e

| ~ n
e N , 4
WL JEWISH INFLUENCES
‘\ j ‘ v . ’ v e e \’ )
] / - "IN THE PLAYS OF HAROLD PINTER
: \\ N
i N v
D CT— . > ‘
J ' Peter 5. Golick
| - J A Thesis T e
i .« : in
: N The Department '
' ) of " e
. i ; Englg.sh
§ ’,%f . v ("
S '
) ' . J o
¢ o - ) p
, - . \ ‘ A ,

Pre,sented in partial fulfilment of the requirements

for thefdegrée of Master of Arts at

?
Concordia 'University‘ ‘\
Montréal, P.Q., Canada
September, 1981 '\ \
j LY
\
.(c) Peter 5. Golick , 1981 .
= ] ’ - o / "*”’
#
‘ X
N ”~




-~ -
] )
B , i v
- e ~ '
. .
- « 4 “
¢
3 T T —e e e -
i
S . »
- » ° T .
R . .
- .
N .
: >
- . . r
\ . o
k : g
. . % E
: “
. : . o
» ~ .. o - i
. - < J m w
- . - —f
. .
- \ - o]
. i . . -ri :
w ~
L -
—_} N = - )
/7.
. R -
o~ 4 N
B . . . -
. - )
A< L]
s R, i )
N .
N . . . .
- N
. 1 N [
. 4 ”~ M}
-t . \
E : ~ T : )
: » - N
m ‘ '
i ’w - ) - \
! . \
H \ .
h
j -
4 4 ’ .
™~ . - .
1 ~ )
w
. ¢
— [ ‘
e
“ *2

“

o

kg s e




4 e e TN i 9
3 | ) |
L
i
! N : ,
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS -

, ,
o A
oslyn Belkin, for superb teaching

1

To Professor

L]

and, above all.'f\o,r\'h
N N,
an' old reprobhate; )

r firm but d%plématic‘handlirig of

sty

— To my friend Hoyard Stein, who helped keep the

flame alive over marny years with his passionate love &4f

theatre;

A

To my wife,

staying power which madk the Hiffére.nce;

A

[}

(I

)

rgie, for her encouragement and

To my childre\, Jody, Jill and Dan, with their

~

J ever ready books; and

To Mildred Solomon, who put  this thesis |into

presentable shapé, a\ma]or task.

J

i
3

v

P ;._._'.;’.Q_._




s N »
T

. o= . -

N . J Agg;ract

JEWISH INFLUENCES .

‘o ; . IN{THE PIAYS OF HAROLD PINTER

., ' i, Peter S. Golick .

)

This thesis démonstrates the impact.on his plays of

. Harold Pinter's background as a Jew who grew up in the -

o ]
. )
v .

Eagxt End of London.

.First, the tenuous nature of life \in the East End for.

o » \

the Jews who lived there, with all :.t’s e\:onomn.c and rac:Lal

Y

]

turmoil, is established. The view of. tsi:%s thes:Ls, that

PJ.nter 8 early life has had great impac dn his works, is «

then explored from the point of ‘view of thé\ presence in his
plays of the twentieth century offspring f\tradltlonal

#ewish archetypes, such as the schlemihl ( é\ "born loser,
o . ‘ l \ ' ‘
the victim), the schljmazl (the unlucky ore Vﬁ\o brings mis- -

fnrhme—on-eel»f—aadﬂeﬂrers), and the scgorr (the pro-

[
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x
.

i
i e e e

!

‘fess;onal beggar) . In addition, the effects of\thJ.s Jewish-

*

ness in terms of the angerfs, fears, and guilt th;t are to be .

found in_ Pinter's playsﬁ é::ze scrutinized. Finelly, the ¢hesis Lo

traces the autobiogra;;hicél reflections of Pinter 'in some of
i R ¢

F .

the characters and situations J.n his plays. These agpects

‘of the works of Pinter have been all butﬁne;:ed\by the critics.
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In par.tz.cular, 'I'he Bi;thday Par ty, Sligb,t Ache, and
The Homecoming are examined, In "Party, " my view is that
Stan_];eyt’ who" in some ways is a reflection of Pinter, is a~

would-be artist.who is suffering the trauma of ghilt and ’

dislocation of a'Jew trying to evade hJ.s Jewish upbringing. .,
_In"‘Ache,“ Pinter presents an ironic view of the British
- upper middle<Class,- personified by two of ‘the Aplay' s rﬁain__p;;o-

tagonists. The thesis explores their struggle against the
T q ‘ )

encroachment of aliens (immigra{nts, p;imarifiy Jews) on their

traditipnal way of 1i fe. "Homecoming" presents the power -

-

[

struggles within al]‘.’ow level Jewish famil'? in the East End of
Ly

London. It is Jrepletg with a g‘allle'ry,of Jewish archetype's:

.

The ‘tﬁesis dvemonstratss, in'xt/hese three plays, that the

Jewish infvluences;are extremely evident in spite of Pinter's
clear’ attempts to universalize his themes and most of hlS

{
charactersv It is asserted that exay\lning Pinter's plays,

£rom these points of view helps to provxde increased insight .
-« .

‘into aldeJ\lfuma.nation of his works. o
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" concrete world of hi

obvious fact has not’

PR . A

\ : - "Introduction ' ‘ !

* ‘\ 5
’ s ‘
\ A VIOLENT BEGINNING® . ,

3 n [ s "
oo - -
i \ . J— ~—
.

In their bock Harold Pinter, Baker and Tabachnick make,
L4 > -

the point that althbugh.Pinter is “at bottom' fascinated by the’

_personal history' Ce . this patently

een .given the attention it deserves by

1 | .
other critics.” —Im The Peopled Wound, Martin Esslin, too,

1

‘rg/fers to this agpect|of the playwright's work: "Pinter's . . .
» ! . . \

existential fear is never a philosophical abstraction. It is
. . . based on the experiences of a Jewish boy in East End of
London, of a Jew in the Europe of Hitler.“2 In the same tenor,
Barry éupple, a: boyhood fr‘iend of Pinter, 'rezfs“ers to Pinter’ s

h

plays as ". . . a gréat echo chamber in which the only socurces of

-~

! William Baker and Stephen Ely Tabachnick, HaroldPinter

(Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1973), p. 4. They attribute this

view to Barry Supple and concur in it.

% 2 Martin Esslin, The Peogléd Wound: The Wo;k of Harold

Pinter (London: Methuen, 1970), p. 28. Esslin adds that
“"Pinter, egsentially, remain on the firm ground of everyday
reality" (p. 29). . ' .

[N o
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~A~1though many g/ther writers refer to Pinter as, a Jewish .

boy growing up in the East End of London, few commentators

ARG 3 st s | N
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T

have explored, in any depth, the profound influence this v

v
v

{ . . . . ) . o
background has had'on his work. Despite the fact that. N _ !

' Pinter does noto,write e:;:plici tly on Jewish themes,llhis Pp'lays

! o abound in folkloric\ and cultural references and allusions;

thest are clearly Jewish in character. Although much mention

;
I

has ‘beex‘m‘ made of the Jewish characteristics of Goldberg in

© The Biri:hgay Party, to my knowledge no critics, except for
Baker and Tabachnick, have noticed the presence of such

o

Jewish types as the schlimazl, the schlemihl, and the

schnorrer in The Homecoming and other playé. Nor have com-
mentators made the connection between the wasp in A Slight

: Ache and the ironic way in which the term is used by people

who.aJ.:e excluded from that societal group which, in addition

et g g n ey

to being white, is also Anglo-Saxon and Protestant.

For these reasons, I contend that l?inte:Lc's plays ‘cannot\)' ’

r

be fully understood without reference to his backgrcound.

+

B re—
: ‘ 1 Barry Supple, " ter's Homecoming," Jewis

Mj@_, June 25, 1965, pp. 7, 3l.°
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,  Thus, ‘this thesis will explore Jewish influences. in the S
e m?qllowing Pinter plays: The Birthday Party, A.Slight Ache,\ ‘ ) A
: . ! 2 - . R . . Tt .
. and The Homecoming. . €. R L //K“:\
- A T I . ,
Pinter's Background - : . 3 . )
The situation in which Harold Pinter now finds himself ;
_ . is ’notL too different from that of other succ‘e‘ssful contemporary .
0" L . ' ) - N,
_ Jewish writers who have emerged from roughly similar circum- T .
stances. Since adult pre-eminence rarely obli‘terateé,\cﬁtally,
v ‘ " ° ’ }
the ingecurities and malaise of the early years, the works of
4 () °
3 ’ ’ . ; ‘ b
all these writers are, in someé ways, affected by their past. .
/ ’ ' Y )
Pinter expresses his residual feelings differently from such
writers as Wesker, for example. Pinter's-concern with his E
past is expressed more indirectly. Nevertheless, his Jewish- - ‘
. -~ A , T, . 2 o a
ness is evident in almost all of his plays. Furthermore, ‘many -
puzzling asbects of Pinter tend to become clear when one
: | , |
+ _examines his plays as the products of a son of a Jewish. !
ladies' tailor with’ all the social and economic turmoil that o
o . . ) , i
surrounded Jewish families in the East End of London, from -
the turn of the century right through the-period after the
end.- of World War II.
r , . .[
. [
- R a
. ¢ 1 2 . . .
. " i ‘
. . - , ‘..Aqi 1
. ¥ - f
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" lof, forgy-five thousand.”

East End (Londoh: Eyre & Methuen,

Raci a; zg‘ggo;;' Al

&7

P

#

s

" recounted.

That .the East End of London had its share of racial unrest
- * ,

is a matter of historical record. The Jews are not the only

'
inunitjrants\‘to England who have faced open and often violent
i \'
dJ.scr.uninatJ.on. This, too, is a mat\)er of record and

4

gstretches throqgh the various v;éyes of lmmz.grants over the

,
]
) : . 2
>

enturies.. .prever, for Pinter and hiz fellow Jews, f:.n
N s 2

addition to local unrest, the horfors of Nazi German}*apd

their consequences had an 1ncalqu1ab1e impact.

Harold Plr;ter s parents 1ived and worked with those East
End Jews who were expesed to the bl:.ght of racial turmo:.l.
In Chaim Bermont's Po;’.gt of Arrival, A Stgdx of Logdon's
Ea‘slt End, ’t‘he ﬁarrowing hii.story of this anti-Semitism is’
Sta tieg at“the end of the nineteenth century
end extending fhrough the 1920's, the heavy flow of, Jews:
’fleeir'xg' Russian pogrems:‘)‘ eﬁcountered "strong anti-Semitism
and .even hysterla when they arrlved 1n Englahd and settled
’prlmarlly in London s East End.

an g;;,—gl;,en group callJ.ng 1tself the British. Brothers

-~

At the turn of “the century.

Leggue wag founded . . . and it qu:l.ckly atta:med a memb,el;'ship

¢ +

Its leadership included prominent

*
- * - . +
N . ! \

P . . o ) \
Chaim Bermont, Poi of Arrival, A Studvy of London's
1975), p. 14l.. '

1

-
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businessmen, -Tory Members of Parliament, London aldermen, and -

writers like Marie Corelli, ,% popular novelist of the day.

o

In aﬁ,letter read to a large assembly in the East '‘End, Corelli

expressed the sent:.ments of her fellows thus:

N - (} I
There is indeed somethidk grossly unjust in an
¥ {errangement which permits-useless, incapacitated
or meddlesome sections of humanity to be expelled:
as miserable undesirables from their own countries
and landed pn our shores. Our first duty is to
¥ ourselves™ akd for maintaining our position with -
) honour. British work, British wages and British
V homes should be -amongst the first considerations
of a British'-government.l - /
A L ',n' - .
The British Brothers' Lt-'_-agueL never used the work ™Jew. n? The

: R $
euphemism. was- "allen.“

’

" of th:.s hlghly vocal and v:.s:.ble group was a speech by Arnold

A
White, a Tory M.P., whlch rang with phrases such as: "This'

It is no‘t the backyard of Eur’ope. It is nof the

Even more scur-

P

‘ 3
garbage receptacle &of Austria and Russia."

.
°! ¢

‘riloug.was” the speech of another Tory Parliamentarian, Henry

\ |
Norman, which)wae greeted with cries of "Shame!" and “Wipe '

them out!" and "Who is destroying Sunday?" answered by cries

at

; - L
1 Quoted in Bermont, Point of Arrn.val, p. 5. N

2 The fl.rst meetlng o;/the League wgs held in 1901. e

Quoted in Ber# o) Arr:.val p. }42) These
were the areas from lch most of the Jew:.sh immigrants
came to England.

VI

}
Another example typl)cal of the rhetoric

~




.' ' ) . vy
of "The Jews!" ™Who is debasing our national lifeg Who is
” ; corrupting our moxals?" again answered by "The Jews! The
L ' : ( ‘

1
Jews!" This agié\\ation was accompanied by vicious riots and

. 0 : |
was widely reéported in the press . It was in this atmosphere

) . .‘\\ Te—
that Pinter's parents lived. | o r
. . \
i - ' LY
Y The Moseley Fascists \\

’ ~
[ ~ .

When Pinter\himsel'f‘was growing up, the aura of hate in

London's East End, if anything, was even worse, fanned by
the Brit;iﬁ Union of Fascists which had been organized by

)

Oswald Moseley.

r For the Jews of East Ephd London, it became a
source of considerable|concern. . . .The British
Union of Fascists held marches through the heart -
of the Jewish area, chanting, “the Yids, the Yids,
we've got to get rid of the Yids" - which could
: have had only one purpose, provocation--and they
n , succeeded. . . .The elderly and the old, cowed by
memories of persecution and oppression, rushed to
put- up their shutters every time thexy~heard the
word Jew shouted in the streets . . . the gymnasia
of.the Jewish youth clubs were given over' to .
massively-attended classes in wrestling and bcucing.2
. . JAlmost every I?'ascmt meeting was the occasion
of tussles and fights which were widely reported in
the press. . . .The crowds grew larger and larger f

v b s

~

’ 1 See Bermont, Point of Arrival, p. 142.
\l ’ . ~
} A W
’ / 2 By his own account, Pinter/ was a member of one of

_ theseviJewish organlzatlons, as he.reveals in an terview
‘ 12 with Lawrence Bensky, "Harold ,PJ,nter' An Interview, " ISar;s

’ Review, Vol. X, No. 39 (1966}, pp. 13-37.
T S
‘ S .
v v ‘
- T » / 7/

{ - 7/‘ :/
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still and Moseley gave increasing attention to
the Jewish question, . . . he /Moseley/ declared
at an Albert Hall Rally in 19§6, "Today, in any-
audience in B;ltaln, the. strongest passion that
can be aroused, is_the pa551on agalnst the cor-
ruption of Jewish power." This /anti-Semitism/

‘ may not have been true of Britain as a whole, but

it was true of the. East En@.l

., One typical incident in the late 1930's, when Pinter was

about ten, is described by an eyewitness:‘

Térrq£i§m, the like of which had never been
witnessed. in the East End broke out when a band

'of hooligans /began/ smashing, lootlng and“

pillaging the windows of Jewish shopkeepers . .

Not bne shop bearing an English name was molested .

e « « .On the main roaqsea man was hurled bodily -

through a window and a deven year old girl was
thrown after him. . . .East End Jews . . . felt

that the police, ‘and indeed the police maglstrates,

had more than a sneaklng sympathy for their
attackers.2

l

|

Even after war erupted in 1939 and throughout the con

flict,

East End.

N

its plethora of warehouses and factories, and the great con-

centration of people, the East End suffered heavily from the,

German

anti-Semitism remained close to the surface in the

Blitz. In a series of radio broadcasts Lord Haw Haw,

William Joyce, one of Moseley's lieutenants, %epeatedly

’

~. 4___\'
2

1 Bermont, Point of Arrival, p. 232. -

Tbid., p. 235.

9

Because of this area's adjacency to the docks,

-
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left its scars.

L]

]

Crime and Culture

This was but one aspecf of the world in which Pinter
* ~

grew up. In addition, the East %nd wag an area of poverty

-

that reverberated to major and petty crimes of all des-

criptions, from p;qstitution, gamb;ing,.throu%? drug-trading.

