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ABSTRACT 

Critics have often viewed Caryl Churchill as a comic 

playwright, but have never analysed her methods and materi

als. I made a study of her plays in order to uncover the 

comic techniques she uses, find out why she chooses to use 

comedy when her themes are so serious and painful, and deci

pher whether or not she is part of the continuum of dramatic 

comic tradition. My study of Top Girls, Cloud 9, Vinegar 

~om, Light shining In Buckinghamshire, Fen and Owners re

veals that Churchill makes extensive use of structural prin

ciples of the sort employed by the great masters and de

scribed by theorists throughout the history of stage comedy. 
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CHAPTER I 

AN INTRODUCTION TO COMEDY 

In the Poetics, Aristotle defines comedy as: 

an imitation of persons who are inferior;' not, however, 

going all the way to full villainy, but imitating the 

ugly, of which the ludicrous is one part. The 

ludicrous, that is, is a failing or piece of ugliness 

which causes no pain or destruction; thus to go no 

farther, the comic mask is something ugly and distorted 

but painless (Aristotle 23-24). 

Most modern theorists follow Aristotle in seeing comic 

behavior as a non-painful deviation from a social norm. 

Robert W. Corrigan, for example, in interpreting Aristotle's 

definition points out that comedy must have a center if we 

are to discern deviations and see them as comic. "A thing 

cannot be ugly or immoral," he says, "until we have first 

agreed upon what is beautiful and moral," and adds that when 

talking about comedy we must therefore "always refer to the 

standards of seriousness which give it its essential 

definition" (5). 

L. J. Potts takes a similar approach when he says that 

"all comic writers must have a norm in view" because in 

order to "detect eccentricity you must have a center" (199). 

He goes on to set up a useful distinction between the usual 
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and the normal. The usual is that which "can be calculated 

statistically from observed facts" (199); it describes what 

is customary to a given group of people at a given time and 

has become usual because it is considered sensible. The 

normal, on the other hand, is a "philosophical concept--an 

idea, and exists only in the mind that has brought itself to 

bear on all the relevant facts" (199). Establishing what is 

normal or sensible in any facet of human activity is a 

difficult task and this is where the comic dramatist comes 

in. She/he depicts human conduct in such a way as to raise 

questions as to where the norm lies, in what sense consists, 

and prods society into a reexamination of its assumptions. 

He recognizes that the usual in society is not necessarily 

sensible and the unusual is not necessarily lacking in 

sense. As James K. Feibleman puts it: 

• . . the categories of actuality are always what they 

have to be and seldom what they ought to be. It is the 

task of comedy to make this plain. Thus comedy 

ridicules new customs, new institutions, for being 

insufficiently inclusive; but even more effectively 

makes fun of old ones which have outlived their 

usefulness and have come to stand in the way of 

further progress" ( 1 n~) • 

An example of the first type would be Aristophanes laughing 

at the Sophists in Clouds, while Machiavelli laughing at 

December-May marriages in Madragola would be an example of 
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the second. 

Deviations from the norm can appear in any of the six 

structural elements of a dramatic work: character, plot, 

visual adornment (i.e. spectacle), verbal expression (i.e. 

diction), song-composition (i.e. music), and thought 

(Aristotle 26). While deviations in the first five elements 

are readily found in modern comedies, music is not a common 

feature in them. In silent Chaplin and Keaton movies, music 

evokes laughter through its rhythm and tone, and in modern 

plays its presence can be approximated to a character's 

tone, pacing, and rhythm of speech. But by far the most 

obvious way that a comic dramatist depicts deviation is 

through characters. 

Harry IJevin argues that characters who deviate from the 

norm fall into two groups--the ridiculous characters or 

killjoys, and the ludicrous characters or playboys. He also 

suggests that these two groups generate the two kinds of 

laughter prevalent in comedy (12). 

Killjoys or ridiculous characters can be "obsessed 

characters" (Frye 168) such as Jonson's Volpone, "heavy 

fathers" or "blocking characters" (167) such as 

Shakespeare's Egeus in A Midsummer Night's Dream, or 

"mechanical" characters such as Shaw's Henry Higgins in 

Pygmalion (Bergson 38). Laughter is directed at Volpone 

because his obsession with money is a deviation from the 

norm of sensible human behavior, but laughter is also aimed 
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at society represented by Corbaccio, Voltore, and Corvino 

for being easy victims of his greed. Similarly, Egeus is 

the butt of laughter for being a "senex iratus or heavy 

father" (Frye 172) or "blocking character" (167) who 

attempts to block the lovers from being united with each 

other because he believes that arranged marriages are 

sensible or the "right" kind; we also laugh at the 

convention of arranged marriages targeted for lacking sense 

in the face of youthful, headstrong love and at the lovers 

for their excess of emotion. Egeus deviates in one direc

tion (the practical) and the lovers in the other (the emo

tional). Although Shakespeare is clearly more tolerant of 

the latter, the sensible medium would be a balance of the 

practical and the emotional. By the same token, Higgins' 

behavior causes laughter because his interactions with Eliza 

reveal him to be a mere intellectual automaton. His behav

ior is "mechanical" because he is obsessed with learning and 

has forgotten the importance of balance in his life. The 

term, killjoys or ridiculous characters then, when used in 

comedy, describes characters whose behavior shows "inelas

ticity" (Bergson 10) or a deviation from the norm. Laughter 

that arises because of such deviations is directed at these 

characters and is critical with the aim of bringing them 

back to the norm of sensible human behavior. 

Falstaff or Toby Belch, on the other hand, are playboys 

or ludicrous characters, who also deviate from the norm of 
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human behavior but do so by revelling in "the spirit's 

desire to defy law and transgress taboo" (Whitman 274). 

Suzanne Langer's theory of comedy provides an explanation of 

the kind of laughter that occurs when we encounter a charac

ter like Falstaff. She says that laughter arises from "a 

surge of vital feeling" and Ita wave of felt vitality" (340). 

It is our perception of "elan vital," or "vital rhythm," or 

"livingness" in the characters that causes us to laugh (342, 

345, 348). Comic man, for Langer, is a playboy who is "all 

motion, whim, and impulse--the 'libido' itself ••• [he] is 

Life, he is the Will, he is the Brain" (344). Characters 

like Falstaff and Toby Belch who exude this sense of "virtu

al life" make us laugh with them for the vitality t-lith which 

they ignore laws and transgress taboos in order to live life 

to its fullest. 

Although ludicrous and ridiculous characters are dis

tinct, they are not mutually exclusive. Levin believes that 

a constant dialectic exists in comedy between the ludicrous 

and the ridiculous characters (13) in order to show how both 

groups of characters have deviated from the norm of sensible 

behavior and need to be awakened from their illusion to 

reality (Frye 169). Illusion, according to Frye, is whatev

er is "fixed and definable" such as obsession, hypocrisy, 

habit, ritual bondage, disguise or unknown parentage, while 

reality is "its negation" (169-170). In Twelfth Night, for 

example, a dialectic exists between Toby Belch (playboy or 
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ludicrous character) and Malvolio (killjoy or ridiculous 

character). Toby Belch deviates from the norm of sensible 

human behavior by his riotous living and Malvolio by exclud

ing all mirth from his life. This dialectic between the two 

characters shows how both characte~s have strayed from the 

norm and need to move bac)c to the center, into balance. 

Shakespeare's Falstaff in Henry IV: Part II, on the other 

hand, embodies this dialectic in himself. He is, as he 

says, "not only witty in myself, but the cause that wit is 

in other men" (Henry IV: Part II, 1.02.9). He is able to 

laugh at himself recognizing, as we do, the "mechanical 

encrusted upon the living" that he embodies in his obsession 

with pleasure (Bergson 37), but we also laugh with him for 

the life force that he embodies in his total disregard for 

taboos. This dialectic parallels the debate between the 

eiron or self-deprecator, and the alazon or the imposter of 

Greek comedies (Frye 172). The purpose of such a debate is 

to show how both groups of characters have deviated from the 

norm of sensible human behavior and laughter's aim is to 

bring back these characters to behavior that is sensible and 

normative (169). 

The typical plot of comedy as described by Northrop Frye 

is a formula derived from Greek New Comedy and transmitted 

by Plautus and Terence to Renaissance Europe (163). The 

most familiar comic formula is one where a young man wants a 

young woman and encounters opposition, usually parental, 
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which is resolved at the end of the play thanks to the 

schemes that the young man and his faithful servant devise 

to overcome parental objections. While Greek New Comedy 

usually portrayed the hero's father opposing the union of 

the lovers, later Renaissance comedies transferred the role 

of the objector to the heroine's father as is the case with 

Hermia and Egeus in Shakespeare's A Midsummer's Night Dream 

and Mariane and Orgon in Moliere's Tartuffe. But despite 

these variations in the basic pattern, the point being made 

by allowing the hero to prevail over a parental figure is to 

show a movement away from an old, lifeless, enslaved society 

to one that is new, vital and free (169). 

Comic action at the beginning of the play is not usu

ally triggered by the hero and the heroine who are "nice but 

uninteresting people" but by "the obstructing" or "blocking 

characters" (166 and 167). Frye argues that the obstacles 

to the hero's desires "form the action of comedy, and the 

overcoming of them the comic resolution" (164). Congreve's 

Way of the World, for example, uses this pattern with a 

variation. Lady Wishfort and Fainall are "blocking charac

ters" as are the hero and heroine, Millamant and Mirabell. 

Lady Wishfort and Fainall draw attention to themselves by 

placing obstacles in the path of the lovers which set in 

motion the unfolding of the comic plot. Millamant and 

Mirabell, on the other hand, are also in a sense "blocking 

characters" in that they use their wit and intelligence to 
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block each other rather than admit their feelings to one 

another. Hence although the hero and heroine, Mirabell and 

Millamant, are not passive, they are nevertheless "blocking 

characters" and our interest is held captive by their 

schemes as well as those of Lady Wishfort and Fainall. 

The middle part of comedy usually presents us with more 

details concerning the schemes of the blocking character and 

the attempts of the hero and heroine, aided by a loyal 

servant, to overcome these obstacles. Comic action in the 

middle of The Way of the World focuses on the intricate plan 

that Mirabell has devised with his servant waitwell to force 

Lady Wishfort to give her consent to allowing him to marry 

Millamant with her inheritance. It also highlights the 

verbal sparring between Mirabell and Millamant which reaches 

its peak in Act IV with the drawing up of the marriage 

contract. 

Comedy usually ends with the hero and heroine overcoming 

the obstacles placed for them by the blocking characters and 

being united in marriage to promote the "happily ever after" 

theme that life will continue despite the obstacles in one's 

way. In the last act of The Way of the World, Fainall 

cannot carry out his threat to divorce his wife and claim 

all her wealth because she, prior to getting married to him, 

had made Mirabell the guardian of her inheritance. This 

scheme not only saves Mrs. Fainall, who is Lady Wishfort's 

daughter, from losing all her money but it also makes Lady 
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wishfort so grateful to Mirabell that she consents to his 

marriage to Millamant and even goes so far as to retract her 

promise to Sir wilful that he could marry her niece--a plan 

to which he agrees. Similarly, Mirabell and Millamant set 

aside their verbal sparring with each other and accept the 

love that they have for one another. The ending of comedy 

is a movement away from whatever it was that blocked the 

path to happiness or caused uneasiness when the play began. 

It is a conformation of faith--a confirmation to society 

that despite the odds, man endures. L. C. Knights calls 

this movement "the breaking down of undesirable attitudes" 

(183), while Frye sees it as a movement from psitis or 

illusion to gnosis or reality (169). 

Most modern comedies, however, do not use the boy

meets-girl-plot but have retained the implications of such a 

formula. Bergson sums up the underlying pattern of a such a 

plot as "the vision of one stubborn force, counteracted by 

another, equally pertinacious" (71), while Langer's opinion 

is that "Whatever the story may be, it takes the form of a 

temporary triumph over the surrounding world, complicated, 

and thus stretched out, by an involved succession of coinci

dences" (348). 

A third category of comic material, related to charac

ter and plot but separable from them is thought. A laugh

ter-provok.i::1.g line in a play may be the result of plot_ .... 

complications, as when, in Oscar wilde in The Importance of 
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Being Earnest, Jack announces that his fictional brother 

Ernest is "Dead," not knowing that Algernon is on the prem

ises pretending to be that very brother; on other occasions, 

the comic line may be an expression of a character's obses

sional behavior, as in Harpagon's repetition of "without a 

dowry." But in this third category of comic utterance, it 

is eccentric thought i'tself at which we laugh. Its most 

usual form is the witty generalization on the foibles of a 

particular society, or on those of the human community as a 

whole. In The Importance of being Earnest, for example, 

Jack Worthing says that he will have no desire to get ac

quainted with Algernon's invalid friend Bunbury, once he is 

married to someone as charming as Gwendolen. Algernon's 

reply to this is: "Then your wife will. You don't seem to 

realize that in married life three is company and two is 

none" (260). Similar epigrams directed at victorian manners 

and mores are voiced throughout the play, such as "Divorces 

are made in Heaven" (255) and "More than half of modern 

culture depends on what one shouldn't read" (25'7), and 

together they make up a substantial part of the overall 

comic impact of the play. 

