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The University Drama Festival—September ‘93

Denice Landers

he Inter-University English Drama Festival was an

event of significance both within and without the hour
upon the stage. Happening so rarely, it is the focus of
greater notice than perhaps warranted. Apparently this
occasion was not made a competition, so as not to scare
off fledgeling participants treading their first hour upon
the stage.

The subtext of event might yield a reading of dons who
had finally figured that containment of the revolutionary
impulse was a big, subtle and fulltime business, that
might do well to take a page out of the old school ideol-
ogy, mens sano corpo sano. Which might mean helping
students let off steam by gadding about the playing field
or the stage and, perhaps incidentally, providing them
with something of greater value than notes, if not greater
employeability; which was indicated by the fact that the
festival had a healthy peppering of dons in theatrical
gladrags.

Pinter himself truistically is a product of his age, but
perhaps equally a product of the critical culture, created
by the merchandisers of ideas and cultural norms,
subject to the dictates of supply and demand, product
image, consumer perception, sales figures and market
shares. It is my deepest suspicion that the kind of
symbiotic relationship you-scratch-my-back-I-scratch-
yours, between the critic and the artist, highlighted by
one critic as the characteristic of the Sinhala stage, might
apply in a far more sophisticated, subtle and unsolicited
way to the emergence of the Theatre of Menace. Pinter’s
sellability was that he discovered a distinct voice and
tone.

Kelaniya University’s production of one of Pinter’s later
plays Mountain Language is an ideologically sound
good-guys vs. bad piece play about how the lackeys of a
nasty authoritarian regime will not disallow the next of
kin to the standard harassment. These are perennial
situations of drama and human existence, which the
French wartime playwrights in particular had a whop-
ping good time with. Of course what would be the begin-
ning for some playwrights is the be all and end all for
Pinter,
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A young wife waiting to see her prisoner husband says to
the prison guard some thing to the effect of “I want to
see my husband, it is my right”!

“My Right”. I wouldn’t say the word to a traffic cop.

The problem and challenge with Pinter is that one has to
move inward into the script and find an internal dynamic
inside the lines. The static, almost tableau quality of the
storyline is of no assistance. Either you have the audi-
ence spellbound, or talking to each other. The Kelaniya
production did not really get inside the lines, relying
instead on the resonances to the current ethnic situation
to carry it through. Further one might think the editing
of the play which is a curiously hard thing to do with
Pinter was perhaps done without sufficient care.

The play Family Voices was originally written for the
radio. It traces the changes in a young man through a
series of letters home and the responses of his aging
neglected mother. Of course things tend to become
improbable as the play introduces a dead father who talks
a great deal and naturally too. Funny how even absurd-
ity works only if constructed to be so, by an unmentioned
agreement between the players and actors, something
this production particularly lacked. The Institute of
Technological Studies players seemed determined to
treat the ‘radio play’ as literally sacrosanct; however, one
hopes for more thought if less ambition in their future
efforts.

Peradeniya University dished out a relatively competent,
vintage Pinter— Old Times, which again is a delving into
a transitory, ephemeral and uncertain past. This time
between a couple and their relationship with a third party
— the outsider who revels in the unconventional. The
production was stark and low key. Three actors, two
female and one male stood on stage with three blocks of
wood for props on which they sat, leaned and lounged and
talked about an obscure past vaguesly to do with the
energy and sexuality of youth. Of course Pinter’s approach
is a la sex!!— lets talk psychological layers of London
dwellers. The impetus for this play comes from the quest
that yields a continuous ordering of the past for the
characters and the audience. The production was
characterised by much control in voice and restraint in
movement.
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