N4
nSome 'of the district's best knd&q inhabitants were recognized

criminals: -
o N
Over the years, however, -it (the East End of -
London) also produced great'¥igures in the
_world of arts of literature, medicine and
: social refoim, and men and women, fmany of
whom were not Jews . . . found %ge East End
slums conducive to” practical exp®rimentation:
Canon Barnett with his .'. . University
Settlement (a model for developmental replicas
* around the world); Ann Begant and the Pank-~
hursts, leading advocates for women's rights,
who recruited their rank and file militants
in (the East End); Rudolph Rocker, gentile

‘ leader-of a Yiddish Libe ian group, who,
in the Jubilee Street Anarchistl Club, helped
_to expose thous#nds of Russo-Poli ewish
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jmmigrants to Western culture and therby en-

sured the flowering of diverse talents which
might have been lost.l o -

‘
Obviously, tb attribute anti—Semitism to the whole or
fto7anything bug a miﬁority of the British peoples is both
fallacious andvéaoli;h. ~In London's. East End, however, the
levels of haté were so,hiéh and were manifestqqc;o openly
that. their effects on th Jews of the area‘were not only
corrosivg but"must'have left lasting sca£5.2 Moreover, thef‘
forced Jews to turn inward to a congiderable extent, to

nurture, and treasure their'owﬁ resources and culture, even
. 1
s . l
as they tried to become more attuned to the prevailing fact
\ ;

‘of British 'life, art,’ and values. .In common with Jews
everywﬁere who are surrounded by hostility, the kno&lédée of
their Jewishness was stamped inéo the ﬁeepes£ recesses of
their being. Jewish-societigs and}social clubs were humming
centers of actiéity for these people and included a nﬁmber

. \ ,
of Yiddish drama groups who, incidentally, found in their

gentile counterparts a considerable heritage of anti-Semitism"

» . N : K
\1 William J. Fishman, ; of London (London: .

i
A
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and upcertainty of the Jew. It is

)

<

in the disparaging scFreotypés of the popular English

sta ab

| /,r\, (=
e_;hturaliétic dialogue, particularly in Pinter's

early

° 7
plays, is derived from the speech of ordinary people -

who ;%ved-in the London of Pintcr}s formative years. The

¥

° \) .
charagters in many of his plays are inhabitants of this

i N

°

region. The elements of menace aﬂd of the closed, safe

space\reflect, to a large extcnt,%the env1ronment of fear
2

%hard to overstate the

»
|

on the psyche of a sen51t1ve youngster brought up in

3
1
1

tility and poverty. Echoes of these\experlences are shared

......

ny of his characters in almost all of his plays, both

o

by

early and jate. Certain personality aﬁavcharacter traits

1 "IntoYfarce, comic opera, burlesque, musical comedy,
pantomime and ‘the most non—descripg,form of stage-piece,
the Jew has been dragged for outrageous comic éffect, while
the word 'dJdew' has been a popular synonym for rascal and
cheat from the earllest times in dramatic literature."”
J. Landa, The Jew in Drama (New York: KTAV Publ;ghlng
use Inc., 1969) p. 44.

. -

N vE / L g

|

~




' 1
" upbringing.

R The importance of Pinter's JewiShness td his works is

: ‘lremlnd you.%

; P ; 11
. / ‘
/
Plnter himself has not commented\%o any great’.extent on
the cultural aspects of his youth. He has specifically men-

tioned the impect on his life of the bumbings and déstruction

of war, the holocaust, and the ant{ZSemitic terrorism of

British Fascists right on his own 'doorstep.
.. N

~

Hé> has referred

to his membership in Jewish cultural organizations and his .

»\ -

suppbit of -Israel.. There can surely be little doubt that

Pinter carries with him the emotional traces df hl$ Jewish
It is Rrobably no less an 1nflu nce'than\the

- 2
Irishness of Joyce, a favoured author startln in his youth.

A

further underlined by Barry Supple:

. . . a contemporary and school friend of
Pinter, /he/ wrote in a review of The Home¢coming ..
that the drama "exemplifies the forces which
,\\ _give impetus and direction to Pinter's writingg
as a whole. For at bottom, he is fascinated ,
‘ by the concrete world of his personal hlstory. ,/
s+ And the same writer gives the reason that such
ra patently obvious fact about Pinter's work has .
ot been given the attention it deserves by B
ther critics, namely that Pinter remains ex-
tremely reticent about his past and this

\\

"
\ . ¢ : ,
\ f

\
. I
1

»

"If you ever forget you're a- #ew, a gentlle will
From a story by Bernard Malamud. r ' -

e

X .
2 See g%ker and Tabachnick, ppf 13-14. ‘

, -
.
» /'
. PR ‘ ~.
.\ _ 1 A
’ v ; .
« -
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LT e e g

reticence has helped to develop the "Pinter -
cult."” The quality of Pinter's Wwriting en-

courages symbol;c universalist interpretations,.

but this writing emanates from his spec1f1c ' ?
circumstances. Supple points out that'. . . .’
"in ‘The Homecoming, for example, Pinter pur-

posefully distorts . . ., his theme by the

fantastic projection of a 'rational' action '

and by a presuma@;y consMous attempt to pro-

vide universal significance through the sup-

pression of any expllc1t reference to the i )
family's Jew1shness ‘

”

. ,& N
Baker and Tabachnlck poin t that Martin Esslin's

The Peopled Wound derlves its title from an early Plnter essay

.

in whlch he observes that “gﬁakespeare writes of the open 'wound."

Howgve;, "Esslin has refused" to explore’ this opent*wound in

*

terms of Pinter's life experiences as a Jew. From my point of
! -

<

view, a whole area of Pintegf characters and their relationship

to the traditional schlimazl and schlemihl and other prototypes

of Jéwish folklore and literature have beén left virtuali§

N3

2 = : '
unexplored. These fiqures are surqﬁy not unrelated to the

anti-h8roes of other contemporary Jewish writers.

1

2

terize
strong
Quoted

Baker and Tabachnick, p. 3.

s
"Psychoanalysis," wrote Theodore Reik, "would charac-
the schlemihl as a masochistic character who has a
unconscious will to fail and spoil his chances.”
in Ruth Wisse, The Schlemiel as Modern Hero (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1971), p. 68.




The Shtetl Rélived , .

The Jewish neighbourhoods of Pinter's EasflEnd London,
no less than the East Side of New York, or even Mont;eal,
shared many similar cultural influences. Pinter grew up in
the very Hearﬁlof a large Jewigh population, main" refugees
from the greag\ﬁuég;an‘pégroms of 1905 but swelled by newer
arrivalé after the Firsﬁ World W%r and latgr by’victims of (
Hitler, "battling for a foothold and a 1ivelihood."l They
ﬂroug?t wirh them to the United States, anada, and England
their commoﬁ language of Yiddish, as well as the culture of

(

I
\\\the ghettos of mid-Europe. In terms of characters, theirs '

»

is the world of ". . . typological fools émong whom. are the
nar, tam, yold, tipesh, bulvan, shoyte, Qeigi, shmendrik,
kneri, lemmel, slumenge, lekish, to name but a small;;Lsort-

ment.*2 The view proposed by Ruth Wisse in her book The

_l Baker and Tabachnick, p. 4. ) \
2 WiSSe,'ﬁhe Schlemiel, p. 13. (See.-Glossary of Yiddish
Terms .at the end of this thesis.)

’ »
/

r .
.
] ‘
” -
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fools) has s rvfﬁed even the holocaust (and) . - . is alive

l . , «
apd doing wellk." Wherever Jewish immigrants have settled,
- \ ) .

1

the influences' are there and more than just traces are to be

found in many of Pinter's people. Thus, Baker and Tabachnick ﬁ//

refer to Davies in The Caretaker as."the king of the
schnorrers (beggars).dominating Pinter's gallery of 'nowhere

2
men' and women." "The destruction of European Jewry during

World War II, the systematic slaughter of millions of people

.

\ . '
and the annihilation:of thousands of communities has neces-
sarily changed our attitude toward . . . w3 Yiddish typo- ¥

logical .characters. But they do survive. In Pinter, they

14

are not the pure offspring but rather somewhat assimilated

relativeg, or even goyish (n?n—Jewish) versions who,
nevertheless, echo many of the traits of theirﬁanteceéents. P ) //

The predominant typological characters to be found in

Pinter are the schlimazl (foolish victim of misfortunes),

sy
- o

- .

" 1 Wigse, The Schlemiel, p. 1l.

2 Baker and Tabachnick, Harold Pinter, p. 70.

A 4
3 Wisse, The Schlemiel, p. 85.

Y
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- the schlemihl (perpetrator and often victim of misfortune,

I ,
self-inflicted), the schnorrer (professional beggar), the

boke (lots of muscle, little brain), ®he drayer, distorter,

h

manipulator, often with criminal iﬁgent), and the chaim

1l
vankel (nonentity).  The cast of unfortunates, of inept

\
bunglers whose very nature guarantees misfortune, stretches

"through many of Pinter's plays, from Stanley in The Birthday

AN

Par;y,‘Edward in A Slight Ache, Davies in}The Caretaker,

+
Spooner in No Man's Land to Sam in The Homecoming. They

share a common character flaw and it is obvious, very shortly

after the plays open,lthat their personalities and behaviour

<

doom them to lonely lives of failure. .

"In play after play, Pinter's characters suffer disasters
which deri;e‘from their personality flaws, the ﬁisfortunes
of the schlimazl/schlemihl syndrome.. In his weakness, his

ineptness, his pathetic performance in’'the face of McCann

and Goldberg, Stanley in The Birthday Party reveals himself

-

as jusg’ruch a figure. He is a prize schlemihl. Many of

! wisse, The Schlemiel, p. 15. ". . . folk usage has
introduced a distinctiqn between the gchlemiel and the
gchlimazl, summarized in the rule of thumb that says, the

schlemiel is the one who spills the soup; the schlimazl is .-
»

the one into whose lap it falls."
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Pinter's people do not suffer misfortunes but, ne}iertﬁeless,

w . ’ . ’ o T ! .

share similar predispositions in. their behaviour patterns - -
. b M

and their personalities. These incluae the predators like
Goldberg and McCann.

In exploring qewish aspects in Pinter, this‘fhesig wiil
examine three Pinter plays: The Birthday Party, which echoes -

with' details of the neighbourhood in which Pint.:ér grew up
and which aboands in refez;enb\eas to Anng—Jev;iéh life; A

Slight Ache, Pinter's first foraf into obviously nqﬁ,—Jewish
a)s'pects of I-British sdciet{y and whic}:, I bgl::L'eve, ‘has certéin
r:'at':h'er bitter autobiongPhical ove:;'tones‘,&‘;‘)articularly in

Pinter's portrayal of a pure-bred, British schlemihl; ,and
The Homecom:i.r;g, which r'evglves around a Jewish family from
the lower strata of London's East End.

Throughout these plays Pinter " L. concerns himself

with the outsider, and’ the relationship of/ t};e'individﬁal to
1 \ '

the group." This stems from his sensitivity as the Jew,

the stranger séeking to find a place in the wider society' by
which he is stirrounded. This sensitivity starts with a
- /

particularized focus but goes beyond Jews and JCOmpasses

o ' ' %
all outsiders. It is, in a sense, the common heritage of

our twentieth century and the threatening nature of the wotld
in which we 1ilvé.

.~
o -

' \ :‘ . " ' '
! Baker and Tabachnick, p. 5. - - \ g
y L
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‘Birthday Party. Not only does Goldberg, one of the few

Chapter I
S ‘ v \

JEWISH ELEMENTS IN THE BIRTHDAY PARTY:

MORE THAN GEFILTE FISH AND ROLL MOP ﬁ:RRIEIG
. ! . 9
: N

Nowhere is Pinter's preoccupation, conscious or un=- °
N [ . ’
conscious, with his Jewishness more, evident than in The

v

~

overtly {ewibh characters in Pinter,.reflect many of:
| .

Pxnter s deep feellngs about his past, but so does Stanley,

Vet o

the central character of the play. Even more lmportant, the-

{

main action of the play, the skeking out, the brutalization

and the destruction of a man by an “organization” “is not an°
) H

uncommon Jewish experience.

As Pinter himself suggested in an interview with John

Sherwood: , ;

This man is hidden’away in a seaside boarding
house . . . then two people arrive out of
nowhere, and I don't con31der this an unnatural
happening. I don't think'it is all that sur-
realistic and curious because surely this thing,
of peoplecarr1v1ng at the. door, has been
happenlng in Europe in the last twenty years,
the last tyo t0 three hundred.l

AN

1 Interview Wlth John Sherwood, BBC European Serv1ce.

March 3, 1960. Quoted from Esslin, gnuLjiJggumi__ggng, P. 28

17
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. own doorstep Pinter experienced his own encounters with

- ‘_' -
[ . = . . ¥

.Commenting oﬁ'this interview'khich £dbk place shortly

after The Birthday Party was publlshed Martln Essgln ob~

O
serves. "It 1s, ultlmately, based on~the experlences o . .

. 1
. of a Jew.in the Europe of Hitler." Howeverh rlght on his

[
kS < !

. . R -

Fasc19t groups, whrch further relnforced the feellngs of

L4

imminent attack which haunt so many of his characters:
4 . n .
. after the war . . . in the Eagt End,
when/ the Fascists were coming back to .life
in England. I got irnto quite a few fights *
down there. If you locoked remotely like a
Jew you might be in trouble. Also, I went
to a Jewish club, by an old railway arch,
‘and- there were quite a lot of people. walt—
ing with broken bottles in a particulir ;| .
. alley we used to walk through. . . . There
. was a good deal of violence there, in
those days.2

¢

- 4 : ‘.
In writing The Birthday Party, Pinter has. universalized
. } v

the central situation so that the particular organization
‘ ~

——

%hich‘Goldberg and McCann represent is not specified. Thusg,

" the audience can imagine that organization which seems most

fearful to them (for example, the Mafia, or the,Black. and Tan).

b

-

! Martin Esslin, The Peopled Wound: The Work of
Ha;o;d P;gtg; (London- Methuen, "1970), p. 28.

-\}- ,.\;_' ' ;,
/ -

o 2 Lawrence M. Bensky, “Harold Pxnter' An Ihterview,"
aris - Review, Vol. 10, No. 39 (1966). pp. 30-31.

7 . -
\\1,/ Lo
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However, it is clear that the organization to which Pinter

alkades in tﬁé“fgi;rv}ew with Sherwood is tﬁe Nazis, or anyA

other regime  which has persecuted Jews over "the last two to

‘three hundred" years. And indeed, many elements in the play

echo the J;wish experience. For example, the cross-
examinapiog;ﬁi;;ch are meant, not to elicit information, but

to terrorize the victims are familiar, as are the sadism/gf

- the persecutors, Goldberg and McCann, and the terror and’

anxiety pﬁNthé victim. Familiar, too, is the refusal by

those aroufid the victim to see evil. In The Birthday Party,

]

Meg, Lulu, and even Petey refuse to believe that Stanley is

really in danger:

Stanley: They're coming in a ¥an!
Meg: Who?
Stanley: And do you know what they'vé got
; . in that van? P
Meg: . What?
Stanley: They've got a wheelbarrow in that van.
Meg: (breathlessly) They haven't. “‘”//////' \\\\\\w
Stanley: Oh yes they have.
-
Meg: Ybu're a liar.
B “ I ‘\
Stanley: 'A big wheelbarrow. -And when the van ~
stops they wheel it out, and they
wheel it up the garden path, and’ then
they knock at~the front door.
) R ™ \

VAN
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Meg:
Stanley:
Meg:

Stanley:

Meg:

Btanley:

Meg:
Stanley:
Meg:

In a sense,

) \\ ,...// . 20

They don't.
They're. looking for someone. .-
They're not.

They're looking for someone.
A certain person.

(hoarsely) No, they're not!

Shall I tell you who they're
looking for?

Nol
You don't want me to tell you? X
You're a liar.

Stanley id the archetype of the Jew as

victim and in Pinter's portrayal of this situation, Goldberg

becomes the instrument of the oppresso#s. As Baker and

Tabachnick observed:

A\

Stanley is the victim of a kind of scapegoat
persecution, and Goldberg's relationship to
him is-that of a Jewish kapo in a concen-

tration camp to a Jewish prisoner. Stanley,

who is all too ready to believe it, is
taught that he .should never have been horn.

2

i

1 Harold Pinter, The Birthday Party and The Room
(New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1961), p. 24. ALl sub-
sequent references to The Birthday Part%Jﬁlll appear
parenthetically within my text.