Bergson calls these witticisms "the comic expressed" in 

t'lords and draws an important distinction between them and 

the instances of "the comic createq" by words (emphasis 

added 103). Words that fall under the first group are words 

that can cause laughter by the thought they convey while the 
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words that belong to the second group are comic in them

selves. Words that are comic in themselves (i.e. "comic 

created") are difficult to translate, such as puns, rhymes, 

alliterations, dialects, epithets, slang, jargon, colloqui

alisms, repetitious words, incongruous words, and nonsensi

cal words. Ernest, for example, in The Importance of Being 

Earnest, after straightening out the numerous misunderstand

ings caused by posing both as Jack and Ernest, concludes the 

play with a pun on his name by saying: "I have now realized 

for the first time in my life the vital Importance of Being 

Earnest" (313). Laughter, in this instance, is directed at 

the word itself which has deviated from the norm of standard 

speech by having a dual meaning attached to it. On the 

other hand, words that are not comic in themselves but 

create thoughts that are comic are called "witty" or 

"spirituel" by Bergson because they make us laugh at a third 

party or at ourselves (104). The term "comic expressed" can 

also describe the comic thought of a whole play. Aris

tophanes, for example, uses the play Lysistrata to laugh at 

the stupidity of war. The "comic expressed" as seen in the 

example of Aristophanes' Lysistrata can be translated, 

whereas the "comic created" cannot; the latter, according to 

Bergson "calls for some degree of self-forgetfulness, whilst 

the wit does not usually err in this respect" (106). 

Finally there is visual comedy, or to use the Aristote

lian term, the comic in spectacle. Included under this 
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heading is whatever strikes the eye as deviant, so long as 

the deviation is not perceived as painful. It may be in the 

shape of the body (fat Toby Belch ti.ppling with skinny 

Andrew Aguecheek), or in dress (Malvolio outlandishly cross

gartered), or in physical deportment (Petruchio hurling food 

around the room while the famished Kate stares· in wonder). 

Usually associated with other types of comic behavior, 

especially character and diction, these visual manifesta

tions of aberrant conduct make up an essential part of the 

specifically theatrical element in dramatic representation. 

In a well-constructed comedy character, plot, thought, 

diction and spectacle combine to form the argument of the 

work. Corn ford call this "logos" which means "theme or idea 

of the piece" (173). In this respect, comedies tend to fall 

into one of two groups which Cedric Whitman calls "the 

significantly comic and the absolutely comic" (267). The 

former is "the mode of satire, and caricature, parody and 

wit, and all forms of humor which arise from direct rele

vance to practical experience. They make fun of something, 

or signify that something is laughable" (267). Like satire 

proper, comedies that are "significantly comic" involve some 

degree of "scorn" or "a basic dissatisfaction with the state 

of things" (Petro 21). They use "huminatus" (Bloom 26) or 

as Pollard explains "whatever men do" (6) as their subject 

matter and.can range from people, institutions (eg: govern

ment, law, politics, and religion), literature, to the 
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cosmos (Feinberg 30 - 39). The concern is with the "affec

tation and hypocrisy" (Pollard 12), and "dissimulation" 

(Feinberg 30-39). As Frye points out, this dissatisfaction 

is made obvious by placing the emphasis on blocking charac

ters such as a Malvolio or a Tartuffe. It is the kind of 

comedy, which as Bergson says, "expresses an individual or 

collective imperfection which calls for an immediate correc

tive. This corrective is laughter, a social gesture that 

singles out and represses a special kind of absentmindedness 

in men and event .•• " (86-87). 

The other kind of comedy is the "absolutely comic" and 

it includes farce, the surreal, the absurd, the fantastic, 

and the grotesque. Leo Hughes in defining farce points out 

that "the sole point and justification of a farce is that it 

be funny. Its business is to make us accept the impos-

sible, the deranged as normal, and silliness as a happy 

sUbstitute for sense" (20). Aristophanes' The Birds is 

"absolutely comic" because it is a kind of "higher slap

stick, a gigantically elaborated violation of the apparent 

way things are ••. " (Whitman 277). It is a rendering of 

the absurd for its own sake (277) and its significance lies 

in "the wish fulfilling, purgative indulgences of the spir

it's desire to defy law and transgress taboo" (274). Whit

man sees farce, the surreal, the absurd, the fantastic, and 

the grotesque as being "absolutely comic" in that they all 

offer: 
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• . . a release, a discharge of certain drives of the 

libido, or ego, not otherwise to be satisfied amid the 

repressing society which surrounds it. Like the Roman 

saturnalia, or the Medieval Season of Misrule, it 

would give the dog his day, and permit the safe 

renewal, for another year, of moral sanctions and 

custom-law (274). 

Once again, the "absolutely comic" and the "signifi

cantly comic" although distinct in themselves can intertwine 

as they do in Ionesco's the Rhinoceros. Here the plot is 

grotesque or absurd b~cause all characters have turned into 

rhinoceroses. We soon realize, however, that the play is 

not merely grotesque or absurd but is satirizing the mon

strosity of fascism and conformity. 

Irrespective of whether comedies are "significantly 

comic" or absolutely comic" or a combination of the two, 

they all have a common thematic significance. corrigan says 

that all comedies posses the same "comic view of life or the 

comic spirit" (3). Langer agrees with this concept of the 

"comic spirit" but calls it "the pure sense of life" (330). 

Very simply put the thematic significance of comedy cele

brates man's "capacity to endure" (Corrigan 3). Eri::: 

Bentley says that what the comic character endures is "the 

daily, hourly, inescapable difficulty of being" (quoted in 

corrigan 3). Christopher Fry develops this idea further 

when he says that comedy's celebration of man's capacity to 



21 

endure is part of a continuous ongoing process of living and 

being (17). This sense of continuity between human beings 

is called "felt l.ife" or "communal biography" by Langer (326 

and 329), and is the artistic principle that governs all 

forms of comedy (326). It is "an image of human vitality 

holding its own in the world amid the surprises of unplanned 

coincidence" (331). Despite the laughter and the happy 

endings, comedy is "serious business" (corrigan 2), because 

it is a "representation of life patterned to demonstrate or 

to assert a faith in human survival, often including or 

emphasizing how that survival is possible or under what 

condition that survival takes place" (Grawe 17). This comic 

sense of life and the materials and techniques which form it 

find ample expression in the works of caryl Churchill. 

The following chapters show how Caryl Churchill works 

closely with various comic techniques to create a comic 

world that is traditional yet modern. Since Churchill is 

concerned with a variety of social issues, such as patriar

chy, religion, politics, and capitalism, I have made them 

and the comic techniques used in treating them the center of 

my study. Michael Swanson, for example, argues that Cloud 

.2" Fen, and Top Girls concern themselves with "the harmful 

pressures of the male dominated society" and adds that 

Churchill's intent is to "expose the dehumanizing despair of 

societally-enforced male oppression of women" (66). Vinegar 

Tom, on the other hand, as Helen Keyssar explains, has to do 
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with Churchill's view of "the extent of Christian teaching 

against women and • • • the connections between medieval 

attitudes to witches and continuing attitudes to women in 

general" ( "Politics" 211). 1J~g.Q.L$.b.JJ)JJ19,...,.,.iJJ~~JJ,q~J.nqhamshire 

studies Christianity, Puritanism, capitalism, and ownership 

in the context of "England's almost-but-not-quite revolution 

of the mid 1600's (Solomon 54), while Owners focuses on "the 

need to own and control" by both men and women, and on the 

fact that sometimes even "the most basic of human actions 

can be QVE!rCOme by capitalistic preoccupations" (50 and 51). 

I have selected seven plays that best exemplify 

Churchill's use of comic materials in the context of her 

major thenlatic, social concerns. Chapter two will focus on 

patriarchy in Top Girls and Cloud 9. Chapter three will 

deal with religion and politics in Light Shinning in Buck

inghamshire and Vinegar Tom. Chapter four will discuss 

capitalism in Owners, Fen, and Softcops, and chapter five 

will presEmt an overview of the role of comedy in 

Churchill's dramaturgy. 
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CHAPTER II 

TOP GIRLS and CLOUD 9 

Churchill's primary concern in Top Girls and Cloud 9 is 

with patriarchal customs and the detrimental effects they 

have on both men and women. Top Girls opens with female 

characters from various centuries and different parts of the 

world meeting at a restaurant to celebrate Marlene's ap

pointment as managing director of the Top Girls employment 

agency. Joan, for example, was supposed to have been Pope 

in the ninth century, Isabella Bird is a Victorian travel

ler, Lady Nijo is a Japanese Emperor's concubine and Bud

dhist nun in the thirteenth century, Dull Gret is the sub

ject of Brueghel's painting, Dull Griet, and Griselda is the 

obedient wife whose story is told by Boccaccio, Petrarch, 

and Chaucer (Top Girls 20). 

The entry, one by one, of these exotically dressed 

time-travellers, and their eventual assembly around a table 

in a perfectly familiar twentieth-century bistro creates an 

outlandish stage picture which contributes substantially to 

the comic tone of the play. John Barber agrees and adds 

that the characters in the first act "amuse and astonish 

each other, and us, with their incredible life-stories, all 

eloquent of female submissiveness, the superiority and 
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predominance of the male" ("Top Girls" 82). And Edwin 

Wilson points out that "all these women are achievers, but 

. . • have paid a high price for their accomplishments" 

("Tales" 309). Each female character is obsessed with 

living out the role given to her by patriarchal society and 

possesses what Henri Bergson calls IOsomething mechanical 

encrusted on the living" (37) which invites corrective 

laughter (87). However, although these characters are 

amusing there are times when their lives are depicted as 

being very painful. Taylor admits that the first act is 

"very funny" (22), while Kroll acknowledges that although 

the first act is "hilarious," it is also very "touching" 

because it reveals the "heavy price [the women] had to pay 

for asserting themselves in their male-dominated worlds" 

(309) . 

Patient Griselda's behavior, for example, suggests 

"automatism." She is obsessed with fulfilling the patient, 

submissive, self-effacing role of wife given to her by 

patriarchal society. Her obsession to be the model wife--a 

patriarchal value that has been instilled in her and has 

become almost second nature to her--makes it impossible for 

her to see either her behavior or that of her husband Walter 

as being anything but perfectly proper and it is this in

flexibility that makes her comic. For example, even before 

she makes her appearance on stage, Marlene hints at this 
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mechanical, humble side of Griselda's nature when she pre-

dicts accurately, "I know Griselda's going to be late" (3). 

And when Griselda actually makes her entrance at the tail 

end of th~ meal at the restaurant, she stands "unnoticed" 

and patient until Marlene notices her and asks if she would 

like to eat (19). Her self-effacing, apologetic reply is: 

"I'm sorry I'm so late. No, no, don't bother" (19). When 

Marlene prods her a little and asks more directly, "have you 

eaten?" Griselda's reply is, "No really, I'm not hungry" 

(19). But when Marlene assures her "Chat everyone is having 

pudding and that it wouldn't really be a bother, Griselda's 

answer is, "Oh if everyone is. I don't mind" (20). Just as 

her repetitiously self-effacing and humble nature causes 

laughter, her obsession with obeying her husband and doing 

everything he wishes is comic up to a point. Isabella 

points out this trait in her when she says, "I can see you 

were doing what you thought was your duty" (23), and Gris-

elda herself underscores the importance of duty towards her 

husband when she says: " ... of course a wife must obey her 

husband. lAnd of course I must obey the Marquis*" (21).1 Her 

allegiance to her husband is so mechanical that when the 

women ask if it was easy to give up her children to Walter, 

1 When a character is either interrupted by another character, 
or continues to speak through another's speech, Churchill marks the 
point of interruption with a I. When a speech is interrupted but 
is continued by the speaker, she uses an * to mark continuity. 
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Griselda's robot-like reply is, "It was always easy because 

I always knew I would do what he said" and adds that they 

were Walter's children "to do what he liked with" (23). 

Griselda's inflexibility is entertaining so long as her life 

is made to sound like a "fairy story" as Marlene puts it 

(20). However, when the full details of her life are re

vealed, that Walter took away both her children from her, 

sent her back to live with her father, and finally asked her 

to return to the palace to make arrangements for his new 

bride (20-25), her inflexibility is no longer amusing but 

painful. Marlene is quick to point out that Walter's be

havior is not "normal" (22), and that he had a "thing" about 

the duty a wife owed to her husband. But Griselda's in

elasticity makes her insist blindly that Walter was normal, 

loved her, and was very kind to her (22). Both behave in 

ways that are the norm in patriarchal society: Walter's 

insensitive treatment of her is acceptable in a patriarchal 

world as is Griselda's total submissiveness to him. Each 

possesses a rigidity which calls "for an immediate correc

tive," but laughter is only intermittently generated because 

of the pity felt for the wretched "self-abasement" (Fitz

simmons, "I Won't" 22) that Griselda as woman, wife, and 

mother had to practice in a patriarchal system. As Linda 

Fitzsimmons puts it, Griselda "wins in the end--her child

ren, her husband" but "only through her absolute compliance 
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with what the system demands of her" ("I Won/til 22). J. L. 

Styan explains this tension between the comic and serious (a 

comment that can be applied to Griselda's character as well) 

when he says, "the best comedy teases and troubles an audie

nce; it can be painful" but "the urgent fact remains that, 

whether we laugh or not, the 'comic' attitude may be pres

ent" (51). 

