both of them fashionably
dressed and exquisitely idle, posing against backgrounds
of drawingroom and dainty garden; in lowe, but senti-
mentally, romantically ; always ladylike and gentlemanlike.
Jejunely insipid, all this, to the sealls, which are paid for
{when they are paid for) by people who have their own
dresses and drawingrooms, and know them to be a mere
masquerade behind which there is nothing romantic, and
litde thar is interesting to most of the masqueraders except
the clandestine play of natural licentiousness.

The stalls cannot be fully understood without taking
into account the absence of the rich cvangelical English
merchant and his family, and the presence of the rich
Jewish merchant and &ir family, I can see no-validity
whatever in the view that the influence of the rich Jews on
the theatre is any worse than the influence of the rich of any
ather race, Other qualities being equal, men become rich
in commerce in propertion to the intensity and exclusiveness
of their desire for money. It may be a misfortune that the
purchasing power of men who value money ahave art, phi-
losophy, and the welfare of the whole community, should
enable them to influence the theawe (and everthing else in
the market); but there is ne 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 theawe 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 smooth-
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est for those plays and these performers that appeal specially
to the Jewish taste. English influence on the theawe, as
far as the stalls are concerned, dees not exist, because the
rich purchasing-powerful Englishman prefers polities and
church-going : his soul is too stubborn to be porged by an
avowed make-believe.  When he wants sensualicy he prae-
tices it ; he doecs not play with voluptuous or romantic ideas.
From the play of ideas—and the drama can never be any-
thing more—he demands edification, and will not pay for
anything else in thar arena, Consequently the box office
wi{l never become an English influence undl the theatre
tarns from the drama of romance and sensuality to the
drama of edification.

Turning from the stalls to the whole auditorium, con-
sider what is implied by che fact that the prices {all much
too high, by the way) range from half a guinea te a shil-
ling, the ages from eighteen to eighty, whilst every age,
and nea:zly every price, represents a different taste, Isit
not clear that this diversity in the audience makes it
impossible to gratify every ome 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 amother
age’s loathing} And yet that is just what the theatres kepr
trying to do aimost all the rime | was doomed to attend
them. On the ocher hand, to interest people of divers ages,
classes, and temperaments, by some generally momentous
subject of thought, as the politicians and preachers do,
would seem the most obvious courze 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 ar all.  Thiz being precisely contrary to the
obvious facts, it followed thet the majority of the plays pro-
duced were failures, recognizable as such before the end of
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the first act by the very wiseacres aforementioned, who,
quite incapable of understanding the lesson, would there-
upon set to work to obtain and Pmdm:c a play applying
their theory still more stricddy, with propertionately more
disastrous results. The sums of money [ saw thus trans-
ferred from the pockets of theatrical speculators and syn-
dicates to those of wigmakers, costumiers, scene painters,
carpenters, doorkeepers, actors, theatre landlords, and all
the other people for whose exclusive benefit most London
theatres scem to exist, would have kept a theatre devoted
exclusively to the highest drama open all the year round.
If the Browning and Shelley Societics 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 impract-
cable faddists for producing the plays of Ihsen and Maeter-
linck, then what epithet is contemptuous enough for the
people wha produce the would-be popular plays ?

The actor-managers were far more soccessful, because
they produced plays that at least pleased themsclves, where-
as the others, with a false theory of how o please every.-
body, produced plays that pleased nobedy. But their
occasional personal successes in voluptuous plays, and, in
any case, their carcful concealment of failure, confirmed the
prevalent error, which was only exposed fully when the
Ell].rs had to stand or fzll openly by their own meritz. Even

hakespear was played with his brains cut out. In 1896,
when Sir Henry Irving was disabled by an accident ar
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 awtraction of a Shakespearcan play performed by
the stock company. This may have been Shakespear's
faule: indeed Sir Henry later on complained that he had lost
a princely sum by Shahqp:ar Bur Shakespear's reply to
this, if he were able to make it, would be that the princely