2

William Baker and Stephen Ely Tabachnlcg\\Harold

/ Pinter (Edlnburgh. Oliver & Boyd, 1973), p. 60. .. . /

?
Vad

k]
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With Goldberg, Pinter has created a }otally unsavoury

character. He is a shifty, ever-changing chameleon of

-

Yiddish archetypes. He switgﬁés his external guises fréﬁ
the gharm‘of the goneff (con man) to such other masks as
geveer (showy, rica‘maﬁ), Vith a string 6£ advice on how to
succeed. To this he adds the loving Jewish father or son
and the eylicher (é;rious, devout, faithful.religionist),z
serving hié fellow Jews and their beliefs with hypepritig 1
earnestness. Behind: the masks Goldberg also revéals, eet-
ingly, signs of his o&n feelinés'of a certain gulnerQA;lity,
of guilt and'uncertéiéty.' Thi; is particularlyAevéé;nt when
! %

he speaks at one point about his father's death. Here we °

have a major source of Goldberg's feelings of guilt. We

D)

4% s .
sense the conflict .between his cruel work, his’ tendencies °

to assimilation, and his father's dying directive to be a

v
-

mensch (a humane person, a good Jew): ". . . Forgive Benny,
he said, live and let live . . . Do your duty and keep your

(religious) observations. . ." (p. 81).

‘A

~ 2 (cont'd). . . (The "kapo" refers to a concentration
camp prisoner who acted as "trustee" or even informer on
fellow inmates, in the hope of gaining special considerations

from the Nazi guards.)
,

j

)
;

y

Q
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Stanley is a schlemihl-like character, a predestined -

victim, awkwardly stumbling through life. In a distorted,
v .

“
<

nightmarish way, can Stanley Webber be echoing Harold

Pinter in his edrly struggles to,“maké it" as an actor

and to escape from the confines of his lower middle-class
N ;o
1
Jewish background into the artistic world?
. ]

A

His own familial pressures could not have been in-
‘cons'iderable as Pinter turned from their values and views
‘of success to the life of a penniless, itinerant actor.
Widespread biographical information indicates that he had
to rely on such menial jobs as janitor, bouncer, and
doorman to survive; he married a ghiksa (a non-Jewish
woman) from this same milieu; he toured the secondary
towns of Eire, playing in concert halls and church
basements with the very poor pay of a secondary touring
company. What sort of life. was this for an all-round,
golden boychik who had won success in literary and
debating societies ,in school, who was appointed school
prefect, and who had even won cricket and football
colours? Beyond .family pressures, - for Pinter himself
‘there must also have been bitter memories of his period
of streetrwanderings, as he hid from all, for a period

of time, the fact that he had left the Royal Academy of .

1.

~Dramatic-Art,— feigning a nervous breakdown_tb. cover his — ]

féllure. The failed or imagined artist, StanlayT—seems

H e Tt o feprtion iy roan bt

( be 1iving a similar n:.ghtmare.'
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Against this }Eckground we have’ Goldberg in his gro-

tesqile role as the representative of Pinter's Jewish super—
L ;o

]
ego. Goldberg, with his twistId litany of the precepts of

proper behaviour, pursues Stan

ey to bring him back to

"'Monty, " that is, to the proper life to which, Pinter was

borp, and to make him into a mensch {a respons‘lible, sensiblex

&

adult). The Birthday Party, from this point of view, is

" Pinter's.bitter portrayal of a would-be bar mitzvah, the

ritual which signals the attainment of full manhood and

¢

fdult membership in the Jewish comminity. ‘ \
Pinter's depiction of Goldberg is not without the ele-
ments of self-ridiculle and self—-destructibn common to many
members of minority groups. It is that of the hypocrite who
speaks i;l sweet and reasonable térms and whose actions are
diametrically opposite to all he says. There is-evidence
that, at times, l;e attempts to pass as a whité, Jew, a happy
member of the majorii:y society in which he lives :o Like

l .
Pinter, he has a number of names but he reacts with violence

when McCann uses his Yiddish name, "Sij ." The extreme

manner  in which Goldberg reacts is ipteresting because the

name is first mentioned by Goldberg himself as” that used by

|
\ 4

s et o =
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his dead wife in addregsing him. As the dimirutive of a.

\ \
Yiddish name, it therek\ore \implies an encroa ent on
9 I/ .
forbidden territory by tHe outfider, the goy (the dgentile)

i

McCann, whichf/Go dberg obxﬂiously cannot ‘tolerate. His re-

*

! \
action is a ﬁlash"of great\anger and a dire warning that is

accompanj.eduiay the 'only opén, physical violence displayed by

_Goldberg in the p];ély: "Gol erg (murderously): Don't call

‘ /
me that! (He seizes McCann py the throat.) NEVER CALL ME

THATI" (g7 79). .
Goldberg's exaggerated reaction to what is, after all,
a mild transgressiog, demonstTtates Pinter's ihnate under-~

standing of the emotions which can trigger this kind of

response, an understanding that comes from being a member of

a minority group that l£ves in é hostile envirqnmen’

A secret sense of gﬁilt seems to echo throughout the
play. Perhaps it'derives from Pinter's own bast, his
attempts to escape from the lower middle-class li.fg of the
Jew, and his failure to accept its definitions of responsible
behaviour. We find this sense of guilt in Stanley, Goldbér.;g,
D;cCann and, at the éiose c;f -the /play, in Petey as ime makes
an i:nept attempt to help’Si;a;aley. This free-~floating sense
of guilt creepé Yike a mist into every part of the play.

It even tduches Lulu, after her "night" with Goldberg.

4

,,,,
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Ohly Meq, with her fey fantasies, escapes. 1In some ways,

guilt isfpari: of the heritage of Jews who suryive when so
many have perished. It is also an aspect of life for those
Jews who seek, through conversion or other means, to escape

from the burdens of being Jewish in a non-Jewish environ-

|

ment. The mqst virulent anti-Semites are often Jews them-

selves. Thiél‘ is not a phenomenon unknown to other minorities.

\
At t%ﬁ‘\?é*me time, Pinter is sensitive to some of the
i

ironies visited tpon Jews by some of their “best friends,!

’

as in this comic interchange:

S

McCann: You've always been a true Christian!, '
Goldberg: In a way.

il

McCann: No, I just thought I'd tell you that
I appreciated it.. -}

>
Goldberg: It's unnecessary to recapitulate.
McCann: You're right theré.
Géldberg: Quite unnecessary. (p. 31)

In Act II,‘ as Goldberg and McCann questi'on Stanley, we ’
find the latter using the ultimate epithet, "“Judas," label-
ling Jews 'aé "Christ killers.”

Goldberg's role as a heavy "is frequently relieve§ by.
very funny lines and comic businéss. Very often this is
explicitly Jewish humour. A good example of this océurs' in

“
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' : \
Act II when he tries to establish his own background of
impeccable respectability. “We knew the meaning of respect

. « . I'd tip my hat to the toddlers. I'd give a helping

hand to a couple of stray dogs" (p. 46). As in so much of

Jewish humour, it carries with it a bitter undertone, a
self-deprecation, reflecting the phobic cloak that hangs in

//’
the cupboafd of many Jews. It contains a comedic replay of
s

T y

fears that.are the distinguishing trait of numerous Jewish

P

writers, comedians, and Yiddish folklore. 'Typi’cal of this
kind of humour‘is the joke about the old Jew who steps out
of his house to £ind people running in panic down the street,

He manages to stop a passerby to ask what is going on and

t

learng that a lion has escaped from the zoo. He immediately

asks, "Is that good for the Jews .or bad?"

It is il"xl\teresting that when Stanley first encounters, '
McCann and tries to talk to ‘\him; Stanley refers to Fuller's
teashop. "I used to take my tea th;_re" (p. 42). ’He also
refers to Boots Libfaxjy.

Later, Goldberg in his inimical

pose as a benign member of society, talks. of ". . . tea in .

Fuller's, a library book from Boots . . ." (p. 59). There
is no way to ascertain if they have known each other in the
past or simply shared common experiences in similar (Jewish?)

| neighbourhoods.

Y e A M —— e
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Another aspect of this scene that is noteworthy is that
throughout the questioning, Mc(;'ann keeps refe;‘ring to
matters with Irish and Christian ove:;tqnes. "Why'dJ‘Ld you
betray us?"Q(p. 51); "That's a Black and Tan fact" (p. 51);
"You betrayed the organization" (p. 51); "She was waiting at
the church" (p. 53); "What about Ireland?" (p. 54);: "You're

a traitor to the cloth" (p. 54); "The Albigensenist heresy"

(p. 54); "You betrayed our land" (p. 55); and *Right, Judas"’

(p. 55). Goldberg, on the other hand, uses references that

are more ambiguous. fqﬂg resorts to a flow of philosophical

mumbo jumbo: “. . 1 It's only necessarily necessary! We

v

! 5

admit possibility only after we grant necessity . . ." (p. 53).

However, when McCann accuses Stanley of betraying "our land,"”

Goldberg immediately interjects, "You betray our breed."™

. While McCann uses the past tense, Goldberg uses the present,

intimating that the betrayal is stil;i. going on and, in the

light of his Jewishness, his reference to "our breed" can

\ «

surely mean a betra;l'(all of Jéw‘s. However, Goldherg's

{
references to betrayal and guilt of some sort are by no
means clear and the exact nature of the betrayed party or
gr‘d\.xp‘/is disguised by Pinter in layers of non-sequiters,
frc;m accusations of killing "your wife," to leaving the

[ .
fiancée "waiting at the church," to two particularly

N

Akl
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t

significant questions from Goldberg: "Webber! - Wh.y did you

—_—t

cflange your name?" (p. 53) :l and a second question touching
on abandonment c\;f\r\eiigion: "Do you recognize an external
force, rles;ponsible for you, suffering for.you? . . . When
did you last pray’.;" (p. 53). 'I'h;:Es sﬁéées,ts not some my’s—
terious group of terrorists or ‘gangsters, but relj:gion. It
follows Géidberg's questions on nameé change and "You stink (,\,f;_
of sin." While Pinter_ has allowed McCann's questions .
clearly to, touch c;n both his Irish herif;age and his Chridtian
background, he has cloaked Goldberg's references in hys Ee;y,
suggesting Pinter's desire to évoid op:en or direct refer-p
ence to Jews and Jewishness. ’

Tl;e guestion remains unanswered. Who are they?
Go.ldberg talks of a i:ast that is gone, of his wife and sons
who are dead. He does not know what happenéd to them.
Goldberg 'is himself, in this way, not unlike many Jews who
survived the holocaust b;:tt who have lost their families and
are unable to lea{:n :)r to understand what h;ets happened to
them. He is a man of many faces and names. What is his:,
true identity? Is he a defrocked priest with a mysterious |

history? Goldberg talks of their old cfays together;

Did they ever really occur? McCann does not even

1 mhis is interesting in view of Pinter's own experi-
ments with different names (Pinta, David Baron).

e ot AR i e e st s — 7 PR SR
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seem to know exaictly what name to use for his "partner.”" 1In

fact, both seem to have a variety of names. A're they reaily ‘

gangsters or enforcers? At times, they seem to be very
< .

squeamish, almost embarrassed by their efforts. Their
\ o
menace, when looked at realistically, consists of comic

routines of questioning and tearing newspaper into strips.

Even Goldberg refers to this activity as ". . . childish.
. L
It's pointless" (p. 78). Goldberg, himself, at one point
©

breaks down into babbling (pp. 80-81) and he frightens him-
self. The threatening iguise of Goléberg at times deteriox-
ates to comic levels with his chest expander and other
's_h;igh (tricks, mannerisms) .

"Shortly after the two guests arrive, Stanley keeps in-

sisting that Meg tell him their names, After considerable

7

rodding, Meg finglly remembers: "Gold . . . Goldberg." The
P tg

name seems to have special significande for Stanley because

he suddenly turns silent and seems unable to arouse himﬁelf.
In all of Pinter's playé to date, Goldberg is the only
character with a name that is-.unquestionably Jewish. Is it

the Jewishness of the name that silences Stanley, or is it

the .specific name "Goldberg"? We cannot be sure. However,

ot

when Meg stumbles trying to remember the namé and, at first

says "Gold," Stanley does not fill:in the rest which we

°

’
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would ‘expect if.he knew the name, but continues toul-prod Me

to remember the full name. Therefore, it seems that it is

not the specific name that stlins Stanley but that it is the

obvious ,fact that "Goldberg| is a Jewish name:
w them? ;

Stanley. How do I know if I know them untJ.l
I know their names?

v Meg: ;Well . » . he told me, I remember.
Stanley: Well? .
e

She thinks.
Meg: Gold - something.
/ -~ Stanley: Goldsemet};ing. &
Meg: Yes. Gold . . .
« Stanley: Yes? /
y Meg: Goldberg.
S 'tanley : Goldben g?
Meg: That's right . . . (p. 37)
The Birthday Party also ech-_ae{many of the terrifying _

occurrences in the Europe of Nazi Germany There is the

"safe" hzdewoutr with its recurrent and ever present fear of:-

¥,
& N . '

discovery. The knock on the ‘door sounds and an 8S officer
and his aide enter. They interrogate their suspect who |

- - ) v u( \5‘2
attempts to ingratiate himsgelf and, through various ruses,

unsuccessfully tries to deny his ident‘ity, to claim another.
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Is Stanley being brought back to his Jewish identity by

;

Goldberg and his helper? While Pinter underscor%‘s Goldberg’s

!

Jewishness, it is surely significant that it is only when he

talks to Stanley that he extends Jewish greetings: "Mazeltov!
- ( v

\ ' And may we meet only at Simchas!" (p. 59). This indicates

that Sta{nley, too, is Jewish or that Goldberg believes this
o

«

is the case. ‘ - T !

C .
Stanley's destruction or capture issues from a brutal

1

- external world. His tormentors are all too opdinary and

\
bumbling as they proceed with their task. Stanley himself
. J

N

; ©is a stfange figure. There is nothing very'attractive apout
o )

He is unshaveé., unwashed, and apparently afraid to go out.

He is petulant, almost childishly so, to Meg and Lulu. . z
~ There is an air of defeat about him, the ineffﬁctual be~ !
“haviour of the gchlemihl (the unfortunaée, inept one). When |

trapped, he at first tries to escape by fawning on McCann in

such a transparent manner as to guarantee failure. .

As The Birthday Party progresses, Goldberg play's a

>

croas between the role of a gentle East End Jew|and d middle-

-aged roué with Lulu, while McCann, always the Ifishman,

~ carries on with Meg. Pinter has givefl this scene an

3

, . operatic-like structure, with the dialogue of each duo

- him. He is a shadowy figure who display‘sfiitt;ie willpower~ ' L
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h / &
"Gesundheit," refers to his wife's ‘pet Jewish name for hinm,. .

‘ / } playing cdntrap'untally to the other. Goldberg says .

t

"'S:_i.mey, " and the ;’;oy“s/of J:'ew:its.'h delicatessen like nc;ll‘mop«',:'
he;:ring and pickled cucumber, while McCann drops rgfgrgx;ces'
to Car;:ikmacx:'oss. The alcohol .is beginnir;g to tak‘e‘ effect
. N 9 . .
‘and Golﬁbgré calls for a song from McCann aqd 'Lulu exclaims,
3ﬂ K love \'sor(llgv!" However, "i;lst\éad McCann begins to sing of
. \ T K

e

‘ the "1:>old’Fenian men." .Lulﬁ“‘/'gogtir'mes to’ purét;e her " love

moti £ with"Goldbe;:g; "¥ou're the dead im'age of the first |

@X m’:m I evgr‘lo{zed“ (p. 64). Thg opera;tic-like sequence con-
n  tinues to build as they decide to play a game of blind man's

buff. This, »of course, is a repeated Pinter metaphor of

)

loss of sight meaning deati and c;.llminates with Stanley as .,

the central figure afhd victim. ;

— ' N\
. ket against the pitiful figure of a silent Stanley. It is

t

Jalmost like a tscoaneS with the guards in a Nazi death camp.’

?

. The ‘vic(tim"facing destruction is surrounded by tormentors

and executione®s who play out their noymal lives, faugh¥ng

x

‘ - - - ) » -
N . . - )
. & - -
: : . « ‘
" -

s -
£
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and amusing themselves in a prosaic pattezﬁ; of everyday

living. - . ’

A deceptive peace and quiet reigns as the curtain rises

f 4

on Act III. The breakfast scene of Act I is 'rei)eai:ed, with
Petey sitting reading his paper. But there is nb breakfast
and, in spite of Meg's cbnéern, tihérg is no “Stanny." There
is now & bi}g, black car parkecf out front. Meg reports that

she tried to take a cup of- tea to Stanley but McCarin and

' \-/"_““"'\ .