Like Griselda, Lady Nijo is both an amusing and sym

pathetic character. She is obsessed with being totally 

subservient to the emperor: for example, she says that 

"There was nothing in [her] life, nothing, without the 

Emperor's favour" (12). She is also fixated on class and 

etiquette, and takes great pains to point out to the other 

top girls that it was not the Emperor of Japan but the "ex

Emperor" who "was very cultured" (2). And when Isabella 

talks of the "barbaric practices in the east," Nijo's dogg

ed, snobbish reply is: 

NIJO. Barbaric? 

ISABELLA. Among the lower classes. 

NIJO. I wouldn't know (6). 

Her excessive concern with culture, titles, and class is 

ridiculous and laughter comes unreserved because the painful 

details of her life haven't yet been revealed. 

Lady Nijo has another obsession that causes laughter; 

she is obsessed with clothes. She tells the women at the 
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restaurant that she was married at fourteen and when Marlene 

asks if she was raped by the Emperor, Nijo lightly brushes 

aside this question with: "No, of course not, Marlene, I 

belonged to him, it was what I was brought up for from a 

baby ••• "(3). However, she then spends time lovingly 

describing "the green robe with scarlet lining and very 

heavily embroidered trousers" that the Emperor wore when he 

left her that morning (3). On another occasion, she confes

ses that she enjoyed "being the Emperor's favorite/ and 

wearing thin silk" (4). When Isabella admits that she 

disliked dressing up, Nijo expresses surprise and rambles on 

endlessly about how she adored her clothes, how Lady Betto 

her arch-rival had "a five-layered gown in shades of green 

and purple," and how she herself had "raw silk pleated 

trousers and a seven-layered gown in shades of red and two 

outer garments,/yellow lined with green and a light green 

. jacket" (8). 

Another characteristic of Lady Nijo that makes her 

entertaining is her endless chatter. For example, when she 

is narrating the death of her father to her friends, she 

says: 

NIJO •. My father was saying his prayers and he 

dozed off in the sun. So I touched his knee to rouse 

him. 'I wonder what will happen,' he said, and then 
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he was dead before he finished the sentence.! If he'd 

died saying 

MARLENE. What a shock. 

NIJO. his prayers he would have gone straight to 

heaven.!Waldorf salad (4). 

Nijo's request for waldorf salad while narrating the death 

of her father is amusing because she is able to shift, 

automaton-like, from a serious topic to a seemingly trivial 

one. As she continues her chatter, our attention is slowly 

shifted from the comic to the more serious side of her 

nature. For example, when she sighs sentimentally and 

speaks about lovers (14) and the poems that always had to be 

exchanged with them (9), laughter is generated by her pos

turing and her rigid rules of courtship. However, when her 

sadness becomes the focus of attention, laughter is quickly 

curbed when it is made known to us that the Emperor "stayed 

away from her" and she was forced to "[take] other women to 

him" (3). She admits that she loved him and felt "so much 

pain" when he died. 

NIJO. My father and the Emperor both died in the 

autumn. So much pain. 

JOAN. Yes, but don't cry. 

NIJO. They wouldn't let me into the palace when he was 

dying. I hid in the room with his coffin, then I 

couldn't find where I'd left my shoes, I ran after 
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the funeral procession in bare feet, I couldn't keep 

up. When I got there it was over, a few wisps of 

smoke in the sky, that's all that was left of him. 

What I ,,,ant to know is, if I'd still been at court, 

would I have been allowed to wear full mourning? 

(26) . 

In a less painful context, Nijo's absentmindedness concern

ing her shoes and her preoccupation with clothes might evoke 

laughter, but because of her pain sympathy rather than 

laughter is directed at her predicament. As she continues 

telling the other women about her life, it is learnt t.hat 

she, like Griselda, had her child taken away from her (16) 

and admits sadly that even though it was "only a girl" it is 

"hard when they take it away" (22). At this point, Isabella 

joins in and shares with them the pain she felt when her 

husband died. Marlene tries to distract the two of them. 

MARLENE. I thought travelling cheered you both up. 

ISABELLA. Oh it did / of course. It was on the trip 

from 

NIJO. I'm not a cheerful person, Marlene. I just laugh 

a lot (8). 

Lady Nijo's response to Marlene's comment is apt to draw a 

chuckle because when Lady Nijo admits that she is "not a 

cheerful person," the logical but mechanical reply that is 

expected from her is, "that is why I don't laugh a lot". 



But when the response is contrary to what is expected, 

laughter results because of incongruity. 

Another painful, gross indignity that Lady Nijo des

cribes is the Full Moon beating ceremony. 

NIJO •.•. I was eighteen at the Full Moon Ceremony. 
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They make a special rice gruel and stir it with their 

sticks, and then they beat their women across the 

loins so they'll have sons and not daughter. So the 

Emperor beat us all/very hard as usual--that's not 

it, 

MARLENE. What a sod. 

NIJO. Marlene, that's normal .... (26). 

Like Griselda, Lady Nijo believes that this abusive treat

ment is to be accepted as part of being female. Following 

closely on such a sobering thought comes Lady Nijo's and 

Lady Genki's plan, which smacks of farce, to accost the 

Emperor and beat him till he promises never to "order anyone 

to hit [them] again" (27). While one laughs and applauds 

Lady Nijo and Lady Genki for their courage in standing up 

for themselves, one is sobered, by the thought that both 

women believe that although the guards are not within their 

rights to beat them, the Emperor is. In the end, however, 

despite her enslavement to patriarchy, Lady Nijo teaches 

herself to be independent and self-sufficient after her 

father's and the Emperor's death. She says: "Once I was 



32 

ill for four months lying alone at an inn. Nobody to offer 

a horse to Buddha. I had to live for myself and I did live" 

(13). Churchill is careful to present the frivolous side of 

Lady Nijo which causes laughter, the serious side that 

evokes pity for the suffering that she had to undergo, and 

the inner power that allowed her to go on living for herself 

despite the numerous lessons of dependance that had been 

taught her by patriarchal society. The ending of her story 

is essentially comic, as is the denouement of Griselda's 

tale; both illustrate that "capacity to endure" which comic 

theorists emphasize. 

Joan shares some characteristics with both Griselda and 

Lady Nijo, but differs markedly in that she is highly edu

cated, admits she "never obeyed anyone" because "they all 

obeyed [her]" (21), and acknowledges that she never lived "a 

woman's life" and hence does not "understand it'~ (24). 

However, like Griselda and Lady Nijo, Joan h~s an obsession: 

about learning. In Act One, scene one she admits to this: 

"There was nothing in my life except my studies. I was 

obsessed with the pursuit of the truth" (12). She tells us 

that she left home at the age of twelve dressed for safety 

as a boy to study in Athens because "women weren't allowed 

in the library" (8). In fact she is so purely academic that 

she fails to be knowledgeable about her own body. When she 

took one of her chamberlains as her lover and began to feel 
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her body swell, she was at a loss as to what was happening 

inside her: "Oh, I didn't want to pay attention. It was 

easier to do nothing" (16) and adds "I wasn't used to having 

a woman's body" (16). 

Joan's fixation with learning at the expense of all 

else gives her a comic dimension. She is so enamored with 

learning that whenever the opportunity arises she delivers, 

like a wound-up toy, a lengthy disquisition in Latin, one of 

which is greeted by an unceremonious "shut up" by Marlene 

(27-28). Towards the end of Act One, scene one, when Lady 

Nijo finishes telling her companions how she and Lady Genki 

had beaten up the Emperor (27), Joan turns automatically to 

Latin despite the fact that she has forgotten chunks of it 

and nobody is paying any attention to her. 

JOAN. Something mortisque timores tum vacuum pectus-

damn. 

Quod si ridicula-

something on and on and on and something 

splendorem purpureai (28). 

When not rattling on in Latin, she regales her tolerant but 

bemused dinner companions with the equally arcane diction of 

the professional theologian: 2 

2 Similarly, in Hamlet, Osric's foppish and courtly language 
is ridiculed by Hamlet. 
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JOAN (to MARLENE). I's quarrelled with him over the 

teaching of John Scott, who held that our ignorance 

of God is the same as his ignorance of himself. He 

only knows what he creates because he creates 

everything he knows but he himself is above being--do 

you follow? (10) 

Her mechanical behavior is droll as long the clergy's 

sexist role in denying her access to learning because of her 

gender is not emphasized, but the moment this issue is made 

prominent, one finds oneself becoming more critical of the 

clergy and less so with Joan's obsession with knowledge. 

Laughter once again surfaces, when it is learnt from 

Joan that the spectacle of her giving birth to a child in 

the street caused one of the attending cardinals to fall 

over in a faint shouting that the child was the Antichrist 

(17), a spectacle that is very similar in kind to the slap

stick, banana skin routine used by clowns which causes 

laughter provided the fall is painless. Laughter is also 

aimed at the Cardinal's simplicity in assuming anything that 

is unfamiliar must be the Antichrist. However, when it is 

made known that Joan was taken "by the feet and dragged 

out of town and stoned. to death" (17) along with her 

child, laughter gives way to compassion and one is forced to 

say with Marlene, "Joan, how horrible" (17). This serious 

note once again gives way to the comic when subsequent Popes 
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are forced to sit on a chair with a hole in the seat so that 

two of the clergy could crawl underneath and look up the 

papal robes to determine the sex of the chair's occupant. 

Thus Joan is a comic character as long her suffering is 

minimized, and Churchill achieves that by focusing on the 

buffoonery of the clergy. The horrifying det·ails of Joan's 

life, once revealed, switch the focus to those rigid patri

archal rules which deny women education and so Joan engen

ders wholehearted sympathy. 

Dull Gret's behavior also represents a degree of comic 

deviation, but of a sort very different from Joan's. She is 

opposite to all the other top girls in everything she says 

and does at the chic Italian restaurant--"called with good 

reason La Prima Donna" (Barnes, "Wry Top Girls" 307). While 

all the other top girls order exotic food, Gret's selection 

is mechanical. She orders food that she is accustomed to 

such as soup, potatoes, bread, and cake (5-20). When the 

rest of the women are carrying on a spirited conversation 

about their lives, Gret's contribution comes in short sen

tences or monosyllabic grunts until she speaks her eighteen 

lines in Act One, scene two. For example, when Isabella and 

Lady Nijo are talking about how grieved they were over the 

death of their fathers, Gret's words of comfort are: "Can we 

have some more bread?" (5). Bergson offers us an explana

tion as to why her woodenness causes laughter when he says: 
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"Any individual is comic who automatically goes his own way 

without troubling himself about getting into touch with the 

rest of his fellow beings. It is the part of laughter to 

reprove his absentmindedness and wake him out of his dream" 

(134). When Joan tells her companions of the chamberlain 

whom she took as a lover when she was Pope, Gret shakes off 

her indifference to make lewd, earthy comments. For exam

ple, when Lady Nijo asks Joan "What was he like, the cham

berlain?" Gret's reply is simple--"Big cock" (14). And 

later when all the women are laughing at the pierced chair 

that Popes had to sit on, Gret's coarse but succinct comment 

is "balls" (19). Gret's speech, in short, is as low as 

Joan's is high and represents the opposite comic extreme. 

Gret's language causes laughter because its coarseness 

deviates from the rest of the group's standard speech pat

terns and because her interest in the body surfaces with 

clockwork regularity. In Act One, scene two, however, ou~ 

laughter gives way to pity when we hear her say: "My big 

son die on a wheel. Birds eat him. My baby, a soldier run 

her through with a sword" (28). Focus has been shifted to 

the cruelty of war and the anguish that she as mother must 

have felt when she lost her two innocent children and laugh

ter is no longer aimed at her for her dullness. She becomes 

a sympathetic character and her sufferings are to be commis

erated with. 
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Isabella, the Victorian traveller, also has both a 

comic and serious side. Her first mention of her sister 

Hennie is not particularly significant; but as the play 

progresses, Isabella refers to Hennie with unwavering regu

larity. She talks about the photograph she had for Hennie 

(7), how "Hennie was happy" (2), how "Hennie did good works" 

(5), how Hennie was the love of her life (11), how she "sat 

in Tobermory among Hennie's flowers" (12), would love "to 

see Hermie's sweet face again" (24), how "Hennie had the 

same sweet nature" (25), and how she could "never be like 

Hennie" (25). Bergson, again, explains why this repetitive 

side of a character's nature can be comic: litl'he truth is 

that really living life should never repeat itself. Wher

ever there is repetition or complete similarity, we always 

suspect some mechanism at work behind the living" (34), and 

that "the attitudes, gestures and movements of the human 

body are laughable in exact proportion as that body reminds 

us of a mere machine" (29). 

Isabella is also comic in the restricted role of trav

eller that she chooses to live by. For example, being the 

hardy traveller that she is, although "There were rats in 

the cabin and ants in the food . . . [she] woke up every 

morning happy, knowing there would be nothing to annoy 

[her]. No nervousness. No dressing" (8). This obsession 

with her role as traveller makes her oblivious to the world 
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around her. When journalists accuse her of being anything 

but feminine, and when she herself admits that she disliked 

"dressing" (8), it is amusing when she says indignantly: "I 

repudiated strongly any suggestion in the press that I was 

other than feminine" (8). Another example of her fixation 

with being a traveller occurs when Rocky Mountain Jim de

clares his love for her and she finds it "most distressing" 

(9) because it is not in keeping with the image that she has 

of herself. But once again, as with the other characters, 

the comic gives way to the serious when she struggles to 

change her ways and conform to the feminine role that is 

expected of her: 

ISABELLA: I did wish marriage had seemed more of a 

step. I tried very hard to cope with the ordinary 

drudgery of life. I was ill again with carbuncles on 

the spine and nervous prostration. I ordered a 

tricycle, that was my idea of adventure then. And 

John himself fell ill, with erysipelas and anaemia. 

I began to love him with my whole heart but it was 

too late. He was a skeleton with transparent white 

hands. I wheeled him on various seafronts in a 

bathchair. And he faded and left me. There was 

nothing in my life . • (11). 

The suffering that she must have undergone to conform to the 

norms of society by forcing herself to marry and love her 
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husband makes her a character to be sympathized with. 

However, compassion soon turns to admiration when she, like 

Lady Nijo, was "determined to go on" (12). She leaves her 

grief behind and sets off for Tibet where she tells us that 

despite the agony in her spine, she "managed very well" (12-

13). Like Nijo and Griselda, Isabella represents a Langer

ian "image of human vitality holding its own in the world" 

(331) • 

Marlene surprisingly in the final analysis is like her 

female counterparts of the previous centuries in that she is 

both comic and serious with the only difference being that 

when the serious side of her nature is introduced, it is 

hard to sympathize with her. She is comic in that, while 

the other characters are busy telling their stories, Marlene 

orders drinks with clockwork regularity. She opens Act One 

with: "I'd like a bottle of Frascati straight away if you've 

got one really cold" (1), and follows this up with "I think 

a drink while we wait for the others. I think a drink 

anyway" (2). She says to Gret "Let's get you a drink" (3), 

asks the waitress for "the wine list" (5), coaxes Lady Nijo 

with "Come on, Nijo, have some more wine" (7), decides to 

propose a toast and 'so says, "We need some more wine, pl

ease, two bottles I think .... " (12), gets agitated over 

Griselda's story and exclaims, "Oh God, I can't bear it, I 

want some coffee. six coffees. six brandies./ Double 
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brandy please. Better make it six" (26). Her obsession 
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with drink and the numerous excuses she finds to order them 

is amusing, and at this point in the play, little is thought 

of the authoritative way she places her orders or the ease 

with which she manages the group. 

It is only in Act Two that her managerial skills reveal 

themselves to be destructive not only to herself but those 

around her. At times, of course, her very toughness can be 

amusing. When Mrs.Kidd comes to convince Marlene that she 

must step down from her post as acting manager because her 

husband doesn't .consider ~_t "normal" to work for a woman, 

Marlene at first responds sympathetically to her but even

tually finds her patience wearing thin and hints that her 

visitor should leave because she has "some work to do" (59). 

When Mrs. Kidd refuses to take the hint and leave, Marlene 

sends her packing with a wonderfully incongruous combination 

of the language of the tea-table and the language of the 

pub: "Would you please piss off?" (59).3 

other verbal jokes also serve to give the scenes at 

Marlene's employment agency a recurring comic coloration. 

When Nell tells Win that her lover has asked her to marry 

him and Win observes, "You could marry him and go on work-

3 A situation parallel to this can be found in Harold Pinter's 
The Caretaker when Davies, the tramp, is asked firmly but coarsely 
to "piss off" by a monk. 
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ing," Nell plays skillfully and pointedly with her reply: "I 

could go on working and not marry him" (48). This device is 

a staple of comic banter. In Shaw's Major Barbara, when 

Peter Shirley smugly tells Undershaft: "I wouldn't have your 

conscience, not for all your income," Undershaft deftly 

replies: "I wouldn't have your income, not for all your 

conscience, Mr. Shirley" (Shaw 88). Win plays with words 

too, but in a different vein. Win asks Louise, who is an 

experienced but older secretary, why she left her previous 

job of twenty-one years. Instead of asking her this ques

tion in the usual, straightforward manner that she has been 

conducting the interview in so far, she inquires about the 

reasons by gently mocking the euphemism of the profession: 

"No long term understandings come to a sudden end, making 

for an insupportable atmosphere?" (51). 

But at other times, the tone is more unequivocally 

serious. For example, when Angie comes to see her at her 

London office, Marlene summarizes her daughter's abilities 

in a detached, business-like way: 

WIN. She wants to work here. 

MARLENE. Packer in Tesco more like. 

WIN. She's a nice kid. Isn't she? 

MARLENE. She's a bit thick. She's a bit funny. 

WIN. She thinks you're wonderful. 

MARLENE. She's not going to make it (66). 
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Marlene's attitude does not evoke laughter, but sympathy is 

felt for her daughter for being treated in this callous way. 

And as Act Two progresses, the degree to which Marlene has 

allowed her obsession with business to get the better of her 

becomes apparent. She had got pregnant when she was seven

teen and had given up her baby, Angie, to her sister, Joyce, 

for adoption. As she herself admits: "Of course I couldn't 

get out of here fast enough. What was I going to do? Marry 

a dairyman who'd come home pissed?" (79). In the short 

exchange that follows between Joyce and herself, the mag

nitude of her ruthless ambition and her willingness to 

forsake all to make it to the top in the business world 

emerges: 

JOYCE. And men? 

MARLENE. Oh there's always men. 

JOYCE. No one special? 

MARLENE. There's fellas who like to be seen with a 

high-flying lady. Shows they've got something really 

good in their pants. But they can't take the day to 

day. They're waiting for me to turn into the little 

woman. Or maybe I'm just horrible of course. 

JOYCE. Who needs them? 

MARLENE. Who needs them? Well I do. But I need 

adventures more. So on into the sunset. I think the 

eighties are going to be stupendous. 
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JOYCE. Who for? 

MARLENE. For me./I think I'm going up up up (83). 

Seen in this context then, Marlene is a reminder that al

though she has made it to the top, the price she has paid is 

questionable. Success has been achieved at the expense of 

other men and women, has stripped her of her humanity, and 

has made her emulate "the ruthless, destructive men who have 

preceded her" (Wilson, "Tales" 309). Nightingale reiter

ates the importance of this point: 

What use is female emancipation . . . if it transforms 

the clever into predators and does nothing for the 

stupid, weak and helpless? Does freedom, and feminism, 

consists of aggressively adopting the very values that 

have for centuries oppressed your sex" ("Women's 

Playtime" 27). 

Churchill's views on Marlene are quite clear. As long 

as Marlene's imbalanced commitment to business is kept in 

the background, her fixation with ordering drinks in the 

first act is comic, but the moment it is learnt that she 

gave up her daughter, Angie, for adoption, comes to see her 

once in seven years, feels no compassion to help her because 

she is "a bit thick," and has no compunctions about tramp

ling over both men and women to get to the top, her values 

and codes of behavior become disturbing. It was rough 

making it to the top if one had a baby ·and managing direc-
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tors are only now beginning to "breast feed in the board 

room" (80), but the issue that Churchill is drawing atten

tion to is whether Marlene's toughness, lack of compassion, 

and indifference to those weaker than her is any different 

from the male subjugation that she and all the other top 

girls had been subjected to in their lives? 

A similar theme of repression is at the center of Cloud 

,2.. Clive Barnes describes this playas "hilarious" and 

"funny" with "terrific wit and humanity" ("Zany Cloud" 7). 

As in Top Girls, Churchill immediately establishes a comic 

atmosphere through the employment of comic spectacle. The 

tableau reveale~ at the rise of the curtain is as ludicrous 

as an Aristophanic chorus. Assembled under the Union Jack, 

are: Clive in full colonial planter regalia; Betty, his 

wife, played by a man; his black servant Joshua, played by a 

white; Edward, his son, played by a woman; and Victoria, his 

daughter, played by a dummy. Clive's mother-in-law and 

Edward's governess, also present, are of the proper gender 

but exhibit in costume and deportment all the earmarks of 

their countless counterparts from the world of farce. 

Wardle explains that the play is about "role playing" and 

that "everyone at Clive's African outpost, from his docile 

wife and commanding mother-in-law to the native houseboy 

(the most rigidly British of the lot) has a fixed role" 

("Cloud 9" 10). Seen in this context then, characters, 
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particularly in Act One, like Clive, Betty, Maud, Joshua, 

Harry, and Edward are "all grossly exaggerated stereotypes 

of their given roles" who posses an inelasticity that makes 

them the target of our mirth ("Politics" 213). 

Clive opens the play with the doggerel: "this is my 

family. Though far from home/ We serve the queen wherever 

we may roam/ I am a father to the natives here,/ And 

father to my family so dear" (3). The language that he uses 

to describe his obligations provokes laughter because it 

reveals "a sudden dissolution of continuity . . . a break 

with fashion" (Bergson 39). In other words, Clive's dog

gerel is comic because it deviates from ordinary speech and 

it is this difference, according to Bergson, that causes 

laughter. The contents of his speech are amusing in that it 

exposes rigidity. He sees his wife, the country he is 

helping to colonize, and England in the same way--they are 

all "duty." When he finds out, for example, that Betty has 

been having an affair with his friend Harry, he says to her, 

"You are still my wife and we still have duties to the 

household" (45). When the stable boys rebel, Clive explains 

to Betty, "It was my duty to have them flogged" (42). And 

when Harry Bagley confesses to him that he is a homosexual, 

Clive sees Bagley's behavior as a breech of duty, and self

righteously declares, oblivious of the embedded pun: "My God 

what a betrayal to the Queen" (53). 
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Clive is so riveted by this sense of duty that very 

early on in the play, the kind of role he expects his wife 

to play becomes clear when he introduces her as, "My wife is 

all I dreamt a wife should be,1 And everything she is she 

owes to me"(4). He also sees his wife as that "little 

dove," "delicate and sensitive" (6) responsible for main

taining the "coolth, the calm, the beauty" of "the haven" he 

comes to every evening (8). There are several techniques 

used here that cause laughter. The first is that Betty is 

played by a man and so what Clive says and what is seen on 

stage causes laughter through incongruity. The other tech

nique that is at work here is Clive's stiffness in believing 

that there is a fixed behavioral code for his wife. But 

once the laughter has dissipated, the underlying signific

ance behind the comedy surfaces. The dutiful role that 

Clive expects Betty to fulfill might be usual in a patriar

chal world but is destructive in that it squeezes her into a 

stereotype and does not permit her to have either space or 

identity in a male dominated society--a notion that is made 

obvious by Betty being played by a man. Elin Diamond agrees 

with this view: "Each character's sexual and racial position 

is marked by appropriate dress and is introduced by doggerel 

verse, 'as you can see.' What we see is what, given sexual 

and racial politics, cannot be seen" (Diamond, "[In]visible 

Bodies" 194). 
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Another duty that Clive expects Betty to fulfill is 

that she must have no sexual passion. His advice to her is: 

"But you must resist it, Betty, or it will destroy us. We 

must fight against it. We must resist this dark female 

lust, Betty, or it will swallow us up" (45). While he has 

one set of advice for his wife, he has another entirely 

opposite for Mrs. Saunders with whom he is having an affair. 

Sexual passion is acceptable in Mrs. Saunders but it makes 

him view her as "an unusual woman . . . [who] does not 

require protection in the same way" (48). Once again, a 

couple of techniques are at work here to evoke laughter. 

Clive's advice to Betty is amusing because it is at odds 

with what is seen on stage since the "she" is actually a 

"he" dressed as "she." Clive's double standards are also 

laughable as are his misguided notions concerning sexual 

passion, and the poor opinion that he has of the woman with 

whom he is having an affair--all of which are myopic and 

inflexible. To use Frank Rich's words "What makes this 

carnal circus funny, is the contrast between the characters' 

manners and deeds" as illustrated by Clive and Mrs. Saunders 

at the Christmas celebration "where the fully clothed couple 

reach orgasm with a stiff-upper lip reticence worthy of a 

Westminster debate" ("Sexual Confusion" C 30). Closely con

nected with Clive's penchant for maintaining the stiff-upper 

lip, is his use of understatements which are amusing because 



they underplay the importance of the thought that is being 

conveyed. For example, when Clive hears of the uprising 

among the tribes, he underplays its significance by refer

ring to it as "a spot of bother" but nevertheless warns 

Joshua to be armed at all times (18). 
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Clive's inordinate sense of duty makes him expect even 

his nine year old son to live by a role. He teaches his son 

that he has a duty towards himself and those around him. 

For example, at the Christmas picnic when Clive is made 

aware that he might have hurt Edward's feelings, his in

direct teaching to him is: "A boy has no business having 

feelings" (27). This sense of duty that he wishes to in

still in Edward and expects him to fulfill is made even more 

obvious when he says: 

You should always respect and love me, Edward, not for 

myself, I may not deserve it, but as I respected and 

loved my own father, because he was my father. Through 

our father we love our Queen and our God, Edward. Do 

you understand? It is something men understand (43). 