Goldberg were "talking" to hin. N
Goldberg enters. He exudes his usual goneff (con man)
charm and reassurance as he chat‘ters on. Pinter,  though,

cannot resist throwing in a touch of ambiguous menace and as
..

1

Goldberg talks about the "bfl.qg" car, he adds, ". . .(rumina-
N

tively) and the boot. A beautiful poot.\ "There's just room

T .. fof t(}"xs\right é\itount" (p. ‘73). /,/
L1 oo

It is ironic that Pintere allows references to his own

past to be mouthed by a threatening character, a turncoat
¢

Jew like Goldberg. 'Ihxz.s'underlin.es the distortions of Jewish

_life that are reflecte‘éi:in Pinter's writing. He has a-ten-

.dency to st:ereotype, in a raﬁher n;agaﬁive manner,fcertarin
\éspects of Angld-Jewish life. For eicamp‘le:, "'When we meet
Stanhley in Act I, we find‘l If:u.“m suffering from a lt?ortnc;y\'s
c‘om.pla\i.st' as severe as that éresented' in the wpii:};s of‘

°
” @

UV SNy SO
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American-Jewish writers such as Philip Roth and Saul Bellow

||1f -
' I

Goldberg's continying reminiscences about his family
and the Jewish customs and food are obviously‘zﬁﬂthentic.
These run a wide gamutt He refers to his mother's servihg«

of the traditional gefilte fish on erev Shabess (Friday

‘nights); he mentions his father's admonition to avoid

schnorrers (shtetl béggars) . Another example is Goldberg's~

use~of such terms as mazel tov (good-luck, congratulations)

~ (2

and simchas (celebrations). The Jewish intonatfops and
, rhythms Q}i{ch periodically appear in Goldl;erg's spéeches,
lik; those of Max and Sam in The Homecoming, are clearly
set out by ?inter. They are a tribute to Pinter's celebrated
ability tc; -pé\rody authentic speech pgtte‘rns and they serve
to &eriine the Jewishness of these chara:ct;ers.

Elemelnts of Goldberg's unsavoury, caricature-like
behaviour are particularly e'vi:‘de.nil: in his oily bonhommie and

his hypocritical homilies on the righté and wrongs of .proper

behaviour, even as’ proceeds to hourvxd‘Stanley into

2

1 Baker and Tabachnick, Harold Pinter, p. 58.

|

W
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submission. For his part, Stanley, as observed, seems "all
too ready" to be victimized.

As Act III opens, Stanley is upstairs in his room,

‘ appaiently destroyed by the horrible procedures visited on

him by McCann and Goldberg. Even these two seem to have
A

been repelled by the whole process. Neither wants to go

back upstairs to bring Stanley down. \

Goldberg reveals his malaise in a long speech that
raftbles on ard on in a seemingly endless torrent of wotds. -
It is the kind of verbal diarrhea that Pinter ,uses to indi-

cate the difficulties. of ordered communication and an under-

“

[N

standing by a cﬁaracter of what motivates his behaviour. .

The speech itself, in spite of its seéemingly aimless nature

¥

and string of clichés, reveals Goldberd's inner struggles

with his family background and the morality of his Jewish

death, of:the precepts of a gooduJewishnupbringing, of the
strength of families ties, and of the Jew's obligations to
)

uﬁhold the laws of Moses.

-

Iy
3 \

In this speech there are references to learning, a near

]

stereotypical .Jewish pre-occupation:

What do you think, I'm a self-made man? No,

I sat where I was told to sit. I kept my
eyes on the ball. School? Don't talk to

me about school. Top in all subjects. (p. 8()

. "
>

Ve

. upbringiﬁb. He talks!in a distorted manner--of his father's- , -

A
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Humourously, into these protestations is thrown' the sly

comment of the draver (the finagler)£ "Never write down a’

thing" (p. 80). Suddenly, Goldberg finds himself face-to-

face with a lack of meaning - 'in his life:
| Because I believe that the world ... (Vacant)
... Because I believe that the world ...
(Degperate) ... BECAUSE I BELIEVE THAT THE
WORLD ... (Lost) ... He sits in chair. (p. 80)

'

GoIaberglthen reverts to his own Je&ish background, as‘if
looking for safe groun@, and McCann kneels in front of'the
table in an éttitude'of cbeisance before a high priest.
Goldberg introduces a new and very Jewish name for himself:

My father said to me, Benny, Benny, he'said,
come here. He was dying. I knelt down. By
him day and night. Who else was there?
Forgive, Benny, he said, live and let live.
Yes, Dad. Go home to your wife. I will,

Dad. Keep" an eye open for low lives, for
schqprrers, for layabouts. He didn't men-
tion names. I lost my life in the service

of others; he said. I'm not ashamed. Do
your duty gnd keep your observations. (p. 81)

r

There is Pinter humour in this scene when the dying.father
is reported as saying:

"Always bid good morning to the neighbours."
t . . (.
This is followed by:
"Never forget your family, for they are '
the rock, the’ constitution and the corel!" (p. 81)

~

The effect is both to underline Pinter's satire of

: .
Goldberg’s middle-class Jewishness and its possible

N \

1

;

-
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_platitudes of the alrjightnik (the boastful, successful Ti?l///////

relationship to his mission with Stanley. At the same time
N < ' : :

this speech emphasizes the combination of comedy and mystery
in Goldberg's behaviour.

The comedy is further heightened in the wheezing scene

which follows and in which Goldberly suddenly fails to (

®

reéognize himself:

4 . . (He emits a Q g Q;tched wngege—wh;ne.
He looks around,) )

What wés that?

McCann: What?

Goldberg: I heard.something. 7

McCann: That was you.

Goldberg: Me? - , f \

McCa;nQ gure. 15?*”' i

4

|
Goldberg: (interested) What you heard it too?

Fa

(p. 81)
This is reminiscent of an old Yiddish joke: ["Look at me..
I'm niﬁety years old and I'm fit as a fiddle. Knock on
wood! (Pause) Hullo! Hullo! Who's tﬁ;re?“
Anyone familiar with popular Anglo-Yiddish theatre will
recognize Goldberg's comic variations on the tenets of a

3 ,

successful life. The cadence, the thoughts,all echo the

who is. 80 ready to dispense free advice to anyone who-will




&

-

/\\
/

listen:

And that's"why I've reached my position, McCann.
Because I've always been fit as a fiddle. My
motto, Work hard and play hard. Not a day's

illness.

(pp. 80-81) °

"
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Humour is never far off when Goldberg is 6n\stage, and

neither are the little Yiddish expressions. The final scene

with Lulu in Act III is replete with both:

N

i Goldberg:
Lulu:

Goldberg:
Lulu:

-~

Goldbefg:‘

Lulu:

Goidberg:

Lulu, schmulu, let byegones be bye-
" gones, do me a turn . . .

You made use of me by cunning when my |
defences were down.

Who took them down?

= « o You took advantage of me when
I was overwrought. I wouldn't again,
not even for a Sultan.

One night doesn't make a harem.

You didn't appreciate me for myself.
You took all those liberties only to
satisfy your appetite.

‘Now you're giving me indigestion.

4

(p. 84)

When McCann and Goldberg put on their' two-man act, the

humour remains but it becomes somewhat more foreboding.

' This is the case in the last little show as they talk to

"Stanley (who) shows no reaction.”

'The humour echoes the world of the Yiddish Music Hall.

L




At this poimt, McCann suddenly refers to Stanley as “Mr.

39

w

" . Stanley is brought downstairs by McCann. He is dresseéd

-in a sober, formal style for a special orcasion, perhaps

even a funeral. McCann and Goldberg then attempt "to woo
him, gently and with relish" (p. 86). They do so, in |
tandem,. using a series of stacatto sentences. It very.

clearly echoes a comic routine and the Anglo-Jewish
- . |

!
‘cadences in some of Goldberg's lines are unmistakable:

A

"Between you and 'me, Stanley, it's ;gzﬁt time you had a new
pair of glasses" (p. 86). : T

The process is divi&ed into three parts. The first is
devoted to Stanley's shortcomings: "You can't éée straiéht
. « «» You need a long convalescence. . . . You're a‘dead
duck" (p. 86). The second part is a catalogue df‘what‘éﬁéy
will do for him; "But we can save you . . . From QOW/g;
we'll be the hub of your wheel . . . We'll wdtch over you.
.« « «" (p. 87). The third part of their "wooing" is devoted
té‘fhe results éf their ministrations: "Ybu;ll be re-
orienteﬁ . « o You'll be rich . . . You'll be a mensch . . .

You'll own yachts . . ."(p. 88). The episode ends on a’

comic note. They each repeat the word "animals" and they

P

then turn to ask Stanley for his opinion. But he has been -

:»f‘g

robbed of speech and can only respond with meaningless sound.

.”" '
1

\
» - I
- - *

et
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Webber" and "sir," as if Stanley has already attained some
sort of superior status even as he‘has been 'reduced to S
helplessness. ' — ‘ \k\ ”,
_There is little aﬁusing in'§£anle§'s final moments,
before he is led off. He has lo;t’tﬁe power of speech and
can only make inarticulate, aﬁimal—like no%ges. It is
almost as if he is once again aﬁ infant.
Petey, always sympathetic but weak, makes a mild'Qesture
to help Spqpley, but quickly retreé;s when Goldberg and
McCann offer to take him along fbr'the ride. In counterpoint

to the sad demise of Stanley, the play ends with the fey
< N
words of a hung—Pver Meg:

Meg: I was the belle of the ball.
H /’ -

Petey: Were you?
“ ©
Meg: Oh yes, They all said I was.

?etey: I bet you were, too.

Meg: Oh, it's true I was. (Pause)
I know I was.

)
i .

Curtain (p. 91)

In many ways, The Birthday Party can be interpreted as
I
a dream, the-nightmare of a young Jew trying to escape into

the govish (gentile) world that in his childhood probably

’

echoed with strangeness and even menace. Significantly, the

<
o - i M

.
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chief égenf.éharged with bringing him back to the world of
his family is another Jew. In a sénse, the play is the cul-
mination of manhunt. It is a distorted kaleidescope of

past memories and present realities, full of banter and
. ' ’
over-ripe sentimentality. Peopled by banal characters who

4

paréicipate in the terrifying subjugation of a man, The
Birthday Party is the story of the end of an artist's career

before it has really begun. I am .sure it is. Pause. At

least, I think-'it is. Pause. Or is it?

§
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A SLIGHT ACHE:

S

A WASP IN THE GARDEN OF EDEN

A Slight Ache is Pinter's first work“to. venture beyond
the working class world. With this play, he leaps from.the
tough slums of London to the genteel (and gentile) world of

the English countryside--a milieu that could seem, to a Jew

"'of Pinter's backgrouﬁd, a Garden of Eden. In this seemingly

¢

ideal ﬁbrld, the ever present Pinter threat hinges on sexual ’
rather than physical survival.

In leaving the world in which he was brought up, Pinter
has @oved into a foreign setting, the English country garden

and the English country home. The environment, the people,

and their lénguage are light years away from the crowded,

noisy streets and marginal lives of those who jinhabit
1 y

England's ancient, urban slums.

A

1 ne cannot help but wonder what influence Pinter's
unhappy’ experiences as a child evacuee to the English
countryside from London, during the war, had on this play
and its characters. It was a relatively short stay and
Pinter was returned to the bomb-ravaged East End, later to
go into a rural area closer to the devastated city, thi

time with his mother. . ;

42 -

~
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With humour that verges on the savage, Pinter lampoons
the two‘characters who repfeéent upper middle-class Britons.
Flora éﬂd Edward are presented 'as bumbling, empty people
whose "space," their home and garden, is, in a sénse, just
as closed-in as the rooms of Pinter's first plays:". .;; the
foom is extended to include the garden."1 In contrast to
other Pinter characters, the struggles of Flora and Edward
for survival are based more on boredom and ennui than on £he
more naked and brutal forces that loog over a character such
as Rose’in The Room. As in Pinter's early plays, there is
the familiar menace. In A Slight Ache, the threat stands

outside the garden gate, in the mysterious guise of a match-

geller. It is no accident that he is named Barnabas after a

; el 2
figure in the New Testament, a Jew converted to Christianity.

By the end of the play, Barnabas, the Jew turned Christian,'

has displaced the "Aryan," Edward.

|

1

1 Arnoid ». Hinchliffe, Harold Pinter (New York: St.
Martin's Press, 1967), p. 91.

2 Barnabas', original name was Joseph of Cyprus. He was
a friend of Saul of Tarshis who was renamed Paul after his
conversion. Both, incidentally, became proselytizers for
their new religion.

P

-




Edward ig a pompous and pathetfc portrait of the

‘ Englishméh who, supposedly, reigns suptreme in his own ‘home

which, in the English tradition: is his "castle"; except
that he is being uﬁdermiﬁed on the insid ‘by his wife and
threatened on tﬁe outside by a foreign orcé. His p:obleés:
prpcéed in main from his advancing age: failing°sexual
powers, loss of memory, and vague dream of\past glories. -
To. this, or as a result 9f all this, we must|add Edwagd's
stirong tendency to g;ranoia. He seems to be\gvretired

businessman turned would-be writer, scientist, historian

dum philosophgr. Pinter is, to say the least, ironic in his

presentation of this honourable member of the British middle-

!

class. \
3 There is, in Edward's speeches, the éngestioALof a
| \
happier past, a braver time in his life. %side from his
references to his pro?ess a;ﬂsporté, ;s he4$ries to reassert

A

his manhood, he mentions "a' three-masted scﬂooner" on no less

!

™ than three occasionsc' He talks of the sea and wandering

along the cliffs looking out to sea. "The cliff, The sea, -

‘ 1
The three-masted schooner.” It is almost as if he is

7/ . .
1 Barold Pinter] A Slight Ache and Other| Plays (1961;
rpt. London: Eyre & Methuen, 1973), p. 39. .All subsequent
references to A Slicht Ache will appear parenthetically
in my ‘text. -

D ’l‘
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referring to a romantic past, %hgn he could repulse invaders,

-

as in those brave days of the Elizabethan/period, when the

English turned back the Spanish Armada: ' .
~ ' . .
I could stand on the hill and look through my
telescope at the sea. And follow the path of ’
the’ three-masted schooner, feeling fit, well

aware of my sinews, their suppleness, .my arms
lifted holding the telescope, steady, easily,

. «~ .no trembling, my aim was perfect. . . . (p. 35)
Pinter adds satire to the proceedings by the comic Qicious-
ness of Edward's attack and execution of the wasp, in the

twisted context of an almost dream-like stream gf words: .
- « « « I could pour hot water down‘the’spobn-
hole, yes, easily, no difficulty, my grasp
_ firm, my command established, my life was’
accounted for . . . my progress was fluent,
after my long struggling against all kinds of
usurpers, disreputables, lists, literally
lists of peopite.anxious to do me down. . . .
(pp. 35-36)
LY A Y . . '
There is in this and other pi%ts of his long soliloquy,

paranoic descriptions of hié.strdggles against those

Y

masses of people (of immigrants?) who.seek to displace him.’