Because Edward is played by a woman dressed as a boy, 

Clive's tutoring as to how a boy should behave is amusing 

because it makes little sense in correlation to what is seen 

on stage. And when Cliv~ expects Edward to respect him 

mechanically, this is absurd and funny because his expec

tations create the impression of "movement without life"--



"inert matter dumped down upon living energy" (Bergson 50, 

87) • 
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Clive can also be seen as a senex iratus figure in his 

relationship with Edward in that he opposes the union of the 

male and female in his son when he constantly forbids Ed

ward's playing with his sister's doll and tries to "block" 

his son from being what he is--a homosexual. Corrective 

laughter is aimed at Clive's rigidity in believing his son 

must conform to heterosexual codes of behavior and that 

homosexuality must be stopped at all costs. 

Just as Clive behaves in ways that he is schooled in, 

so also Betty and Maud behave in ways that they have been 

brought up in (50). Betty, for example, believes that it is 

her duty to be totally dependant on Clive even to the point 

of self-negation: "I live for Clive. The whole aim of my 

life/ Is to be what he looks for in a wife./ I am a man's 

creation as you see,/ And what men want is what I want to 

be" (4). Further in the play when Ellen points out that 

they are isolated from all western society, Betty's reflex 

reply is, "Clive is my society" (14). She fervently points 

out to Harry that she has "duties," and to Ellen that "women 

have their duty as soldiers have" (19 and 50). When she 

teaches Ellen that sex is a duty and that "[she's] not 

getting married to enjoy [herself]" (57), the rigidity of 

her vision is comic. When Clive confronts her about her 
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affair with Harry Bagley, her dutiful, predictable response 

is: "I'm sorry, I'm sorry. Forgive me. It is my wicked

ness, • . . There is something so wicked in me" (44). What 

is entertaining about Betty's views on duty to her husband 

and marriage is that one does not see on stage a docile 

woman bowing to the wishes of her husband but sees instead 

the spectacle of a man dressed in female clothes voicing 

what she believes to be her duty. Her fixation with duty is 

mirth-provoking in that she follows it obsessively. But in 

the second half of the play, when Clive is no longer there, 

her dependance is made clear when she speaks to Lin of the 

emptiness and loneliness that she feels: "I find when I'm 

making tea I put out two cups. It's strange not having a 

man in the house. You don't know who to do things for" 

(82). When Edward, her son, says: " ... you can't catch a 

ball," she evokes sympathy when she says as is expected of 

her: "He is perfectly right. I can't throw either" (25) ." 

Her dependance no longer has a comic edge to it because it 

has stripped her of her confidence, lowered her self-esteem, 

and made her into a robot who carries out her duteous roles 

of mother, daughter, and wife given to her by patriarchal 

society. Diamond sums up the comic and the serious side of 

Betty: 

When Betty utters the confused cliches of the oppressed 

Victorian wife, we laugh not only because they are 
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consistent with the stereotypes we have of that figure 

• . . but because the stage image is radically 

disorienting. We see a man representing a woman, 

mouthing her inanities, making typically female 

fluttering gestures with distinctly male arms. There 

is no transvestism here • • . we are meant to see Betty 

included in the symbolic order only insofar as she is 

male. The point is not that the male is feminized 

but that the female is absent . . . The woman Betty is 

represented; she lacks symbolization in culture 

(Diamond, "Refusing the Romanticism of Identity" 277-

8) 

Maud, Betty's mother, has the same attitude as her 

daughter towards herself and men. During the Christmas 

picnic, she refuses to go back to the house because it is 

her "duty" to be with the family (30) and teaches Betty that 

"men have their duties and we have ours" (14). In fact 

Betty and Maud are so alike that they even make the same 

kind of comments to their children. Betty, for example, 

comes in and asks Ellen if the children are "warm enough" 

because "the night is deceptive" and "victoria was looking 

pale yesterday" (11). Maud's concern for her child, Betty, 

manifests itself in exactly the same way. She speaks of the 

night air being deceptive, wonders if Betty is warm enough, 

and is concerned if she is getting a fever (11). This sort 
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of mirror image is comic because its repetitiousness sug

gests automatism (Bergson 30-1). Maud has not only taught 

Betty what is acceptable behavior but also points out to 

her, as Clive does to Edward, that these roles need to be 

dutifully carried out from generation to generation; she 

says, "Betty you have to learn to be patient. I am patient. 

My mama was very patient" (15). 

In Act One, scene three, when there is talk of unrest 

and flogging, Maud teaches Betty to be helpless and let 

Clive handle the situation because he is a man: "You would 

not want to be told about it Betty. It is enough for you 

that Clive knows what is happening. Clive will know what to 

do. Your father always knew what to do" (39). She also 

teaches her daughter Betty to deny her feelings because it 

is appropriate and acceptable behavior for women of their 

standing. In the first half of Cloud 9, for example, she 

pretends not to be afraid of the African tribes warring 

against each oth2r when in fact she really is. When Clive 

draws her attention to her inappropriate behavior, her 

perfectly practiced, smooth, automatic reply is: "I am 

perfectly calm. I am just outspoken. If it comes to being 

killed I shall take it as calmly as anyone" (15). 

Swanson sums up the intractable rules that Maud lives 

by and expects Betty to follow: 
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Maud reminds Betty of her duties: looking pretty, 

making a "fortunate marriage," being an "excellent 

hostess', teaching and advising her children, being 

patient, and keeping alive a long line of subservient 

traditions--these are the pleasures of a woman's life 

as laid out by Maud. Maud's teachings also perpetuate 

the same dominant/subservient hierarchy that she 

has experienced (49). 

Joshua, Clive's servant, shares a great deal of simila

rity with Betty and Maud, because he too is willing to 

totally negate himself for his master. At the beginning of 

Act One, Joshua calls our attention to his obsession when he 

says in doggerel: "My skin is black but oh my soul is white. 

/ I hate my tribe. My master is my light./ I only live for 

him. As you can see,/ What white men want is what I want 

to be" (4). He is so single-minded in being what his master 

wants him to be that he is even willing to go to the extreme 

of denying all filial ties with his parents. When told that 

his parents were killed in the uprising, he says they are 

"bad people," and adds unfeelingly that they are "not [his] 

people" (54). When Clive tries to make him acknowledge 

kinship to his parents, Joshua's obsession makes him say, 

"you are my father and mother" (54). His allegiance to his 

"master" is so mechanical that when Harry Bagley, his 

master's friend, says, "Shall we go in a barn and fuck?" 
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Joshua's predictable, acquiescent reply is "That's all 

right, yes" (21). Joshua is entertaining for several rea

sons. When he introduces himself through doggerel verse the 

effect is comic because his speech is different from normal 

every day speech and because of the contents of the speech. 

Joshua says his "skin is black" but what we see on stage 

contradicts what we hear from him because he, a black ser

vant, is played by a white man. His desire to be what his 

master wants him to be is so dogged that it becomes comic in 

that it creates the impression of automatic behavior. But 

when one looks beyond the laughter, one finds how destruc

tive his earnestness is because he, like Betty and Maud, has 

annihilated himself for the man whom he serves. 

Harry the discoverer who comes to visit Clive is an

other ludicrous character. He bears some resemblance to the 

picaresque hero in that he is a voyager and is promiscuous 

to the point where he has sexual relationships with anyone 

who is available including Joshua, Edward (Clive's son), 

Betty (Clive's wife), and is even on the verge of approach

ing Clive because he misunderstands Clive's words that: 

"There is something dark about women, that threatens what is 

best in us. Between men that light burns brightly" (51). 

Harry's promiscuity is droll because it suggests "in

elasticity" or "movement without life" (Bergson 86), but he 

is comic in yet another way. When Clive finds out that he 
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is a homosexual, Harry's iwnediate reaction is to parrot 

society's opinion that his sexual preference is a sin, a 

disease, a shame, and that he is like "a man born crippled" 

(53). He even goes so far as to propose marriage to Ellen 

because it is the answer, so Clive tells him, to his problem 

and because he too believes that he has a "duty to the 

Empire" (49). By blindly echoing what society thinks of 

homosexuality and routinely doing what society thinks will 

cure him of his "disease," Harry is a humorous character. 

But despite the comic attitude in Harry, Churchill seems to 

be asking us to consider the seriousness of his situation-

namely the pressure to conform that a heterosexual society 

enforces on both homosexual men and women. 

Edward's ob3ession or mechanical behavior can be seen 

early in the first act when he introduces himself with: 

"What father wants I'd dearly like to be./ I find it rather 

hard as you can see" (4). He understands even at this early 

age that he has a duty and that he must conform to it at all 

costs. The fact that he is dressed as a woman underscores 

the comic incongruity between what he is and what his father 

wishes him to be. 

But sadly and painfully enough, his homosexual feelings 

are not respected by those around him, not even Harry Bagley 

who himself is a closeted homosexual. He tells Harry how he 

often lies in bed making up romantic adventures about the 



two of them, but Harry's realistic response is so much at 

odds with Edward's fantastic ones that it evokes in the 

audience dual feelings of both pain and laughter. 
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EDWARD. Once we were on a raft going down to the 

rapids. We've lost the paddles because we used them 

to fight off the crocodiles. A crocodile comes at 

me and I stab it again and again and the blood is 

everywhere and it tips up the raft and it has you 

by the leg and its biting your leg right off 

and I take my knife and stab it in the throat and 

rip open its stomach and it lets go of you but it 

bites my hand but its dead. And I drag you onto 

the river bank and I'm almost fainting with pain 

and we lie there in each other's arms. 

HARRY. Have I lost my leg? 

EDWARD. I forgot about the leg by then (33). 

In Act Two, Edward is played by a man, is grown, has a 

lover, but is plagued once again with an obsession--fulfill

ing the dutiful role of a faithful, submissive, domesticated 

housewife. Gerry, his lover, points out that he needs to 

"just be (himself)," to which he replies: "I'll always be 

here, Gerry, if you want to come back. I know you men like 

to go off by yourselves. I don't think I could love deeply 

more than once. But I don't think I can face life on my own 

so don't leave it too long or it may be too late" (92). 
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Edward's answer is entertaining because his words of eter

nal, undying love are extreme as is the rigid, stereotypic 

role he chooses to play of "wife" who cooks, knits, sits up 

at nights, and is forever patient with her wayward husband. 

Although we do not see very much of Edward's lover, 

Gerry, his brief presence does contribute to the overall 

comic tone of the play. Politeness carried to an excess can 

be amusing as is the case when Gerry picks up a man at the 

station and initiates sex with him on the six minute ride 

from victoria to Clapham. Gerry communicates politely to 

the stranger what best pleases him sexually and the stranger 

in an extremely well-behaved manner, politely apologizes and 

tries to accommodate his wishes. Narrating the whole epi

sode to Edward, Gerry says: "He was sort of mumbling it 

about as if he wasn't sure what to do, so I said, 'A bit 

tighter son' and he said 'Sorry' and then got on with it" 

(77). 

Comic deviation can also be studied in the comic plots 

of Top Girls and Cloud 9. Each of these plays uses varia

tions on the traditional courtship plots of Greek New Com

edy. 

In Top Girls, Nijo, Joan, Isabella, and Griselda's 

stories are all tales of matchmaking of one sort or another. 

Gret was married also and though we are told nothing of the 

circumstances of her courtship it seems safe to assume that 
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it was conventionally arranged, considering her later rebel

lion against the "hell" of village life in general. In the 

Nijo and Griselda stories there is no question of fathers 

blocking their daughters' amorous choices; neither has made 

one; instead each goes docilely into the arms of a man 

chosen by the father. Nijo later rebels by taking a lover 

and temporarily enjoys comedy's traditional triumph of youth 

over age. Griselda remains docile to the end, having com

pletely internalized the values of the traditional blocking 

father. 

Isabella is apparently blessed with a somewhat more 

liberal father--"He taught me Latin though I was only a 

girl"(3)--but she nevertheless seems to have waited till 

after his death to make her own choice of a mate. And even 

with her actual father dead she continues to feel the full 

power of all those other fathers, as represented by patriar

chal values, cautioning her not to stray far from conven

tional womanhood. 

Joan runs afoul of patriarchy not out of love for a 

young man but out of love for learning, though she did run 

off with a young man to pursue her studies--an act of rebel

lion which the romantic Nijo promptly styles "an elopement" 

(8). Like Nijo she temporarily outwits society's blocking 

father by becoming a father herself (the Holy Father) and by 

taking a lover. 



In short, the plot materials of New Comedy appear in 

the play more or less altered. In Churchill's darker 

vision, we are given not the happy ending of comedy with 

parents and children reconciled and jointly enjoying the 

marriage feast, but at best an uneasy truce with heavy 

fathers still firmly in control. 
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Cloud 9 also employs traditional comic plot materials. 

Both parts of the play focus on interlocking amorous tri

angles of the sort found in A Midsummer Night's Dream and 

Twelfth Night, but with distinctly modern variations. In 

the first act, Clive is married to Betty but is enamored 

with Mrs. Saunders. Ellen is attracted to Betty who is 

married to Clive but is attracted by Bagley. Bagley is a 

bi-sexual and attracted to Edward, Betty, Clive, and Joshua. 

In Act Two, Lin, a lesbian, is attracted to Victoria who is 

married to Martin. Edward, who is homosexual, is first 

attracted to another homosexual, Gerry, who in turn is 

attracted to other men; and when the play ends, we find out 

that Edward is attracted to men and women and is living with 

his sister, Victoria, and her lover, Lin. 

In the second half of Cloud 9 numerous new complica

tions develop because of the new identities that each of the 

characters has found for him/herself. Lin, for example, has 

given herself the freedom to be a lesbian but finds that her 

new found identity puts other obstacles in her path. She 



says to victoria, "I've changed who I sleep with, I can't 

change everything" (85). She asks, "Why shouldn't I have 

some decent clothes? I'm sick of dressing like a boy 

••• " (85), and adds "I give Cathy guns, my mum didn't 

give me guns. I dress her in jeans, she wants to wear 

dresses. I don't know. I can't work it out. "(85) . 
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The only difference in complications that abound in the 

second half of Cloud 9 and the traditional comic plot is 

that the prob-lems in Cloud 9 are internal--connected to the 

new identity that each of the characters has acquired for 

him/herself. 

Comedy usually ends with the removing of whatever it 

was that blocked the hero and heroine's path to happiness 

and the hero and heroine being united in marriage to live 

happily ever after. There is no epiphanic moment in Top 

Girls that indicates Marlene, Joyce, and Angie will live 

happily ever after, but a note of hope is struck when the 

two sisters bring into the open several problematic issues, 

and Kit makes known her aspirations to become a nuclear 

physicist (42-43). Swanson reiterates this note of hope on 

·which the play concludes: 

The play does present hope--in the form of Kit who has 

ambitions of "becoming a nuclear physicist--an 

occupation which would have been considered a male job 

before recent years. And Kit might be able to attain 
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her goal--as she says, "I could, I'm clever." Another 

source of hope is "Marlene's brief mention of a man

aging director who "breast feeds in the boaX'd room," 

who serves to remind us of society's progress 

(56) • 

" 

Cloud 9 has it own happy ending. The play ends with a 

symbolic tableau where Clive comes back to tell Betty that 

she is not the woman he knew. When he leaves, the Betty 

that Clive knew and the new Betty embrace one another (320) 

signifying that the new Betty has come to terms with her 

past and is not fractured by it. The new Betty admits to 

enjoying sexual pleasure: 

I used to think Clive was the one who liked sex. But 

then I found I missed it . . . . I thought if Clive 

wasn't looking at me there wasn't a person there. And 

one night in bed in my flat I was so frightened I 

started touching myself .. It felt very sweet, 

. . . and I felt myself gathering together more and 

more and I felt angry with Clive and angry with my 

mother and I went on defying them . . . . Afterwards I 

thought I'd betrayed Clive. My mother would kill me. 

But I felt triumphant because I was a separate person 

from them. And I cried because I didn't want to be. 

But I don't cry about it any more. sometimes I do it 



three times in one night and it really is great fun 

(105) 
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It is true that the old Betty is still present when we see 

her fussing over her children and grand children, teaching 

Cathy that dressing up is an important part of being femin

ine, and even warning her that there is a price to be paid 

for beauty: "There's a pretty girl. It doesn't hurt does 

it? Well you'll gr0w up to know you have to suffer a little 

bit for beauty" (71). But despite these deeply ingrained 

patterns of behavior, the new Betty has taught herself how 

to be who she is, how to successfully "pick up a man" (111), 

enjoy her sexuality, understand her finances, and how to 

accept her son's sexuality for what it is. She says sensib

ly of Edward's homosexuality: "Well people always say it's 

the mother's fault but I don't intend to start blaming 

myself. He seems perfectly happy" (110). 

Edward, Victoria, and Gerry, too, at the end of the 

play, seem to have a better sense of who they are. Gerry, 

for example, tells Edward that he will not live his life 

role-playing, Edward after much soul-searching breaks out of 

the role of housewife, and Vicky, on Lin's advice begins to 

see her mother as Betty (106), and even offers to buy her an 

ice-cream--a gesture that signifies that she sees her as a 

human being rather than a type, a mother figure. Each of 

the characters is on his/her own cloud nine even if it is 
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OIupside down" (99-100), and although there are no tradition

al marriages involved, Lin lives with victoria and Edward, 

and Gerry is willing to see both Edward and Betty. 

The study of character, plot, spectacle, and diction in 

each of the three plays reveals that they explore a common 

thought--patriarchal values. Each play examines how patri

archal customs govern our lives and have oppressed us both 

in the past and in the present. In Top Girls patriarchal 

traditions is shown to span the middle ages to the present, 

and Cloud 9 encompassc3s the victorian era and modern soci

ety. We are also shown in each of these plays how patriar

chal norms affect both women and men. Clive, for example, 

is a male character who blocks his own growth and also that 

of the women in his life by believing obsessively in patri

archal customs that have been taught to him. Betty and 

Maud, on the other hand, are examples of female characters 

who block not only their own growth but that of future 

generations of women by teaching them that patriarchal 

customs are sensible because they are traditional. Seen in 

the context of these two plays then, Lehman's words are apt 

when he says: "Comedy seems now more than in other tfmes to 

meet a need" (164). The need that Top Girls and Cloud 9 

fulfill is to awaken its audience to an awareness that 

patriarchal customs are perpetuated by women and men and are 

detrimental to both, and that despite the fact that the two 
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plays use a variety of comic techniques, the truth is that 

though "we laugh at actions and utterances in comedy, we do 

not laugh at the comedy as a whole. For the comedy as a 

whole is a serious work ... " (164). 

But despite the ominous presence of patriarchal conven

tions in the world, and its destructive influence on men, 

women, and children, each of these plays in its ending 

upholds "a felt affirmation about life" (Lehman 178). Top 

Girls, through each of it women from the past, presents us 

with the strength that characters such as Griselda, Lady 

Nijo, Joan, Isabella, and Dull Gret possessed to soar above 

their plight. It is true Marlene and the other management 

secretaries have emulated the ruthlessness of their male 

oppressors, but in the last scene Marlene is not only capa

ble of tears but is more compassionate towards her daughter 

(87), and Kit, despite being a child and a female one at 

that, speaks confidently of a career for herself in a male 

dominated field as a nuclear physicist. Similarly, Cloud 9, 

has a silver lining. Mrs. Saunders, for example, even in 

the first act is the epitome of the new woman. She admits 

to liking sex and says to Clive, "I don't like you Clive . . 

• . But I do like the sensation" (23). When offered mar

riage by Harry Bagley, she says with confidence that one 

cannot help but admire, "I choose to be alone, Mr. Bagley. 

If I can look after myself, I'm sure you can" (53). And 
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later, before she leaves Africa, she speaks of starting her 

own business when she gets back to England (58). Betty, 

Victoria, Lin, Edward, Gerry also make alterations in their 

lives and are presented in the second act as having secured 

for themselves a certain degree of freedom even though their 

old habits surface intermittently and the new· ones that they 

have acquired for themselves bring with them their own 

problems. But as the song in Act TWo, scene three says: 

Simply divine in their silver Cloud 9. 

The wife's lover's children and my lover's wife, 

Cooking in my kitchen confusing my life. 

And it's upside down when you reach Cloud 9. 

Upside down when you reach Cloud 9 (100). 

Top Girls and Cloud 9 both present to us the possibili

ty that the characters, despite the trials and tribulations 

of their everyday lives, possess the courage to go on with 

the "the daily, hourly, inescapable difficulty of being" 

(quoted in Corrigan 3) which connects them not only with 

humanity past and present, but also offers mankind hope and 

"faith in human survival" (Grawe 17). 
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CHAPTER III 

VINEGAR TOM and LIGHT SHINING IN BUCKINGHAMSHIRE 

While chapter two focused on the detrimental effects of 

patriarchy in the world, chapter three focuses on how relig

ion represses and subjug~tes women both in the past and the 

present. The two plays that best illustrate this theme are 

Vinegar Tom and Light Shining in Buckinghamshire. Helene 

Keyssar calls Vinegar Tom the "companion piece" to Light 

Shining in Buckinghamshire (Keyssar, "Politics" 210) because 

the two plays are set in the seventeenth century, both show 

how Christianity has been often perverted and misrepresented 

to suppress women, and both, despite the seriousness of 

their themes, make use of comic techniques as do Top Girls 

and Cloud 9 to introduce their serious concerns. 

In terms of its subject matter, Keyssar tells us that 

Vinegar Tom is the result of Churchill's research into "the 

extent of Christian teaching against women and . the 

connection between medieval attitudes to witches and con

tinuing attitudes to women and in general" ("Politics" 211). 

And in terms of plot, one finds that Vinegar Tom is less 

episodic and a little more traditional than either Top Girls 

or Cloud 9. 
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The play has a subplot which bears some resemblance to 

the traditional comic plot in that it has an irate father 

who finds that his daughter, Betty, abhors the concept of 

arranged marriages and refuses to marry the man he has 

chosen for her. This is a familiar pattern in traditional 

comedy with the only difference being that Betty does not 

have someone else she wants to marry but simply wants to be 

left alone. 

In apposition to the wealthy-landowner-and-his

daughter-plot is the plot that features the tenant farmers, 

Margery and Jack, Joan--a poor widow and her daughter Alice, 

Susan who is Alice's friend, and Ellen "the cunning woman" 

whom everybody goes to for cures (Vinegar Tom 146). 

In the middle section of Vinegar Tom, complications 

abound when Betty refuses to marry the man her father has 

chosen, Margery finds the "butter not coming" (153), Jack 

finds he has become impotent and his cattle are dying (165), 

and Alice and Susan consult Ellen so that Alice can have a 

love charm which will bring back her lover and Susan can 

have a potion which will get rid of her unplanned pregnancy 

(146). Events reach a climax when Packer and Goody appear 

on the scene proclaiming themselves to be "famous [finders] 

of witches" and that God in his mercy has shown them "a 

wonderful way of finding out witches, which is finding the 

place on the body of the witch made insensitive to pain by 



the devil. So that if you prick that place with a pin no 

blood comes out and the witch feels nothing at all" (165). 
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The play ends ambiguously with the possibility of 

Betty's marriage and the death of Ellen and Joan, but it 

also includes in its ending a comic interlude (178) which 

distracts us from the pain that we feel over the death of 

these two innocent women. Hence, despite the note of sad

ness in its ending, the playas a whole reiterates the 

philosophy of traditional comedy that life will go on de

spite its hardships. Even the song that ends the play, 

which is typical of comic tradition, points out that there 

are no witches, and that "evil women" (i.e. witches) are 

nothing but the fantastic constructs of a man's "wet dreams" 

(178) . 

The playas a whole is more serious than comic, and one 

finds "obsessive" characters such as the rich Landowner 

(Betty's father), the Doctor, Jack, and Kramer and Sprenger 

who are used to entertain us are also the means by which 

Churchill introduces to us her theme of how women have been, 

and still are, subjugated by men who draw their authority 

from the Christian religion. 

It is true we do not get to see the Landowner but we 

hear of him through Betty. Betty's father staunchly be

lieves that there can be nothing wrong with arranged mar

riages because they are customary. He lacks the flexibility 
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to entertain the thought that arranged marriages might have 

long outworn their usefulness and is what Frye calls an 

"obsessed" character whose rigid behavior needs to be modif

ied by corrective laughter (169). As long as the painful 

effects of his obsession are not made known to us, his 

narrow vision is amusing, but the moment we hear of the 

suffering Betty has to undergo at the hands of her father, 

laughter gives way to empathy. When we hear from Betty how 

her father aims to break her rebellious spirit by making her 

a prisoner in her own home (140), we begin to see beyond his 

quaintness to the ruthless side of his nature which chooses 

to see his daughter as an object to be wisely invested for 

high monetary dividends. 

In Act one, scene six, Betty gives us yet another 

reason as to why her decision not to marry is frowned upon. 

BETTY: Why am I tied? Tied to be bled. Why am I bled? 

Because I was screaming. Why was I screaming? 

Because I'm bad. Why was I bad? Because I was happy. 

Why was I happy? Because I ran out by myself and got 

away from them and - Why was I screaming? Because 

I'm bad. Why am I bad? Because I'm tied. Why am I 

tied? Because I was happy. Why was I happy? Because 

I was screaming (149). 

One of the reasons why she is being tortured and imprisoned 

is because she is happy. In scene sixteen, she explains to 
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Ellen what makes her happy when she says, "But I want to be 

left alone. You know I do" (169). The simplicity of her 

request--happiness in choosing to be alone--is too unusual 

for people like her father to understand because traditional 

Christianity has taught him that marriage and children are 

paths that lead to God and happiness. In the end, however, 

unable to continue with her fight for her right to happi

ness, Betty submits to the dictates of her father and tells 

Ellen, that she !!would get married to stop them locking 

[her] up" (156). Ellen supports her decision and points out 

that any sort of non-compliant behavior will not only get 

her convicted but also hung for being a witch. 

BETTY: They say because I screamed that was the devil 

in me. And when I ran out of the house they say 

where was I going if not to meet other witches. 

And some know I come to see you. 

ELLEN: Nobody's said it yet to my face. 

ELLEN: You get married, Betty, that's the safest. 

BETTY: But I want to be left alone. You know I do. 

ELLEN: Left alone for what? To be like me? There's no 

doctor going to save me from being called a witch. 