3
{

There are more than vague sexual overtones in Edward's
- N

allusions to the teiescope, the three-masted schooner; the’

e 1

wasp in the honey jar, and, of course, pouring water down

the hole. In fact, in all of tﬁis, the sexual implicationé

Y

Y

A}

—
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L ) ’ i ‘ 3
- RN “" d
Sy \ are very clear. However, in alﬂBst every respect Edward 8
manner and behav1our are.leBSUEhan vital and v1r11e. In -t
: - ’ » ‘
* y fact, he is rather mousey, except for some comic moments of

bravado in front of his wife and in the safety'of his °

- . )

" "castle." This is quickly deflated by the silentupreségca

' { N \ -
© of the matchseller, when the latter is finally brought into

ousé. It is interesting that in his “'weakness" Edward

° ™~ s . )

must depend on Flora to bring the L@tchéeller'into the house.
After making bold remarka about the matchseller to Flora, l

' [

Edward ‘is reduced td mealy—mouﬁhed béiaviOur ,when faced by

N the stranger. . : T . ,

The intrusion of the "alien," the stranger, hag blighted

[} -

the landscape”for him, taken away ﬁ;s pleasure in strolling
N , . o T , .
out: "It used to give me pleasure, such pleasure to stroll

along « « . Out through the back gate. . . . That pleasure

o is now den;ed me.' It 8 my own house, isn't it? It's my
A ! -

own gate.’ (pp. 15-16) C ’ ‘ M
N s
" The matchseller is a’ vague, undeflned figure. ﬁé is - ¢
SRR referred to in sexual tgrms us a. bullock which, in fact, "°~'“
g. ) j ‘ q‘ | ’j" /. - ) L . “
' 1 This is a paraphrasing of the views ‘of the ultxa-

SRR natxonalist British Brother's.League. "Oyr firgt duty is
: t0 . o & maintaining our position ‘with honour. British
'wotk « . » British homes .. (etc Yo '¢haimiBermont,
rrd A Sty ‘g (Londons.
. Eyre & Methuen, 1975), p..142. N . H

R
[
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' o

'is a castrated bull. There is little that'can be said about

him except for the views of his host ahd hostess. He never

speaks. We do not.see his face but only the. outline of-his
. . : oot '

fiqure. °Originally written as a radio play, in that form

' : ~ ‘
the audience could not be sure that he was anything bat-a

figment of Edward's and {Iofa'sbimaqinations. It mayh%ery
[ a

i ]
of so many Pinter works. )

4 -

though she is a full rty to-the wasp killing. Edward's

er he has killed the wasp: "AK
it's a good day.”
In attempting to assume his role of masculine superior-

ity, Edward continually issues ogders,“hometimes to cover
4 r «

his ,own, fears: R ) o

2
u

; ~ Edward: Cover the pot. .’. . Don't move. Keep
. What are you doing? .

Flora: vering the pot.

Edward: Don't move, Leave it. Keep still. '
‘" . (Pause) Give me the 'Telegraph'.

Flora:s ,It's going in the pot.
Edward: - Give me the lid.
Flora: It's in. -
Edward:  Give me the 1id:

‘ s : . - ‘ ‘

N i

x

well be the famili;;'"folly-a—deux,“ the unverifiable aspect -

I}

' ‘ )
Flora is portrayed as unceasingly cheerful and-positive .

[




3

Flora: I'1l do it.

Ed&ard: ' Give it to me. Now e « .« (ps1l).

-

The very awareness of thé“presence of the matchseller
produces in Edward a deflation which Pinter indicates in the
" script with his direction "tonelessly." Edward seems to

withdraw and the first scene e%'lds with his declaration that,

of course, the matchseller is /}‘" P hairmlesfs. How could

-

he be ot;Jluer. than harmless?" (p. 16). :

)

‘ L
In her own subtle way, Flora reinforces Edward's obvious

‘fears: ""Good Lord, what's that? Is that a bullock let |,

N

loose? No. It's the matchseller.. . . He looks .bigger. .
~ L ‘

Have you Been/ﬁatching hin? He looks . . . like a bullock"

(p. 17). Following thj.‘s\ dialogue, Edward r,eféses to go out
into the garden, ;’md tries to hide his fears. Flora pu:rsues

1

her;gam\e of undermining Edward b"y patting him and calling
him, "Oh, Weddie. Beddy-Weddie." She' then ‘introduces the

symbol of weakness, his weakness: "Your eyes are bloodshot"
P ) .

(P 18). She cqnti"nués to focus attention on the match-

‘

seller whjch seems to produce more acute pain in Edward's
eyes. This is a direct attack on Edward's sexual and
physical survival. As Esslin points out, ". . . a slight

-
ache in his (Edward's) eyes . . . the image of blindness--

H
-

as in The Room and The Bi z;_';g;hy day Party-- . . seems to be

<

P’

«
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. ) 1
equated with sexual inadequacy and death."
' : g
But again, Edward tries to regain his masculine
strengths by ordering Flora to bring the stranger in and

hi% habit of issuing orders continues:

Edward: Call him in.

Flora: Me?

‘ Y Edward:  Go out and call him in.

Flora: Are you serious? (Pause) Edward, I
could call the police. Or even the
vicar.

: '8
v Edward: Go and get him. {(pp. 19-20) .

{

A little later, after Flora has brought the mysterious -
figure into the garden, Edward pursues his dominant, male
\ role: g ' . ‘

Flora: Edward . . . are you sure it's wise
to bother about all this?

¢ Edward: Tell him to come in. '
Flora§ I. ..
Edward: Now.

"I'here is little progress by Edward in 'getting to know
the strange visitor. Flora volunteers to get to the_bottom

of the matter: ‘ . 4

N 1 Martin Esslin, The:- Peopled Wound: The Work of Harold’
Pipter (London: Methuen, 1970), p. 88. "
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e tereo b et 5 % =

Edward:
, nothing .~
Flora: .
I 1
I
Edward:
" Flora:

; me.

11 find out about him .
promise you . . . I shall
. . get to the bottom of it.*

You? It's laughable.

I'l1l surprise him,

50

8

. .« . you're a woman, you kgow

. I'l1l speak to him . . .

. . -

<

' You'll see--he won't bargain for

(p. 29)

‘Bdward, however, seems to distrust his companion and
s 5]

is sqspicious: " (hissing) what are you plotting? . . . What

.~ are you plotting?" (pp. 29-30). However, Flora knows how to

deal with her mate, and reverts to the cliché role of the

scheming female: " . . . you‘shouid trust your wife more,

4

Edward. .You should trust her judgment, and have a greater

insight into her capabilities. & woman . . . a woman will

often succeed, you know, where a man must invariably fail"

(p. 30).

Clearly, Pinter has allowed both of them to follow

[N

their traditional male’and female stereotypical behaviour.

Edward is always issying orders, demanding to be obeyed to

cover his vulnerability. Flora slyly uses guile to achieve

her own ends. In this case,

it is the demise of Edward and

his replacement with a more active sexual partner. For

under Flora's gentle, affected manner is a sexually vibrant

woman who is unsatisfied by her partner.

|
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The presence of the matchseller at the gate is the
catalyst for the struggle. Esslin and others have referred
to -the lntruder as the "angel of death,f/@;‘ This is certainly
a convenient and often-used literary image. However, taking

a somewhat different tack and relying on Pinter's own ex-

perience for clues, or as the starting point, A*ig}g_; Ache .

*
can be analyzed in considerably more prosaic terms. A

> . ’
struggling actor/writer, who also happens to be a Jew from

the poor, immigrant neighbourhood of a hL\lge city, encounters

the hothouse world of upper middle-class England, w:Lth 1ts

e T
-
s

peculiar politessge and mores, set in its splendld country"
{ .
estates. As he touches its fringes, he finds himself im-

paled periodically on sharp shafts of snobbery. He £eacts '
with resent‘:;ent. He sees the obvious_.artificialities, the
insensitivity) and. in‘appropriaténess' of the attitudes and
behavieur of man'y meﬁ\bers of thie group and, yet, finds
asﬁects of it very attractive. He thinks of himself as an
awkward’ stranger at the gate, particularly in view of his.

Jewishness. He is without the appropriate attire and

pedigree, waiting and hoping to be invited into the splendors

‘of this wé:;ld. Hisg easiesfmethods of acces’s*ere his own

. oL

1 Esslin, gg Pgogleg Woun p.

S
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dark, good looks, his you@h qné sex appeal. In ;the play., /
P'ir:ter distorts all of 'this into a grotééqt;e version of ‘/
St. Georg‘e and the dragon. Barnabas, the matchseller,
swathed in his balaclava and “layers of nor{desc.;ript ;}.othes,
i)ecomes the gallant knight, albeit souléthiqg less than'a ",
shining version of same, with his layers d/f caked' dirt. The,
dragon,” in dream terms, in a reversal of roles, is the,upper-;
class Englishman, the effete graduate of the Public-School

system whose big demonstration off his,brave'ry is his sneaky

killing of an insect. He argues comically whether the wasp

.  bites or stings. Because Edward loses his sexual strength,

]

he cannot defend his "castle" against the mysterious, dirty
stranger who a’;: first seems only " jelly" but who turns into
all too solid fleéh, with Sé;(ﬁil apparatu;s to match. In
fact, Edward's percepfion of the matchseller haé mu'ch in
common with-the way in which many upper-classg Engliéhmen
pefceive Jews. |

'Flora is pért ‘.of the English garden, thé flower ready'
to be picked. Edward evokes the‘image of +the lisping,
Edwardian gentieman, the pseudo--intellectuai of a peric;d
play of manners. The matchseller represer;is tha.t‘ vague,

dirty outside world that oﬂly becomes palpable, and in that

\L N
] s
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l .
+senge real, when it intrudes.into his world. Or, he may be

- the symbol of those vague masses Qf tradespeople.or Jewish
péddlers who tramped Eﬁglandﬂs back country roads through
//;i& weathers, carrfing their "unsavoury" wares’with them in

ﬁheié‘search for parnossa (livelihood).
. /
f The satire opens on an institution that is fitting to
f this speéial middle-class worid, the English breakfast table,

with great focus on a very suiﬁabLe centerpiece for this

. \
/’ meal-~the marmalade jar. In Pinter's bitter distortion, it
. . N o, .

. [
becomes tha Weapon for the sneak attack and the ignominious
’/

death of a wasp. (A Pinter pun?) This is a‘comic but

vicious preview of the coming demise of Edward. (Another-

wasp?) Their preoccupations, their language and actions all

1

satirize the couple who occupy center stage. In a sense,
Edward can be seen as a British version of the traditional

Yiddish gchlemihl. This is best illustrated in hid inability

to talk and behave beyond the surface politeness

2 i : . \

\(\\\, T

"jfi It is not unlike the lack of individuality attributed
e British or the French, or any colonialists, in their
-andilaves, to the indigenous populations, until they lose
control and the colonized people begin to assert themselves.
The/(colonized people then become individuals with names and
g» Thus, the vague form of the matchseller becomes more
and even gains a name, given to him by Flora.

.
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of his class in his encounter with Barnabas. Thus, in his

intended cross-examination of the matchseller, Edward

I

rambles on and on, in his socially correct manner without

being"able to come to the point, to the real questions for

which he is seeking answers.

o o Thgt's right. Mind how you go. That's
- . . it. Now, make yourself comfortable.
Thought you might like some refreshment, on a
day like this. Sit down, old man. What will
you have? Sherry? Or what about a double
scotch? Eh?

(Pauge)

I entertain the villagers annually, as a matter
of fact. I'm not the squire, but they look

upon me with some regard. Don't believe we've
got a squire here any more, yactually. Don't
know what became of him.. Nice old man he was.
Great chess-player, as I remember. Three
daughters. The pride of the county. Flaming v
red hair. Alice was the eldest. Sit yourself.
down, old chap. Eunice T think was number two.
The youngest one was the best of the Bunch.
Sally. No, no, wait a minute, no, it wasn't
Sally, it was...Fanny. Fanny. A flower. You
must be a stranger here. Unless you lived

here once, went on a long voyage and have

lately returned. Do you know the district? (p. 22)

.

. Edward's torrent of words aimed at his guest is to

e
cover his. own anxieties. It yepresents, of course, stand- «Q
ard Pinter practice and the clichés start to fly thicker
with the non-response of Barnabas and the growing desper-

ation of Edward. The invitation to enter” the house is
[} '

Edward's idea and is intended by Edward as a means of

s
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N
i

relieving himself of his fears. However, in the face of

.__&“s‘ilence,.his crisp English middle-class reticence breaks

e e 5w x

)
P : N
down into an orgy of confession’ and self-examination that

from the beginning is concerned with the basic questioh:
\}o or what is the matchseller?"l

- Edward obviously haé little undnerstanding of his
visitor whd, so far as he‘ is concernedj, m.ight be a visitor °
from another land. Barnabas is a foreigner to Edward. In
fact, the matchseller is truly a stranger who l?ehaves
1\:otally inappropriately. Barnabas can be regarded as
Pinter's distorted symbol of the foreigners who flocked to
Britain before and after World War II, masses of immigrants
who rudely'and energetically pushed asid; the "Edvgards" to’

make room for themselves.: While standing at the gate,’

waiting to 'be admitted and seeking room in which to grow,

s
7

they are, in the eyes of the ~Br‘itish'-born. fac"ele/ss’,/ smelly
intruders with apparently no senée of where tc; o to earn a
:ldiving but persisting in their _determinatio to stay. 'I.'héy
do not respond or talk because they ‘(,io nof speak English'. .

-Many of these immigrants were Jews who fled or survived

Hitler. For those who were "in placg," who were British, -

o

[

/

1 Hinchli f£fe,




they were "the displacers." From another view, these Jews
were "the displaced ones.” |

That the wésp's demise and Edward's Aare connected can
be seen in the 'juxtaposition‘ of the first allusion to the
‘ wasp's forthcoming death and the‘ first signs of Edward's

i

eye trouble, his 'ultimately fatal condition:

‘Flora: _What a horrible death.

E&ward: On the contrary.

(Pause)

F:‘ ora: Have you got somethix}g in you;\: eye?

Edward: No: Why do you ask?

Flora: - You keep clenching them, blinking them.
.\Edward: I have a slight ache in them. (p. 12 )‘

Lat'e\r,A in the process of killing the wasp, ‘Edward
refers to "blinding him" (p. 14) .

As the threat to Edward (imagined or real) from the

Vs
matchseller mounts,; the Rain in his eyes becomes acute:

Flora: You're frightened of him.

Edward: I'm ﬁot;“ )

Flora: You're frigi;ifeqed of a poor old man.
Why? . . \

Edward: I am not! ‘"

1 \

56
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Flora: He's a poor, harmless old man.
Edward: Aah my eyes. (p. 18)
Flora, in contrast to Edward, has energy and vitality.
She still displays the sens’uality that is revealed as she -

- recounts her youthful story about: the poacher, with its

sexual overtones. From this point of view the satire, which <’

.

is withering, is recounted with dewvastating humour by one

who can be perceived himself as a stranger at the gate, try-

’
~

ing to sell his own damp matches which, at the outset, ;

ignited very few audiences. Flora sees beyond the intruder's

¢

strange garb and the dirt and recognizes the potential for a

;

more active and exciting partner in sex. As Ronald‘\-\ﬂayman
wrote, "Pinter has (little) sympathy for her and uses her

« « « to indulge his préliilection for spotting the tart in
Y

the lady." 1

A bath, some socap and scrubbing for Barnabas and

M 1

Edward's "slight eye pain" turns out to be fatal. It is the

passing of a British schlemihl, that certain Edwardién—type

gentleman who loses the battle for dominance and, therefore,

¥
>

survival because of his inability to understand and adapt to

> \

1 Ronald Hayman, "Landscape Wi thout ictures: Pinter,

Beckett, and Radio," Lonpdon Magazine, VIII,\4 (July 198),
72-77 - .
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\.
the demands of a more competitive world, the more open and
! - —’
mobile society of post-war Britain. Thus, the displacelil.
Jew, the immigrant, displaces the staid British gentleman.
A Slight Ache ". . . is a play for which Pinter hdl a

. . 1 .
great affection.”  Like other Pinter plays, it has about

* it a dream-like quality that sets Edward's demise in the

\
1

incongruous setting of a garden at the height of an idealized

summer. So much of what transpires is twisted and turnedi‘to
14

signify the opposite of what seems to be occurring. Thus,
as the play opens, Edward has no idea of what the garden
encompasses. He uses the wrong names for the plants and

shrubs. Yet, Flora, égclares, "You know éerfectly well what

s

:’-/V‘sg, . s
grows in your garden® (p. 10). However, as in a nightmare,

v

. M .
Edward loses his ability to identify the plants correctly.

At One;aint he says, "It's very treacherous weather . L
(1;'. 10). Flora, however, points out that not only is it the
"height of summer, " but that it is a "beautiful day." " Edward
talks of the past nost;algically, when there were no threats
from "aliens," when everything "was clear, sb clearly de-
fiped . e .:' as opposed to the moaern world, with its lack'

of /defihiéio‘n and its ‘upcértaintx.