Your best chance of being left alone is marry a rich 

man, because it's part of his honor to have a wife 

who does nothing. He has his big house and rose 
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garden and trout stream, he just needs a fine lady to 

make it complete and you can be that. You can sing 

and sit on the lawn and change your dresses and order 

the dinner. That's the best you can do. What would 

you rather? Marry a poor man and work all day? Or go 

on as you're going, go on strange? That's not 

safe. Plenty of girls feel like you've been feeling, 

just for a bit. But you're not one to go on with it 

(169) • 

Ellen's advice to Betty is worth noting because it enumer

ates the ornamental role that is appropriate for a woman, 

highlights the opinion of society that any deviations from 

normative behavior will be looked on as "strange," and 

points out that other women in the past had made attempts to 

live by the dictates of their own nature but were forced to 

give it up because of threats made to their safety. Since 

we do not hear of Betty's death at the end of the play, we 

can assume that her life has been spared not only because 

she is a wealthy Landowner's daughter but also because she 

has agreed to conform to the role that is expected of her. 

Hence, although the Landowner does not actually make his 

appearance on stage, his rigid beliefs which seemed comic 

prior to our knowing the pain that it inflicts on Betty 

become the very means by which Churchill introduces her 



theme of female sUbjugation and the underlying authority 

that it gets from Christianity. 

72 

The doctor who is called in to cure Betty of her sup

posed illness that is preventing her from wanting to marry a 

rich landowner is another comic type familiar in traditional 

comedy; he is a pedant. His pompous, mechanical diagnosis 

of her is: 

DOCTOR: Hysteria is a woman's weakness. Hysteron, 

Greek, the womb. Excessive blood causes an imbalance 

in the humors. The noxious gases that form inwardly 

every month rise to the brain and cause behavior 

quite contrary to the patient's real feelings. After 

bleeding you must be purged. Tonight you shall be 

blistered. You will soon be well enough to be 

married (149). 

Like the landowner, he too believes that there can be 

nothing wrong with arranged marriages, and so diagnoses 

Betty's problem to be a physical one. His diagnosis is 

absurd because it misses its mark by a long shot, makes a 

pretence of knowing what Betty's problem is, and mechani

cally applies the little knowledge that he has to cure Betty 

of her illness. Once again, because pain is not the focus 

of our attention, his pretentiousness and pseudo-intellec

tual language are amusing. But a serious note creeps into 

the play when the song that immediately follows his diagno-
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sis points out that the mental or psychological concerns of 

a woman have often been ignored and misdiagnosed as physical 

ailments, thus creating a perception of her that is not only 

erroneous but also alien to the way she perceives herself. 

The song "Oh Doctor," sums up this dilemma: 

Where are you taking my skin? 

Where are you putting my bones? 

I shut my eyes and I opened wide, 

But why is my heart on the other side? 

Why are you putting my brain in my cunt? 

You're putting me back all back to front. 

I want to see myself. 

I want to see inside myself. 

Give me back my head. 

I'll put my heart in straight. 

Let me out of bed now. 

I can't wait 

To see myself. 

Give me back my body. 

I can see myself. 

Give me back my body. 

I can see myself (151). 

,- . 

Churchill makes clear in her "Production Note" to this play 

that the songs "which are contemporary, should if possible 



74 

be sung by actors in modern dress. They are not part of the 

action and are sung by the characters in the scenes before 

them" (133). The significance of such a statement is impor

tant in that it directs the audience to note the parallels 

that exist between the treatment of women in the seventeenth 

century and those of the twentieth--women in the past and 

the present lack signification in society and have had to 

conform to an alien image created for them by men. 

Jack, who is Margery's husband, is another obsessive 

character whose single-minded concern over his problem, 

impotence, makes him comic. His excessive concern over his 

inability to have an erection seems harmless and even amus

ing when he tells us of the story he has heard of witches 

having a "whole boxful" of penises that have been taken away 

from men who have thwarted them. 

JACK: . . . I've heard how witches sometimes get a 

whole boxful and they move and stir by themselves 

like living creatures and the witch feeds them oats 

and hay. There was one witch told a man in my 

condition to climb a tree and he'd find a nest with 

several in it and take which he like, and when he 

took the big one she said no, not that one, because 

that one belongs to the parish priest (158). 

His story is funny primarily because it is a very colorful, 

highly imaginative narrative that concocts a fantastic 
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reason for the loss of a man's potency, is as far away from 

the truth as it can possibly be, and draws our attention to 

the size of the parish priest's penis who in usual circum

stances is thought of as a spiritual rather than a sexual 

being. 

Jack's obsession with his impotence loses its comic 

dimension when he begins to search for a person to blame for 

his loss. Ellen, the "cunning woman" whom he consults, 

guesses that his lust for Alice might be at the root of his 

problem and so suggests to him, equivocally, to go back to 

Alice and "ask her nicely for it" (158). Jack goes back to 

Alice and after making a feeble attempt to be nice to her, 

threatens her by "[grabbing] her around the neck" (164). 

Realizing that Jack's desire for her might have something to 

do with his impotence, since he had already made advances to 

her in the past, Alice "puts her hand between his thighs" 

(164) and as soon as Jack feels himself cured, he says to 

her "Thank you, Alice. I wasn't sure you were a witch till 

then" (164). Jack's words are ominous because his one time 

harmless obsession has now grown to the point where it not 

only distorts his vision but also exaggerates Alice's powers 

to give him back his virility. He is no longer a superstit

ious, amusing fool but a figure to be feared. And later 

when other misfortunes hit him such as the "Butter not 

coming. Calves swelling," and Margery being "struck in the 



head" (153), his eagerness to find a scapegoat for his 

problems and the fact that he uses Christianity as his 

shield for his behavior make him a figure to be abhorred. 
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JACK: Would God send all this to a good man? Would he? 

It's my sins those calves shaking and stinking and 

swelling up their bellies in there. 

MARGERY: Don't talk so. 

JACK: My sins stinking and swelling up. 

MARGERY: Unless it's not God. 

JACK: What? 

MARGERY: If it's not God sends the trouble. 

JACK: The devil? 

MARGERY: One of his servants. If we're bewitched, 

Jack, that explains all. 

JACK: You know who it is? 

MARGERY: Who? 

JACK: You know who. 

MARGERY: She cursed the butter to hell. 

JACK: She cursed me when I got the bowl. 

MARGERY: She said I'd be sorry I'd spoken to her. 

JACK: She wished me trouble at home. 
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MARGERY: Devil take your man and your cows, she said 

She cursed the calves and that, and your butter. 

she's made them shake. 

in the stomach. 

She struck me on the head and 

JACK: I'll break her neck (153). 

Jack and Margery's reasoning 'that Joan must be a witch stems 

from the belief that they are God-fearing people and that 

God in his mercy is infinitely good. The next logical step 

in this reasoning is that since God is good, He will not let 

any of the disasters that have befallen them occur, and that 

it must be the devil or his "servants," the witches, who are 

causing them all this hardship. Searching for a way to vent 

his frustrations, Jack uses women and defenseless animals as 

his scapegoats. As the song at the end of scene eight 

points out: 

What can we do, there's nothing to do, 

about sickness and hunger and dying. 

What can we do, there's nothing to do, 

nothing but cursing and crying. 

Find something to burn. 

Let it go up in smoke. 

Burn your troubles away. 

Sometimes it's witches, or what will you choose? 

Sometimes it's lunatics, shut them away. 

It's blacks and its's women and often it's Jews. 



We'd all be quite happy if they'd go away. 

Find something to burn. 

Let it go up in smoke. 

Burn your troubles away (154) 
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Women are not only synonymous with witches, blacks, Jews, 

animals and lunatics but are also subjected to the same kind 

of persecution. Hence, in conclusion, one can say that 

Jack's obsession over the loss of his virility which appears 

comic is used by Churchill to introduce to us the issue of 

women being used as scapegoats because they were considered 

no better than animals and lunatics, and that a simplistic 

understanding of the Christian religion is often to blame 

for the way women have been mistreated both in the past and 

the present. 

Kramer and Sprenger belong to the Joan, Alice, Ellen, 

Susan plot and although they make their appearance only at 

the end of the play, they are the most important means by 

which Churchill makes obvious her dissatisfaction with the 

Christian religion. These two characters are very similar 

to the Doctor except that they use religion instead of 

medicine to cure women. They call themselves witch hunters 

and quote Ecclesiastes which teaches that: "All wickedness 

is but little to the wickedness of a woman" (177). The 

reasons they give for a woman being wicked are even more 

ridiculous than their imbalanced view of the Bible. Accord-
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ing to them women are wicked because they are "more credul

ous," "more impressionable," and "have slippery tongues" 

(177). The weightiest reason, however, for a woman being 

wicked is her "carnal lust" which is, according to them, the 

source of all witchcraft (178). Their reasons for labeling 

women as "wicked" seem so innocuous that they are amusing by 

their simple-mindedness--a fact that is strengthened by the 

stage directions which specify that they must be women 

dressed "as Edwardian music hall gents in top hats and 

tails" (134). The spectacle that these two characters 

create in their costumes, the fact that they are women 

dressed as men, and the vaudeville patter that they indulge 

in create a comic effect irrespective of their rigid under

standing of the Bible and their sanctimonious views of 

women. For example, when they first introduce themselves to 

the audience they sound like mechanical toys wound up. 

SPRENGER: He's Kramer. 

KRAMER: He's Sprenger. 

KRAMER/SPRENGER: Professors of Theology 

KRAMER: delegated by letters apostolic 

SPRENGER: (here's a toast, non-alcoholic). 

KRAMER: Inquisitors of heretical pravities 

SPRENGER: we must fill those moral cavities 

KRAMER: so we've written a book 

SPRENGER: Malleus Maleficarum 



KRAMER: The Hammer of Witches. 

SPRENGER: It works like a charm 

KRAMER: to discover witches 

SPRENGER: and torture with no hitches. 
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KRAMER: Why is a greater number of witches found in the 

fragile feminine sex than in men? 

SPRENGER: Why is a greater number of witches found in 

the fragile feminine sex than in men? (176-177) 

This duet is amusing because of the way they complete 

each other's sentences, the identical way they think and 

speak, and because they end their little recital by mechani

cally repeating what the other has just said. Bergson 

explains why they are comic when he says of mechanical 

behavior in general: 

Analyse the impression you get from two faces that are 

too much alike, and you will find that you are thinking 

of two copies cast in the same mould, or two impres

sions of the same seal, or two reproductions of the 

same negative,--in a word, of some manufacturing pro

cess or other. This deflection of life towards the 

mechanical is ... the real cause of laughter (34). 

Even their speech reflects inelasticity, and the rhymes 

that end each of their sentences is droll because they are 

markedly different from everyday speech patterns and rhythms 

that one is accustomed to hearing. But embedded in the 
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entertainment they afford is the fact that the abuse and 

subjugation of women by men gets its authority not only from 

the Bible but also misinterpretation of it by men like them 

who claim to be evangelists of God. And later at the end of 

the play, when Joan, Alice, Ellen, and Susan are tortured, 

and Joan and Ellen are actually hung for being witches, 

their vaudeville antics are far from amusing. 

They stop being amusing when it is realized that their 

so called Christian views deny women individuality and even 

take their "credulousness" as a sign of their "evil" ways. 

Kramer and Sprenger's Christian b~liefs do not make allow

ances for individuality and look on the most trivial of 

deviations in a woman as evil. Joan, Alice, Susan, Ellen 

and Betty all posses individuality and are for this very 

reason tried and convicted for being witches. 

Joan, for example, is poor, sharp-tongued, and willing 

to "go out" in the night, if only someone would want an old 

woman (141). The song that immediately follows this brief 

dialogue that she has with Alice, sums up her dilemma: 

I met an old woman 

Who made my blood run cold. 

You don't stop wanting sex, she said, 

Just because you're old. 

Oh nobody sings about it, 

but it happens all the time (142). 
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Alice, her daughter, on the other hand "[stays] out 

half the night" (147), and as Susan her friend says to her: 

"No one's going to marry you because they know you here" 

(147). Ellen, the "cunning woman," too, is different from 

the conventional women in the community such as Margery in 

that she encourages Alice to make use of her intelligence 

and even suggests that she "learn a trade" (155). Of the 

four women, Susan is the most traditional but even she 

breaks out of the mold when she opts to get rid of the 

pregnancy which her husband wanted. She tells Alice: 

SUSAN: He wants it. I know the night it was. He said, 

'Let's hope a fine child comes of it.' 

ALICE: And what did you say? 

SUSAN: Devil take it. 

ALICE: What he say to that? 

SUSAN: He don't like me swearing (145). 

In scene fourteen, each of these women is tried as a 

witch and in scene twenty, Joan and Ellen are convicted and 

hung because they chose to live by their own rules and not 

those set by a Christian society. Alisa Solomon sums up the 

plight of these women accurately: 

Vinegar Tom concerns the violent expulsion from a 

repressed society of women who will not conform to 

acceptable societal patterns. Those women who do not 

fit into the expected female roles are declared 



witches. They are condemned to torture and hanging 

because of their rejection of the society's values 

through their lower class lifestyle and their ac

knowledged sexuality (51). 
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The only two women who escape persecution are Margery 

and Betty. We do not know for certain if Betty will submit 

herself to the will of her father but we do know the advice 

she is given by Ellen (169), and the threat of being labeled 

a witch for defying her father and the physical torture she 

will be subjected to could be incentive enough to want to 

conform. Given the options, Betty can choose to be either 

the "virtuous" woman who lives by the norms of a Christian 

society or the "evil" one who defies convention and attempts 

to be herself. 