’
-

1 Hinchliffe, Harold Pinter, p. 68.. -

) C : '
. - - 5
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During the course of the play we witness a comg%ete

reversal of the world which this couple 'has known. For )

\é;cart;ple.;, the descriptioh of the matchseller as af'bullock"’\
seems to be in xterms'of his sexuality, and yet—a-bullock, -
'as.noted, is a castifted.bull. As tixes plaf'end's, this hideous;
creature turns into Flora's ’l.ove orbject. While in a sense‘ilt

- is this gr.:ubby stran:;er at the ‘g'ate who does him in (aga;.n
‘the distortion), it is Flora, his lov;i.ng partner, his "neai'es;.t
and dealrest" (p. “36), ‘who is ul‘t:iimately tixe real gulprit in
his giestruction. The nightmare belongé primar%ly to Edward.
This is illustrated by the way in which the\worlci has. changed
fr;>m Edward's 'perspective.. "I don't re.membel:: séeing any v;asps
at all, all summer until now" (p. 14). The advent of ‘the
wasp i; the beginning of hi; déétruction; In killing the -
wasp, fdward refers to "blinding him" (p. 14) and this pre-
cedes his own eye-ache and "death."

These incidents which have been plaﬁWy Pinter
throughout thé play seem to indicate«a. whole series of ré-
versals t;hat are associated with dream sequences. Whiie
there is bi'.cker‘ing'beti‘:een Fiora and\Edward and an under-

lying tension and hostility, the savigery of the demise of

the wasp, ‘in which both partners participate, is out of

>\-

nt
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context with the setting and their middle-class xn_aréners; '

It is\almost as if Pinter ,g;eveals in, this play a
.) f -
eavagery of his own,} a deep anger. ‘and the buttsof h:.s

AN

emotions, a form of revenge by the J'ew frcm East End London, .

\
J

are* these two stereotypes of upper mzddle—class Ehglishmen.
\Both are dep)icted hy Pinter w:.th little sympathy, rom

¢ ‘Flora 8 disparaging references to Edward's lack of sexual

.

e .'viriiity, to her own sly approach to the eedu;:;t:.qn of the

¢

\matchsel;erf It starts Qn‘.th her strange story of her rape’

byA the‘representai:ive‘\bf the working Elaas, the vaguely- |
In the matchse‘.ller We have another

. L4

' depic:"ced p;aéher. '
potential "poacher to appease Flora s hunger for something
other than the dried-up, middle-class reserve of her law-
fully-wedded ‘partner. L

'E;siin noii.es that in AM '

plays. the imagery remains the same: ", .

as in his previous

» the intruder . -

»
X

wa:.ting outaide, whose coining ends in . . . e}rpufl.Eion and

%

: destruction. R Ip this :Lngtance, Pinter seems to

/ have. assigned the role of the intruder to the Jew. ‘Ironically,

\hewever, the Jew ie Barnabas. a convert to Christianity and

N

a " newborn wasp“ ep,laces the traditional wasP" in the

Garden of -Edan. N

.
O ’ ¢ “
{ v
- )
a . K . . . ?
‘ - . . . -

: - [ . .~

Xm‘l Easlin, Mmlsﬂ_wmd. p. 91. -
: x - ';u ’ "' K .
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B T
A JEWISH FAMILY COMPLETE WITH YIDDISHE MAMME:

THE HOMECOMING

' : ! : v *.
With the exception of Baker and Tabachnick's Harold

Pinter and Pinter's contemporary and school-mate Barry
Supplé, few crjtics of The Homecoming have noted that the

>

I

p’iay offers a. speqifi' portrait of an Eégt End London,
Linal confiections. (Indeed, The

Jewish family with cri

m has more than a few parallels with the petty a

% criminal family of Richler's W ) Moreover, the ‘

extent of the Jewfbhness of the ‘characters in "The Hopecoming
b, ) " can be revealed in the many ways in which they conform' to'
| 8 | ‘ such traditipnal Jewish types as ‘the schlemihl (the unfor-
«: tunate ome) Teddy, ﬁhe W (the non-entity) Sam,

. the _g:_gbnn (the gross one) Max, the b_Q]g_e_"(the muscle man)
‘Joe, and the draver {the finaglgr) Lenny. As well. the
portraits of Jessie and Ruth are, clearly, ironic versions
of the .Yicidishe manm. both vwcgmen are ;:m;}.i:e the oppo%ii:é;.;f

*  the type., It shou’ld he noted that none of ‘the -characters’

§

are puré-brad varsiox\s of . any single archetype but are com- ’

posites of a ngmber of p;ototypes.' In addition, it ia ‘
P 61
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obvious that the tough influe;mces of criminal East End

London are ever présenp‘. |
In his reflections or the Anglo-Jewish world of his

§outh and the uxiflai.:.tering,‘xportraits of his_ fellow J'evvs,'

Pinter j\'.,s not unlike Philip Roth or, for that métte;:., :
] . 7 /

Mordechai Richler, who dwell on aspects of Americar/x-Jewish
‘. ! ,

However, the difféx:,ences are important.

communities.
, “ : /
Pinter's characters in The Homecoming are not/the near

P

_mirror-images used by so many of the cprre/n{t crop of
. / <7

7

r L Y
American-—Jewish writers. James Hollis /éaderlines this when

he comments: "The arena of the pla;y/may be social the re-

. lationships psychological but the deepest currents in the

play. are archetypal.“l‘

. \ : ,
In referring to Pinter's The H

., Barry Supple

stresses that Pinter ". .
\
world of his personal

.\is fascinated by the concrete

istory." He goes on to ‘describe

W
Pinter's play as ! °

1

.‘A PR | great echo chamber in which the only
sourcds of sound are the prosaic data of the

f. dramatist's life history and that in that

.chamber, nearly all the sounds are magnified
and distorted into bizarre and sometimes

-

! James R. Hollis, Ha Pj , P :
Silence (Carbondale: Ssuthern Ill:n.no:.s University Press,
, 1970), p. 109, c “
= -
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‘ Cor . ————
shocking combinations . . . The Homecoming
represents at once‘his return and his
starting point.l

Pinter fashioned his play out of the turbulent world

of East End London with its admixture of anti-Semitism,
- , \

criminal influences, and economic pressures. In addition,

there was the factor of‘Jéwish traditions being subjected
\ . T

to the pressures and distortions of an alien culture. Un-

3

N ' w - ) ‘ X »
doubtedly, many young Jews felt limited and suffocated by

N

their home environments and sought to move more freely into
‘ \ ‘
4tfje wider world. They found many different paths to“follow.

; Thus,. in his "echo chamber," Pinter has Teddy, a "nice" Jewish

‘professor of philosophy, marry a gh;kga (a gentile woman)

. |
. I
who i? a whore, latent or active. And Jessie, the Jewish

mother of the brood, has another son who, more “naturélly,“

»

turns to the business of pimping.
There are, of course, 56 definitive explanations for.
. i S

the many surprising and curibus characters in the play.

)

When we examine ggg Homecoming 'from the view of Jewish
archetypes and folk stereotypes, Teddy, like his Uncle Sam,

is in many ways a victim and his behaviour is not unrelated ~
; L )

Id
/

{
~—

1 Barry Supple, "Pinter's Homecoming," Jewish

Chronficle, June 25> 1965, p. 23. e -
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to that of the gchlemihl. In fact, all of the males of this
family are rather pitiful. Max, who some érié%?s have iden~
tified with Lear and his fading powers in old agg, can be

"viewed more as a bloozer (a blow-hard), who was emasculated
' . ‘ ’/ . »

many years earlier by his wife and cuckolded by the bully,
¢ N .
Mac, his "best" friend. Max, in this "bizarre and-sometimes

shébking" family, takes on the fole of Jessie as housekeeper

N

and ‘cook. As_ a young man, Max was little more than a verbal
A

bully who paraded behind Mac, his fough,&hézgg;g (géntile boyf
pal, enjoying the reflected, infamous repqtatianﬂof a tough
gﬁ&.' His only real violenge was performed on tﬁe carcasées
of dead animals, at the service of the ladies.in his butcher
shop. A petty racetrack tout with pretensions of glory, Max
also exhibits many traits associateg‘with the gcﬁlggihl. In
fact, as a young man,Max;bin the Jewish world of the shteti,
would have been regarded as a shaygets (in the case of a Jew:
noisy, uneducated, cock-of-the-walk).

Thou?h the rauc; 8 w&&ld of East End London is reflected
in Max's bouts of verbal violenée, "Max ana Sam bel;ng té

C 1
xqus . . ..(tﬁe) « . o Yiddish world." They are the direct

-

v /

v

! William Baker and Stephen Ely Tabachnick, Harold
Pinter J(Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1973), p. 120.
M \ , \ ».

L

»
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3 .
products of the shtetl tradltlon.and Max's n01sy abuse is

e

not unrelated to a certain aspect of m]ddle—European,
Jewish behaviour. The notion of physi¢al violence was

generally abhorrent to the §htetl’Jéw. "Words, often carried

\ g ‘ ’

"to ridiculous extremes, were substituted. Heavy-handed,

r

corporal punishment of childfen,byvparents was deplored as

govish (gentile). Instead, the father or mother would, wher

provoked, resorf to ﬁhe most violent imprecatiéns which,

like most tirades, displace more deéibeis than anything else.
Many a shtetl or immigrant home has echoed to the cries of a
lov1ng mother beratlng an errant child, "Zoll deir nor
arrupe fallen die hent!™ or "Oy gei mir ih der erd, shoynel" "
("Your hands should fall off!" or "You should go to hell,
already!"). Max, now the housekeeper,’rés;rts to an almost
unenging'stream of invective tﬁat seemg related to' this
tradition, albéit with ;ery strong influences from the tough:
world of'Lo;don slums.

Pinter's marvelous ear has picked up the cadence and
senténce stfupture_gj‘ggﬁive Yiddish,speakers who have
legrngd to speak‘English as a second langqaqe. This is
obvious in Max's speeches thioughout the play which echo
: : |
with that flavour. For example, ‘the rhythm and stru&fuie

of a line by Max, llke' "You know what I'm saylng? I want

»




. - ] , .
1 . o
you both to know that you have my blessings.” The opening
S '
segment is put in the form of a gquestion which is answered.

\

It is a literal tranélation of the same sentence in Yiddish.

Or Max's comment, "Anyway‘yoﬁ did it . . . so why don't we

N

let bygones be bygones?" (p. 49). Here we have the bégin- '

\
| \

\r
A

ning of the sentence with "anyway" and ther followed by the ')

interrogative, starting with "so" and ending with . let.by- /

7

gor;esl'vi)e bygones." All of this very faithfully bears the /
stamp of the Agglo;Jewish speaker.? _ : /

Sam;qthe taxidrivei whd claims the title of "cﬁadfféﬁ;:"
is véry like a figure ﬁut of the popular, gérialized stories
or "romang" which were at one time to be fﬁund in most .

. 3
Yiddish newspapers. . He is the unmarried child of these

- -

stories who, if male, remainsg single to be able to contribute

to the .support of the family; if female, stays home to look

after the cooking, cleaning, and. the younger children. They

0y

! Harold Pinter, The Homecoming (1965; rpt. London: .
Methuen, 1970), p. 49. - All subsequent references to The
Homecoming will appear parenthetically within my text. -

2 Goldberg, in The Bir:hd%y Pa;tx,,use§ the same ex~ -

pression at one point: "Lulu, schmulu, let bygones be py—

L] \ + \
gones." . 4 SN
: , , \
3 Among others, Sholem Aleichem and Isaac Bashevis \
Singer wrote these stories. v 1
!
. %
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weée generally characterized in these é%oriqs as gentle and

\

) self—éacrificing, unappreciated by the family. One day, asthe _
| ~ ) .

pldﬁ usually depicts them, they wake up to find themselves
r \ ' " . \ B

witﬁout identity or place of their own and dependent on the

: grud§ing goédwill of those they have served and the "tragedy"

7

may be pursued even further as tﬁey are thrust, defenceless,
v

‘out into the world. Sam is such a figure. He is a chaim
) .
vankel, (nonentity, nobody, somebody whose name you cannot

A
remember). Now an outcast, ip his own.family home, Sam's

sense of personal worth comes from the passengers he has
Al
> \

j driven and their praise of his abilities as a discreet

‘"chauffeur."” Predictably, his tales'of his work and his

\_’///////passengers do little to earn him anything but: ridicule at

Al

home. He does not seem too bright, continually exposing

~

'himself to the jibes of his brother. A sad figu;e who never
;eal%y seems to have grown up to grasp the realities of his
world, he is a born loser: a gchlemihl. Within the family
circle, Teddy seems: to share some of his vulnerability.
Neither is "street smart"; therefore, théy are easily manipﬁ~

, lated and rather despised and looked down upon by the rest

of the family. There;is the odour of victim about them..
Lenny, on the otﬁer'hand, is a blue ribbon fember of

the tribe. His father's son, he, too, is a grobvan (a ‘gross

4

<
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"amoral but raéher ineffectual villain., He is .the informer

. tvm_____ﬂ_‘,_

- type), only a more refined version. His behaviour is

i V
overlaid with a thin veneer of goneff (con man) charm and,

above ali,'the cunning of thé drayexr (tﬁe finagler, the mani-
pulator). He has a great deal in common with Goldberg of.
The Birthday Pé;ty. He is the bully who, however: confines
his aggression to those weaker than himself,'particularly
women, young and old. He affects a certain gentility in his
language aﬁd @emeahour and tries to usé’EHIE\on Ruth. But

he finds her more than his match, as do old Max and Joe.

' Opportunistic and cunning, TLenny lives on the fringes-of — ,—

society, seeking ways to survive. He is a stereotype of the
of pulp detective storiés and the éﬁrncoat'Jew of popular
Yiddish fiction. | ‘ ’ ‘g
Joe is easily recognizable as the gstereotype of the .
boke (all muséle,“clumsy in‘ﬁfhaviour, with littie brain and
easily manipulated). He fits ‘into the world of his father
and brotper. Héifollows the latter about through various
sexual escapad;s, perhaps supplying the muécle Lenny does
not have. He is a would-be box;r but obviously he'is not
very goéd atit. W; . . your Bﬁiy‘trbﬁbié as d boxer.
You don't know héw to defend youraelfrapd you don't know how

to attack" (p. 17). Joe seems destined to a marginal
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existence, even within his family. Will he ultimately

4

suffer, in some way, the same fate as Sam?
s .
In Teddy, we have the Jew as outsider. From many

pointa of view, he is very difficult to understand. Why, if
R « :

Teddy was intent on escaping from the world of his, family,

/
«

even emigrating to America, would he marry a woman of the
demi~monde? Or was he deceived and is he really home to rid

himself of her? Yet, they have three children and, theyre-

fore, must have shared a great deal. Why did it take him so

-

~long to discover Ruth's identity when it is so-apparent-to———
otherg? At the same time, before he sdggestsﬁthat Ruth stay
).

with his family, Teddy makes an effort to extricate her and

Ago back home with him to-their children. "She's not well,

and. we've got to get home to thé childrén. . « « The best

thing for her is to come home with me, Dad. We're married,

you know" (pp. 69-70). There is a weak and whining quality

to this speech. Teddy packS their bags, gets her coat and
;ries to get her to leave, but hié actions aré\ineffectual,'

as are all his dealings with his family. The closest he

comes to."facing up" to his family isﬁdefiantly to eat a

. a cheese roll Lenny has prepared for himself and there fol-

lows a rather comic confrontation: ‘ !

\
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" Lenny:

Teddy:

“x

Lenny:
- Teddy:

: 'Lepny:
Teddy:
\5 Lenny:

Lenny:

Teddy:

.+ Lenny:
)

g

,Teddy” .

. 70
4 o
« « « Where's my cheese-roll?
Pause. .
Someone's taken my cheese-roll. ‘I left
it there. (To Sam) You been thieving?
I took your cheese-roll, Lenny.
Silence. ’ -
SAM looks at them, picks up his hat —
and goesg out .of the front door.
Silence. &

You took my cheese roll?

Yes. ~

‘I made that roll myself, I cut it and
put the buttér on. "I sliced a piece

of cheese and put it in between. I put
it on a plate and I put it in the side-
board. I did all that before I went out,
Now I come back”and you've eaten it.

Well, what are you going to do about\iE?
I'm waiting for you to apologize.
But I took it deliberately, Lenny.

You mearn you didn't stumble on it by
mistake? a

No, I saw.you put-it there. I was
hungry, so I ate it.

Pauge.

~

Barefaced audacity:

s

Pausge.

What led you to be so . . . vindictive
against your own brother? I'm bowled
over. ) '

(pp. 63-64)
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J o
Esslin has advanced the notion that Teddy land Ruth have

an unhappy marriage and that their trip to Eurdpe is a last .
. ]_”
and unsuccessful attempt .to patch it up. There is some
/
J
evidence of this in the play and it is a possible explan-

ation.. Nevertheless, it is difficult to accebt that Teddy

t

is a willing ally of his family in turning the mother of his
three children into a prostitute. Perhaps, at heart, he re-

mains after all a full memb/ef’)of the family. This, too, is

©

y possible but it does not seem‘{\tod, credible. It must, of

course, be remembered that the‘.—q:e‘alism, as pointed out by
t e '

almost all critics’of sPinter, must not be taken too literally.
] ‘4 i & . . . ."‘
At the same ¥ime, the actions and behaviour of Pinter charac-

Y

N

\ N ’ ters are usually logical. Teddy does not project real

strength of character, nor qoes he behave as a man of action.

f
B

His personality ep/:i:ﬁ‘pne sense, be regarded as that of a

»

nebish (an inndcuous, ineffectual person). However, that

1

descriptive term probébly applies equally to Sam, or even
ot ' ! . ,

(4

Joey. If we examine Pinter's depiction of Teddy as a

scholaor, and in particular as a student of philosophy, and
. : “ ' v
turn to the archetypes or stereotypes of the ghtetl, we find
@ Co .

) 1 Martin Esslin, The Peopled Wog_ga: The Work of Harold
' Pinter (London: Methuen,—~1970), p. 160. '
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4

that the counterpart is tﬁe’Ealmudic‘scholar. Thi; ié a man,
in the popular apngls of -fable and fiction. whd<is so im- .

mersed in his studies of religion that he finds it difficult
to communicate with ordinary mortals and is incapable o!

‘ dealing with mundane matters of everyday life., "Teddy: |You

(™

wouldn't uhderstaﬂﬁ'my works. You wouldn't have the faintest
idea of what they were about . . . You'd be lost. It's

nothing to do with the question of intelligence.‘ It's a way

L4

of being able to look at the worla" (p. 61). ,r»rﬁ

Tradltlonally, the Talmudic scholar's wife must ‘deal

' with the practical aspects of home and family. It'is she

who must see that the grocer and the butcher and the baker

\ .
‘are pald that the children have shoes, and

Jewish scholar is tradltlonally depicted as person who <

I3

inhabits the lofty wo%id of the soul and ig totally/ém-
mersed iﬁ,lhe Talmud with its philééophical conundrums .
Obviously, such a m;n gannot waste his time on the mundane.
He is‘descrihad as a’man with two left hands and ten,thﬁgbs.
He does'ngt deal with the minor challenges of pééé%ical'life.
Teddy, the professor of philosophy,nmay very well have’at
least one fbot.in Fﬁig ethereal world. He is defeated by

his inability to contend with the all-too-earthy qualities

N L ) ’
\ - of both Ruth and his family. His ineptitude is revealed in

I3 r
- v ‘

D
bl - [
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liousness and his inability to cope with her become very
- . ~Na , .

.

bttasant oo o i . - [ ) )

, - , . - - ° é
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@
his attempts to convince Ruth to leave with hﬂm. Her rebelé//

~

clear in the very opening minutes of their entrance on

stage. No matter what Teddy suggests, Ruth seems to have

o

a contrary view. Finally, he tries to get her to retire but

- .

.

she cannot be moved as she decides to go out and get "a
i : ’

breath of air."

Ruth: I think I'll heve a breath of air.

A )

Teddy: Air? :
Pauge.

What do you mean?

Ruth: - (standing) Just a stroll.

4 . :
‘Teddy: At this time of night? But we;ve .
' only just got here. We've got to Cog-

< e

go to bed. :
Ruth: -I'&ust feel like some air. |
Teddy: But I'm going to bed. ’ \
Ruth: That's all éight. o (kA

]

Teddy: But what am I going to do?

Pauge. ’

The last thing I want is a breath of
air. Why do you want a breath' of air?

Ruth: I just do.. ‘ _ ’

ddy

But it's late.
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‘ trivial matter, '

-
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Ruf:ﬁ: 7,3 I Gon"ggo far, I'll come back . v

B
! . . ¢

- - Pause. , - | g
'/ . ’ ! ‘ ’l ) - \
B Teddy. I 11 wait up for you.

.
P - . R

% . «

Tédcly retreats to the bedroom and Ruth does as rs'he wishes..

ﬁf Ruth. Why? o

Fl

‘I‘his is not merely a mild difference of opip:,én abou{: a

It seema part ’df an ongoing strugg’le for

" a

|
power ‘with Ruth. who seems t:l.red of his ineptness 4& way
1

ot 1i£e. Teddy 5 d?feat and weakness is un¢erlined as he

lamely says,” "1'11 wait up for you"'and Ruth utters the
iy

destructive "Why?" 'lh:pughout this short e;:change there is
R

a sad quality xa Teddy s words, from “But what am T going 0

do?" to “But it's later 0

{
N

-

Teddy d vague g::asp 6f the realitigs %f his everyday S
life are 'n:l.splayed early in Acta Ias he and Ruth return’ to
(] .- o
his father'n houne. frio'r to their mtram:e, we have bben : -
£

introduced to ‘the fathar and his Yerbal violance. Max'

L i’

hastinesa :

~

r

b

@a

&
B

PR

A

*.

B

'distasteful personal i;raits reﬂect a lifa-long hishory of

- ¥

Le o'

L d

i

il | K
J‘w‘F«?h ff’"‘%‘ % NS cicuey

o Maxy
KR Maceugq;r o e e W were two of the mrst'
o hated mqi :[u ﬁm West End’ of Léndan.

: I
’ ' ell, ?p-mxs Istill’ got_the gcars o

Wa‘ﬂ I

walk into a’ p’lnce, sthe whole’ rom a stand
ay: ‘to JLat - US. pass/ igou]
(p. 81) %

up, thay'd maké*
devar heard such sd.lence.

"j Taoe T,
‘,_,.A Ve,

) 4 :
I uaed to kncck abbut with( a man called e

=

N ,("/

- -
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{ , . Reality or fantasy, this atereotyp‘e tough~-gquy behaviour

\

\an'd language reflect Max's ideal and are present even ,Qhen

e ta:lki.ng‘ of his deceased wife: "Even t‘houéh} it made me sick (
just 1;0 look at her rotten, stinking face, she wasn't such
j . a bad bitch" (p. 9). -

This portralt of somethmng less than the :uﬁeal Dad 19

vk L e W <
°

reinforced by Max's abusive comments to’ Lennf: " LJ.sten I'11

cf10p yéur ;pine off . . .“ (15. 9) ; or his loving words to .
. . . ! ) ) ’
his younger brother, Sam- | _ N

, o =

As ,soo_p“as you stop paying your way here,
. _+-,, I mean when you're too old/to pay your way,
. * - you know what I'm goiﬁg to Ido? “I'm going

ey W w——cn . enn

. I flake off. (p. 19)

e ~family room. He does 8o with a @\gs‘talgla#

o '

that verges on endexness. It is the ﬁehav:.o; of ‘the '

X ‘\( .

Lo , Y ' '.Still the. same . ', .’he' 11 get al,qurprxse -

LS s - 4in. the morning, won't he? The old man. . . -~
Lo © . " .. .1 think, you'll like him, very much, *.* .. -

i ] , i Hohestly .. . . They're very warm p‘é@ple' e e
R ‘ IR YR .Very ‘warm. Zlhey re ny faxhily. . % o

LT TR we ‘have to be up early, see Dad. . (pp. 20‘—23)

, B
e . . N §
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5

While there is an element of "Methiinks; the . . . (man),
doth protest too much!" in this épeech, if Pinter had not

presented the p;cture cf this repuls;vely ugly, old man ang
[
his sons prior to Teddy' 8- speeches, we would,surely have.

!
’ 1

expected to discover elbenign and warm father greeting his.

s

.

eldest son after an abdence of six years. Teddy's'anticif
pation of a happy family reunion réflects the words of a man
out of touch with’reality. His first family encounter is

with Lenny. Unable to sleep, he comes downstairs. Teddy

13

‘ig alone as Ruth has gone out for her walk.

\

The exchange of greetings,‘Lenny's'welcoming home .

e

>

"Hullo,‘Teddy“ (p.'25) Neither brother lacks for 1ntel—

1
lect or verbal Bkllls, as revealed in later speeches.

YLt, Lenny displays no curioesity or interest in the reasons “
. © D

for Teddy 8. return home or about his life in America. . \;

“ - \

Answering Hbddy s query "How are you?" Lenny merely gomplains

" of sleepiessnesd. After a littie‘fnrther casual talk,qLenny,:n

’
7 . . . . , H

* ' s - ) . N
does, to bed. Lot S : - Lo S

+ . . . * * t * v
- e S - ’
. .

g " ’ ) , N , "

1i' 1 “The most ordinary Yiddlsh converaation is full of X
‘ °the grandest‘e . ."allueions. . . . This manner of 'living.on

' térms’ of: familiarxty with greatness .. . (in~spite of) the
_-poverty and powerlessnessqu the Chosen . . . ‘ (reflects) the:.’
ghetto's 'sense of “tha. ridmculousﬁt Saul .Bellow, "Laughterj\
in the Ghetto “'S : « May 30, 1953.f

§ speech to his older brother, is peffunctory. "Hul%o, Lenny "

[
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_ The following morning, dear old Dad's greetings are, if

[N

anything, ‘even more grobe (vulgar), more violent. Max .em-.

barks®on a tirade aimed at his son's wife, ". . . dirty

-

tértﬁ. . . smelly scrubber ... stinking pox-ridden slut
. f£ilthy scrubber . . . whore i . - éiop blteket ...
that disease" (pp. ‘41-42). The best that Te@dy, .in his
ineptneés, can muster, against this ons‘laught is a miJ:d
protest: “Sto'p‘it! .What': are you taiking about? . . . Sﬂe's
my wifel We're married!" (p. 42). | 3 i

" There is littélue assertiveness .or éelf—-“respect in

Teddy's response. It is so mild that he alxt;os,t seems de- '

3

tached from it all. Shortly after Max's tirade\; the old man
undergoes a complete about-face: "Teddy, why don't we have a
nice cuddle and kigs‘, eh? Like the old days?' What abput a

s . .‘ol 13 K
_nicé cuddle and;kiss, “eh?" Teddy, the schlemihl, responds

A} R ‘J
with warmth, “Come on,. then" (p. 43).

¢
[

)

This entire scene is extraordinary and fascinating. It
. |

' ‘has been explaineé in a number of different ways. Baker and .

&
3

Tabachnick (as does Esslin) suggest that Ruth, as in the

Bible, "was not Jewish and that Max's rgjectiop of her s‘tems" N
" from his opposition to his Son marrying a fgm,lt_g'g (gentile |
. A i . . vy | . i ’ . ‘
WQmal’Q) . i o :
: A/ . . Qo i N , . l - LT . . . \
In his sonograph Harold Pinter, Arnold Hinchliffe »

. . . . . B .
> 4 . . *
¥ B * ‘ 3
b

.
.

>

. . . . L .
o, v .
- : . . " - - '
. - " X Lo
e . 1 B f W ’ 4
Lote \ € . -
. , ‘ ~
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_suggests that the "sei'xtimental, strained emotionalism of

. . 3
mosgt significant."

78

»

this scene could p,e'fhaps be -explained, as could the atmq,'s-

- g

phere, say, in Peter Shaffer's Five Finger Exercise, if 'the
A ,

family were Jewish, but it is nowhere suggested that they
» l ) ‘ 4
are.," Earlier in his monograph, Hinchliffe concedes that

. 2 .
"Mr. Pinter, a Jew, uses Jews in his later plays.” At 'the

—_— 4

same time, he regafds Pinter purely as ‘a British dramatist,
presumably untainted by any ethnic shadows. "Of all the

British dramatists who have emerged to produce this sense

.

of . . . British theatre . . . in the tradition of Kyd,

R

Marlowe, Greene \and‘Shakespeare, ‘Harold Pinter to me is the
: ~~ .

——
! —~

. &

There is evidefce that the subjects of intermarridge-
N \\ ) . . \\\\
and leaving the "faith" may have predccupied Pinter to a

gonsiderable" extent, both in The ﬁirthdax Party and in The

Homecomjng. - While Max displays a predisposition to exag-

i

geration .throughoixﬁ the latter play, there seems to me to be

]

s

4 -
1 Arnold Hmchliffe, Ha;g;g Pinter (New York St.
Martin's Press, 1967)&}9. 148. \
. o \ ) . “’ > N

2 1pid.) p. a7

L

Preféce. There is a suggestion of clumsy

%

~
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a particularly distorted emotionality in the "greeting

\

scene." It is the same with Goldberd in The Birthday Party

when he goes ‘about his task of making Stanley :mto a mensch .

LAY

(a complete Je\ge.sh person). 1in all of th:.s, cons:.der:.ng

Pinter's own marriages and the writings of certaln othaer’
\ ’ \
contemporary Jewish writers, it seems fair 'e:i?:ugh to suggest

that he may have his own problems of ideritify and, perhaps,
an underlying anger which manifests itself in the behaviour
/ - N

of characters that are, either manifestly or’ apparently,

Jewish. Max and Goldberg are the most obvious examples.
A )

Certainly, there are enough contemporary wrlters”who have

struggled with their backgrounds as members of oppressed or

. K

‘minority groups.

As the play progresses, Ruth becomes more g;xd.:ﬁore. )
integrated into $he world of her ‘in-la.ws' and firther res -
moved from Tedqx}.‘ %-Pinter's{q}*e\;esque d’ism(‘:o:;:t:ion. Ruth
replaces‘ Jessie as both whore xa/r;é Jewish mother. When M&gc
suddenly does an about—face and accepts Ruth J.nto the B ";3,

) fam.ly, he refers to Jessie.in a manner that parodles the -

traditi@hal» eulogy that is intonéd at the funeral of 2

Yiddﬁfshe Mamme: ". . . a woman .. . with a will of iron,

’ [ L
H 4 ' \ K
§

-
4 . . P ¢

1 Proverbs .XXXI: 10-31. \A woman pf worth . . . etcv;"
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N o3
a heart of gold and a mind . . ." (p. 46). . *\ .

Later in the piay, however, Sam tells his story, kept
secret for many*yéars, that reveals that Jessie's b haq&ggg;
was anythlng but that of the exemplary Jew1sh mother:

L]

“MacGregor had Jessie in the back of my cab as I drove them"
(p. 78). ‘Sam tgsorts to this'in an appareht attempt to help
Teddy, with whom he feels a close bond: "You know, you were—"
always my favourite of the lads. AlwéYs" (p. 62). But Sam

seemsg more upset by this revelation than the ‘rest of his

§

family and he faints. The others ignore the episode, except

for Max and his brutal "He's not even déadlﬂ Max then adds,

" (Sam) has a dlseased 1mag1natlon (p. 78). This closes the

'lnc1dent and Sam's attempt to help Teddy. Ruth moves to

take up her posmthn with the famlly, replacing Jessie and
becoming the central figure in the family. \
hakerﬂand Tabachnick have stated that "The Hogecom;gg.

3

represents Pinter's attempt to shed the nightmate of Hackney,

. to exorcise it from. his system;by definitively commenting on

a

. ; o 1
its most important and powerful institution, the family.“

In contemponary, fictxonal versions of the Jewish family, as

‘portrayed by their sons, the domlnant, indeed\gomlneering

H

'&!1

Btker and Tabaqhnick, Harold Pinter, pp. 123-24.
Ty \ N ) ‘ " g ™ RO

I S
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role of the mother, shows her to be the direct descendent

of the ancient tradition of the woman as queen of the hou;e-

hold.l Thére is little need here to further emphasize how
A} ‘ - »
unflattering many of these portraits have been. Jessie ﬁnd

(Y

. I3 ":/’ . .
Ruth are Pinter's contrlbugsops to this gallery, a part of
i

-

his exorcism, no doubt.

- —

[P

. Ruth moves from the role of an outsider to the centre

of the family. She leaves Teddy in retreat.while -Sam col-
i ’ lapses’into a 'supine state and Joey vainly seeks to attain’
! her. ultimate favour. "“Max, the tough dicatorial figure of a

T father dreaming oE;Judaic morality has given way/to a érippled

f - 0ld man lying on.the floor pleading for a shiksa's kiss."

-~

) 1 1¢ may seem a little far~fetched to attempt to equate
: "Ruth and Jessie in their dominance of this family with. the
- ' traditional role of the Jewish mother. ,Nevertheless, it is
interesting to. note that the female, 1n the ancient "tradition
of Judaism, had no recognized role in external religious
/institutions and rituals. In the home, however, she was
queen. Her blessing of the Friday night candles has been
© through the ages the symbolic recognltion of her dominant
role .within the. family. (The Sabbath is recognized among
Jews as the most holy of all days and the candle ritual
~ launches this festivity every week, a constant reminder of
the. importance of the Jewish mother within the family.)
Thus, in a sense, Jewish traditional life is a matriarchical
one with the mother at the heart of all family life and the
family as the dominant institutién in the culture.

! -2 Barry Supple, "Pinter's Homecomlngﬂ“_5aggh_gh;gniggb
J‘me 2‘5( 1965, po 31 £ : P

43
i
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It is only Lehny who is left in doubt. Though in their bar-
gaining she sets very déemanding and exact terms, he accedes

to them. She 'ha.s conquered the. family, replacing Jessie as

gueen of the household. 1In The Room, The Dumb Waiter, The

'_B_imgwm and The Ca;gt%gr, Ruby Cohn points out that

_ 1
each "ends in the_ virtual an,nihilation of an individual." In

|

The Homecoining; we have the virtual conqueét of a whole.faimily
by an individual. | |
The Homecoming obviously transcends its ethnic origins. .
It is a sﬁrange and, at times, almost incomprehexi;ible view #®
of the distorted and violent dexpi-mbnde bf a h;.lge contért’n-\-

porary cify. It is c_er_tainiy valid to find in it, as in

' . e 4
almost all of Pinter's plays, the underlying theme of "the

i

recariousness of man's existential security." - 1In The
P L

Homecoming the family usurps Ruth who,-in turn, usurps the

family, leaving Teddy out in the cold.

| ‘ Barry Supple contends that in Pinter's "attempt to pro-
‘ , ] .
vide universal significance. /he does so/ 'througlya\suppres-

o

+ ¢ ‘ 2
gion of any explicit reference to the family's Jewishness."

Y

1 Ruby Cohn, " The World of Harold Pinter," Tulane Drama
Review, VI (March 1962), 55w€8. \

2 Supple, "Pinter's Homecoming," p. 31.
N '.; 1 ~ ’
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Nevertheless, underneath it all are the echoes of a low level,

[y

Jewish famii'f,*, the tone of the proste balagoolas (uncultured,
uneducated workers). In my view, 'I‘he_Hgmggd'ing could only
have been written by a Jew with a home background of

Yiddighkejt (Jewishness) and the flavour of this is deeply
/

embedded in the characters Pinter has created in this play.

o

LA

o

A
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CONCLUSION

. "Edmund. Wilson has suggested that inside every writer,

making him write, ix the irritation of a wound that can't be

heaﬁed: An examination of that wound can illuminate a

writer's work." Simply\gtated, this thesis demonstrates
that Harold Pinter's unhealed "wound" is his backgrahnd as * -

ast End under the shadow of

-

a Jew brought up in London's

considerable anti-Semitism and \economic uncertainty. It is

an aspect of Pinter's work that has been ignored by all but

a handful®of critics and explored in depth by even fewer
B . - \). . ‘ . .
_commentators on his works. \
\

“ To 1llustrate th;s the31s I have\ amined the‘environ—

. ment in which the Plntér family lived and brought up their

son. I,have explored ﬁhree*Qf his plays %o illustrate my

S .
" thesis of the Jewish influences on his works, with parti-
cular .emphasis on the prevalence of Jewish anghetypes;

©w

-

. ‘/
N

. William aker‘and Stephen Ely Tabachnlck Harol
Pinter (Edlnburgh‘ Oliver & Boyd, 1973), p. 4. They rely
on Edmund Wilson's views, as set out in h&s book Ehg__ggg_
a Bow: S S i Litera

-
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\ h

* I hasten to add that I do not ;zbntend that all that
glitters in Pinter's works is his 3éwi§ﬁ;§ss. There is,

obviously, a richness in substance that goes beyond his
o ‘

ethnic origins. However, I beliéve that I have established °

that to ignore Pinter's Qev;.;i.shness i.s to overlook a vital
aspect of his.work and a fuller understanding of his élays.
In The 'Birthdax Party , Pinter returns to hi; childhood
nei:;hbourhood through the pérson of Goldberg.. The p;rti-
cular aspect of the "wound" which Pinter ebxplores in thisw
play is his haunted view o:f the Jewish life of his youth :s

. ~ .
hypocritical and stifling. Pinter does this by making

Goldberg, that.most unsavoury character, the /representﬁtive‘

of Jewish Societ{r. Goldberg, in all his repulsiveness, is
the only explicitly Jewish character in all of Pinter's

plays to date. ¢

In The Birthday Parﬁ, this thesis eicplo:es _Pinter'*'s
use of the archetype of the schlemihl (the born 1oser, the

victim) in his portrayal of Stanlel_ and'a combinat:.on of_

typ\es, all—)\kegatkré in the case of Goldberg. The thes.ls

suggests that the play can be regardeg as a n:.ghtmarlsh

-= -

dccount of a would-be artist's mab:.l:.ty to escape his .

Jewish background. This background stalks him in the un-

L]

1ikely\gu'i.se ’of McCann and Goldberg, a comic hall twin act,

v

5
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j\matchseller d:.splace an honourable member of the British

’
£

>

Stanl

is concerned.

86

The thesxs traces Pinter's/autobio-

the Bar Mi ;zvah,‘ the ritual that launches a thirteen-year-'

0ld Jewish male into res onsii)le,

religion.

’

adult membership in his

as far as

/\'

v ’ ,\ R °
In A Slight Ache, the underl)ying theme suggested is the -

clash between the British middle-class eétablish;nent and the l

outs iders who,

4

I believe,

are Jews and other allens who

. immigrated to England. ’ﬂ'xe struggle 1s one of Plnter s

favourite themes--the displacement of a pgrson by an in-

truder.

middle-class.

~ egtablishment figures,

In an ironic vein,’

1
Pinter has an ineffectual,

Pinter portrays Edvfard and Flora,

L

in bitterly satﬁlrlcal terms.

- f

‘the Q:wo

in pau:'ticuloar,"is“’made .into a bumbling“‘ and, ultimately.A

pathet:i.c loser'.

5;13,; ihl (the 1nept v1ctim)

-

" Flora, who is presefxted as

silent

Edward,

He' is portrayed as a British version of the

sexually deprlved then bmngs the matchseller into the fold 1

" as her partner.

builds the L311:c>ny

- 4

and this name,

out of the New 'I'estament,

is of a Jewish

L4

~

In this strange reversal of roles, Pmter

Flora names the 'matchsellerr "Barnabas"

©r




. London.

a7

convert t ristianity who was a proselytizer for his new
&

-

- l‘ . 7 s a
religion. Going even further, Pinter 'allows Edward and

Flora to refer to the matchseller as a bullock, implying a
. . . fo , ' 10
big séxuoifgieature. A.bullock, however, -is a castrated

9

bull.
Underlying all these stranq% reversals in.A Sligh;‘Aéhe
may very well be Pintor's own anger and bitterness which are

directed against the rigid barriers surrounding the British
/ » , g . .
' X

upper middle-classes and their '‘codes of behaviour.  In ’

L . B P g

_ particular, tl}is takes the form of Pinter's usé of the

destruction of a wnsp at the hands of Edward and Flora in

their "Garden of Eden," as the precufsor of Edward's own
i .

demise, the death of another wasp. Tho possible‘autobiOJ

o
P

grapnical overtones in, this play may relaﬁe back to Pintér's

unhappy childhﬂkh experlence aa an evacuee to ﬁhe Engllsh

countryside from London during the war. Or they may relate

¢

to hia hunger as'a young adult to be‘accepted into the wider

o

ik 3
areas of Br}tish society beyond Eyéwpale of Jéﬁ&sh,-East Efhd
. , '\. ‘-1 q ¢ R

!
! R ’ v o ;

) ] .
/ B 2 . a
i v

In ghg___ggggm;gg, Pinter introduces a somewhat camou-

!

flaged Jew1sh famlly from the semi-criminal .world of

London's East End He avoids cléar;y des;gnatlng the,fami}y\

A N °

as Jewish. However, there are a number of. clues to its -

. !
¥

e
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+ - ethnic idemtity. For example, beyond the names, there are
. N— . s . - .

v

of Max and Sam. In some of th\e\ speeches -there are echoes of
« ’A .\\ : e N » N'
Jewish- 1life: one ‘such speech is Max's intonation, in a vile

-

/ o .

{ o ‘
“distortion, of a traditional eulogy usually delivered at the
. vl - . .

P - = . ¥ 4
funeral Qf a deceased Yiddishe Mamme, which Max uses in
.reference tp‘ his %eceased wife.

5 - ..

Pinter's avoidance of clearly designated Jewish charac-
ters and situations derives from his aim of achieving a more
N " ] I3 !

universal theatre than ‘that of an Arnold Wesker. The latter

’

has established himself through his works as unmistakably a

d [

Jewish playwright. This is a designation which Pinter has

successfully avoided. , . -

¥

Thus, while The Homecoming carries many clues as to the
\ o

Jewishness of the family, there remains a certain ambiguity
\ g

surroundihg this matter. Nevertheless, \the charactérs seem
tor be a wadking gallery of Jewish archetypes frém Max as the

bloozer ‘(‘Efxe blowhard), to his brother Sam as a chaim _y:énkei-
2

. (a nonentity), ‘to the three sons who range from Téddy as the

schlemihl (the inept victim) cum Talmudic scholar with his
N

inability to deal, with the mundane, to Joé the boke (the
brainless muscleman) and Lénny the draver (the fir'iagler with

R i .V . .{q ‘8
criminal overtones). Ruth is the. shiksa (the gentile /Joman),

at first probably rejected by Max for her non—-Jewi(shness.

v \%
/ - ’ ’ . .
R
.

\ [N . N
the. clear Anglo-Jewish intona\:iorré\and rhythms in'tlbé speeches

rdl




H,-a\rola Pinter séems

/

ghilt and-self-hate. It is a traitvt?at is not unrelated to .

: y N
the experi&nces of other minority groups or.to such American.-

+

In mhny of his

4

plays, in

to display a ce

n

“

Jewish writers as Philip

-«

Roth and Saul’Belloy.

¥

Lg

the view of ®#his thesis)

/

3

To follow the Jewish "clues”

‘.

\]

»

<L')\‘ b

in ‘these three plays, and

in' others, is rewemiind. For to do 'so is to discover a

somewhat less ambiguous and mysterious Pinter. It provides :

o

an added and, .I believe, interesting illuminaﬁion of many

i’u
of his'wérks.

(%) -
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. GLOSSARY OF YIDDISH TERMS ™ '

’

>

In preparing this glossary, I have borrowed freely- from

-

1 .
Leo Rosten's The Joys-of ¥Yiddish. I have, however, added
. .

my own interpretations and feeiings. For popular Aiddish is,

as much feeling as it disg lexicogr.;aphx. ‘My familijarity with

the ’language comes from my Yiddish-speaking family. ' We ~
. [ i ;

lived in the East End of Montreal in primarily immigrant,

Jewish neighbourhégdé . )

*

The free translations that I have rendered result from

2

the difficulties of a language 'and customs that vary'con-

siderably, depgnding on the area of Europe from which the

' . . ¢
family came. (My own came from shtetls in the Odessa area

of Russia.) To this must be added the freedom with which

vulgar Yiddish, as spoken by my family and those around us,
was used by highly_ individualistic speakers. As for the

English spelling which varies widely, this is a matter of. /’/6

trying to transliterate Yiddish into a foreign language with
g : * , .
a different alphabet. T
]
< ' *

7
s ]

° ‘ P

{ ! Q
.1 Leo Rosten, The Joys of Yiddish (New fork: McGraw—

‘Hill, 1968).
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"alrightnik . . .. a person who seems to have been successful,
who has done "alr:.ght" and shows it by’

‘/ ' boastxng. - :
Bar Mitzvah . . . the religious cerémony in whicK a thirteen-
" . year-old reaches the status and assumes
the duties of a man, with respons:.b:.l:.t:.es

of a full adult. i

F3

-

/\,\_ ' bloozer , . e . - . a big talker, full of pretensions, of

boasting; a person who likés to hear the
sound of his own voice, usually noisy
and empty. . ~

!

*‘goke . « &7 .7. . a biy, muscular man, slow-witted, and
) . easy to influence. ; :

J
- . |

- i

s . ) # boy " ‘ & . ..
Q f
1 4 » - . . P

4 bulvan . . . . . a thick-headed, gross, insensitive m@./

boyghik . . . . . affectlonate and admxr:.ng diminutive of

* chaimyankel . . . a ;rénentity, a nobody, whose name is

o vemany

ho o R 2 o P AT W T A 3

8.

o

’

-

<

\‘ -

q

N\

-

never remembered. s

{ drayer . ... ... a distorter of-words and events to suit .
his own nefarious purposes; the finagler;
’ the manipulator, often with criminal
‘intent. - . : ,
fonfer «. .x» . « . a gouble-talk'eJ, boaster, fulk of bravado,

geJ:'ilte fish

e

. geveer .

S

gonef

goy

«
.

-

- L3

- .
)

talks through his "nose."

fish pattiés or 1oa3§, traditionally :
served at the'Sabbath meal. )
successful and wealthy man who plays a
grand fole in the community.

;-
thief, crook; a shady character .

a gentile; also used for a Jew who i
‘dulll, insénsitive, or heartless.




.

grobyan . . . .
~ -

kuni lemmel .°.

4

lemmelé e o o's

. o
‘Lluftmensch . . .

L]

.mensch . .-. P

nebbish . . ..

i

parnossa . . . .
: [

' proste balagbola

N

rachmoness . . .
|

schlemihl . . .

schlimazl . . .

’\\. ’ - | /}

~ 96

a coarse, vulgar person, ill-mannered,
ignorant, and J.nsen51t1ve. e

a yokel and simpleton. _ -

an inhocent lamb unprotestlng, eas:.ly
led to the slaughter.

+
o+

a person out of touch with earthly reality:;

has head in th% clouds.

a down-to~earth human being; an u{:right
and honouragble adult; someone to admire
and emulate.: .

an innocuous, ineffectual, hapless un-
fortunate; has been called the first
cousin to a schlemihl.

lliveli'hood; _financial Well-breing.

a coarse, uneducated labourex: also an

‘ordinary working person (without derision).

pity, cofpassion; a condept. of feeling .
for others; a devout attribute. . Y
a foolish person, const%ntly mishandling
situations to his own detriment and often
to those around him; a laugh-—provoking
victim, uncomplaining gnd submissive

(he does it all to hJ.mself) . -

a continuing victim of misfortune,- a .
chronically unlucky perspn; someone for
whom nothing seems to go right or turn

" out well. He is a born lose‘r/fvilthout

a sense of perspective about hlmséf?“or
his actions; he intites disaster which
often also falls on those near him.

o

¥
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schno*rer

shaygetz

shtetl

shtick
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Y

. & beggar, a panhandleér who is a pro-

fessiofal at his'work (he belidves he

has a righht to handouts); a fixture of

the shtetl. o | ’ ,
a Gentile boy; also used for a 'young

Jew who behaves in an uﬂseemly, gross

mann&r, not mo‘dest or obedient. -

a little city, small town or village that
housed a Jewish community in eastern Europe.
Jews lived in virtual isolation in thg¢ shtetl
with Yiddish as the main spoken and written
language. Hebrew was the sacred language of

. religion. The Jews of the shtetl were, for

the most part, poor tradespeople. *

They were fundamentalist in their religious
beliefs, rather superstitious and very
esistant to change and outside influence.
In the Russiam Empire the status of Jews was
very precaridus. They were forced to live
in designated areas, forbidden to own land
and almost totally barred from universities.
Isolated from the wider communities of non-
Jews, the shtetl and its inhabitants were’

.subjected to the whims of local government

officials, frequently the target of arbi-
trary physical abuse and pogroms (organized,.
murderdus, mass attacks). The Jews of the

shtetl developed a rich culture of their own

with a special brand of ironic humour, an
original gallery of human types and unique
codes of behaviour. The shtetls were wiped
out in World War II, as were the wvast
majority of their inhabitants.

o

. tricks; mannerisms.
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