Margery, Jack's wife, is the other character who is not 

labelled "evil" and is not hunted down as a witch. She is 

considered to be a virtuous, Christian woman because she is 

willing to put up with the dominance of her abusive husband 

who repeatedly calls her a gossip, "a lazy woman," and "a 

lazy slut" (145). She has negated herself to such an extent 

that she can no longer sexually arouse her husband or make 

the butter come despite her seductive, coaxing chant of: 

"Come butter come, come butter come. Johnny's standing at 

the gate waiting for a butter cake. Come butter come, come 

butter come ... "(143). She is, as Solomon points out: 
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Only one of the six women, . . • clear of the 

community's admonishing scrutiny. A model citizen, 

Margery is an automaton of puritan values who has been 

so reduced by her cold self-righteousness that she can 

no longer fulfill her "womanly" duties or chores (51). 

The damage that "Christians" like Kramer and Sprenger 

perpetrate on society does not stop with forcing women to 

become faceless non-entities like Margery, but goes so far 

as to teach women that the female body is sinful and dirty. 

Susan and Alice bring this important issue to our attention: 

SUSAN: They do say the pain is what's sent to a woman 

for her sins. I complained last time after 

churching, and he said I must think on Eve who 

brought the sin into the world that got me pregnant. 

I must think of how woman tempts man, and how she 

pays God with her pain, we're going against God. 

ALICE: I hate my body. 

ALICE: Blood every month, and no way out of that but to 

be sick and swell up, and no way out of that but 

pain .... (146) 

Hence although Kramer and Sprenger appear for only a 

brief while at the end of the play and much of the play has 

already unfolded before they make their appearance, one can 

see how much of the play's seriousness concerning religion 
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and the oppression of women stems from their attitudes 

presented to us in a comic fashion .. This comic coda, to

gether with the comic slant given to the Landowner and Jack 

makes the play not only less abrasive and preachy, but also 

makes a sensitive issue more palatable and less offensive to 

the audience. 

Light Shinning In Buckinghamshire is even more serious 

than Vinegar Tom but it too, despite its seriousness, makes 

use of comic techniques. Like Vinegar Tom this play re

volves on the axis of religion and makes use of "England's 

almost but not quite revolution of the mid 1600's" (Solomon 

54) to show how Christianity was used to suppress women and 

the underprivileged poor. 

The play is made up of episodic scenes and does not 

follow the typical boy-meets-girl-plot of traditional com

edy. The play begins with the Bishop urging the poor to 

"'Be afflicted and mourn and weep'" because "that is the way 

to heaven" (Vinegar Tom 192). The Vicar adds that the 

reason why there is a war between Parliament and King is 

because: 

VICAR: ••. men want heaven now. If God meant us to 

have heaven on earth, why did he throw us out of 

paradise? They're fighting God himself, do they know 

that? They must be brought before the magistrates 

and forced to come next Sunday, and I'll tell them in 
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my own words. Thank you, a little. This a godly 

estate and they will be evicted if they don't submit 

(193). 

The irony of this speech is obvious; the Vicar lives on a 

vast estate in luxury, and yet urges the poor to accept 

their lot because that is what is what God expects of poor 

Christians. He uses Christianity to not only discourage the 

poor from rebelling against the king but also points out 

that by fighting the King who is divinely appointed by God, 

they are fighting God himself. In other words religion is 

used to keep the poor poor and the rich rich. 

In an episode that follows quickly on the heels of this 

one, Churchill introduces us to how Parliament men also use 

religion to their advantage. Once again, just as the Bishop 

and the Vicar interpreted the Kingdom of God to be something 

that is not of this world but one that can be earned through 

subjugation, submission, and suffering, so also the repre

sentatives of the common people use the Christian religion 

as the basis for their rebellion. star, who wants to re

cruit men for the army that is to fight the Royalists, uses 

a prayer meeting to accomplish this non-secular objective. 

STAR. Life is hard, brother, and how will it get 

better? I tell you, life in Babylon is hard and 

Babylon is the kingdom of Antichrist. The Kingdom of 

popery. The kingdom of the king. And it must be 
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destroyed. Because then will come the kingdom of 

Jerusalem. And in Jerusalem you will be free. That 

is why you will join as soldiers. To destroy 

Antichrist. To fight with Christ's saints for 

Christ's kingdom. • • . And who are the saints? You 

are. • When Christ came, did he come to the rich? 

No. He came to the poor. He is coming to you again. 

If you prepare for him by defeating Antichrist which 

is the royalist (195). 

But when Parliament is created and the Royalists overthrown, 

corn merchants such as star who fought for the cause find 

themselves "lording" it over the tenant farmers. For ex

ample, when star pays a visit to the land that he has bought 

now tha:t the war is over and things are "back to normal" 

(226), although he refuses the title of squire, his attitude 

towards the tenant farmers on his property is strongly 

reminiscent of the squires of the Royalist party whom he 

helped to overthrow. 

STAR: I know one of the reasons they haven't paid is 

because they've had soldiers billeted in every 

cottage. So of course I'll give them time to pay. 

There is some talk of landlords reducing rents by as 

much as the tenants have paid out on the soldiers. 

VICAR: I have heard talk of that. 
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STAR: I hope very much they're not counting on it. It 

would make me responsible for the keep for six years 

of twenty men and would beggar the estate (225). 

Star treats the tenant farmers in exactly the same way the 

Royalist squires did, but he also treats them as less equal 

although the clarion call for the rebellion was equality and 

freedom for all. Hoskins, a female vagrant, finds that the 

revolution hasn't changed things at all. When she decides 

to speak up at a Church meeting where men are expounding the 

virtues of the new government, she is denied both equality 

and freedom and is not allowed to speak because she is a 

woman (201). She takes advantage of this moment to point 

out that not only does "the Church [mirror] the hierarchial 

structure that it is opposing" (54) but also teaches that 

only a few elect are to be saved by God. 

PREACHER: And those few that are saved are saved not by 

their own virtue though if they are the elect they 

will by their very nature try to live virtuously, but 

by God's grace and mercy--

HOSKINS: No, it's not just a few. Not just a few elect 

go to heaven. He thinks most people are bad. The 

king thinks most people are bad. He's against the 

king but he's saying the same. 

PREACHER: Get her out. 

[Two of the congregation throw Hoskins out.] 
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HOSKINS: In his kingdom of heaven there's going to be a 

few in bliss and the rest of us in hell. What's the 

difference from what we've got now? You are all 

saved. Yes, you are all saved. Not one of you is 

damned--

PREACHER: Woman, you are certainly damned (202). 

Hoskins' perspective on religion leads to yet another more 

philosophical understanding of it. In the second but last 

episode of the play, the backdrop is once again that of a 

prayer meeting. This whole scene begins on a very light 

note that spoofs the teachings and attitudes of the Church. 

Cobbe, for example, commands the Drunk to not drink by 

himself but to move in with them. This makes Claxton think 

of the parallel between the command that Cobbe has just 

issued to the Drunk and the numerous commands that God has 

issued to men: 

COBBE: [to the Drunk]: Drinking by yourself? Move in 

with us, come on. Yes, we need you. Get out there 

when I tell you or I'll break your arm. That was 

God telling you. 

CLAXTON: God's a great bully, I've noticed that. Do 

this. Do that. Shalt not. Drop you in the burning 

lake (229). 

The prayer meeting continues but the parody keeps 

surfacing with unwavering regularity as when Claxton says to 
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the group with desperate urgency, "Anyone has anything to 

say from God, just say it" (229). His request is met with 

awkward silence and then Hoskins breaks in with the incon

gruous contribution, "There was a preacher. But his head 

fell off" (229). This sort of intermingling of the comic 

with the serious by making reference to the killings that 

must have taken place during the uprising against the Royal

ists, paves the way for more humor of this kind. Cobbe for 

example, lapses into prophesy and one cannot help but notice 

that although his words imitate the style in which proph

ecies are given, the content is markedly different. 

COBBE: Damn. Damn. Damn. Damn. 

There's angels swear, angels with flowing hair, you'd 

think they were men, I've seen them. They say damn 

the churches, the bloody black clergy with their fat 

guts, damn their white hands. Damn the hellfire 

presbyterian hypocrites that call a thief a sinner, 

rot them in hell's jail. They say Christ's wounds, 

wounds, wounds, wounds. stick your fingers in. 

Christ's arsehole. He had an arsehole. Christ shits 

on you rich. Christ shits. Shitting pissing spewing 

puking fucking Jesus Christ Jesus fucking--

BROTHERTON: Is that from God? (230). 

Overwhelming as Cobbe's speech is against institutionalized 

religion, we are prone to chuckle at Brotherton's innocent, 
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anticlimactic enquiry. But amusement, once again, gives way 

to seriousness when Cobbe points out that all that he has 

experienced through religion is "a lifetime of false words, 

little games, devil's tricks," and so he asks passionately 

of God: "What will you say? Speak up. What do you answer 

God? What do you answer? Answer. What do you answer?" 

(290). No voice answers him except Hoskins who says simply: 

"I love you" (230). 

This statement ("I love you") from Hoskins is signifi

cant because it marks the point when she begins to teach her 

little group that God is not a vague presence out there who 

will establish His kingdom on earth when He deems it right, 

but is a presence that is tangible and constantly present as 

is the apple she holds. Once again, a touch of the comic 

creeps in when Hoskins' philosophical approach to religion 

eludes the simple minded Brotherton who is deeply entrenched 

in narrow Christian teachings. 

BROTHERTON: I always like an apple if I can get it. I 

haven't been to church for a long time. I don't know 

if this a church. It's a drinking place. I always 

hide on sunday. They notice you in the street if 

everyone's in the church so I go in the woods on 

sunday. I can't see God in this. If God was in it, 

he'd have us whipped (231). 
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Just as Brotherton's simplicity is entertaining because it 

is at odds with the philosophical concept that the rest of 

the group seem to be in tune with, so also the Drunk's 

practical approach to the apple is amusing because he sees 

it as food and nothing more (232). Undaunted by Brother

ton's and the Drunk's inability to grasp her teachings, 

Hoskins reiterates the precept that "God's not far above us 

like he used to be when preachers stood in the way" but is 

"in us and it's getting stronger and stronger" (233). 

Seriousness once again gives way to the comic when old 

habits die hard and Claxton's comment to her is: "st. Paul 

to Timothy, 'let the woman learn in silence," which immed

iately draws from Hoskins in language that deftly mimics his 

style, "Joan Hoskins to st. Paul, fuck off you silly old 

bugger" (233). 

But as euphoria builds up with this new found faith, 

Briggs and Brotherton express doubt. Brotherton voices her 

fear that not only are all women wicked but also she is 

wicked and hence "must be punished" (236-237). She con

fesses to the group that she killed her baby when it was 

born and the child died without being baptized. But even 

these "sins," one that violates the ten commandments and the 

other which goes against the commandments of the Church, are 

met bravely by Claxton with, "You're God, you, you're God, 

no one's more God than you if you could know it yourself, 



you're lovely, you're perfect--" (238). A touch of the 

comic slips in again when the Drunk verbalizes what he 

understands of having God in him. 

DRUNK: I'm God. I'm God. 

BRIGGS: Yes, amen, look who's God now. 

DRUNK: I'm God. And I'm the devil. I'm the serpent. 

I'm in heaven now and I'm in hell. 

CLAXTON: Amen 

DRUNK: I'm in hell, I'm not afraid. I seen worse 

things. If the devil come at me I kick him up the 

arse. 

CLAXTON: And that's the devil gone. 

HOSKINS: Amen, no devil. 
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DRUNK: I'm in heaven. And I go up to God. And I say, 

You great tosspot, I'm as good a man as you, as good 

a God as you. 

CLAXTON: And so are we all. 

DRUNK: Plenty of beer in heaven. Angels all drunk. 

Devils drunk. Devils and angels all fornicating. 

COBBE: You are God, I am God, and I love you, God loves 

God. 

CLAXTON: Oh God, let me be God, be clear in me-

HOSKINS: All the light now--



COBBE: Sparks of glory under these ashes-

HOSKINS: Light shinning from us--

DRUNK: And I say to God, get down below on to earth. 
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Live in my cottage. Pay my rent. Look after my 

children, mind, they're hungry. And don't ever beat 

my wife or I'll strike you down (239). 

The Drunk's bravado, his drunken vision of his heaven on 

earth, and his absolute irreverence to God now that he has 

been told that he is God is amusing although that element of 

the comic is balanced with the reverence that Cobbe, Hos

kins, and Claxton have for their new approach to Christian

ity. 

This new-found approach to the Christian religion, 

however, does not last very long and buckles under the 

restoration of the monarchy. The plot ends with Hoskins, 

Cobbe, Brotherton, the Drunk, Briggs, and Claxton trying to 

cope with changes that the restoration brings. The play 

comes full circle with Hoskins expressing the concern with 

which the play began, namely, that everyone is awaiting the 

coming of Christ to save them from physical bondage. She 

says: "I think what happened was, Jesus Christ did come and 

nobody noticed" (240). Cobbe's way of coping with life 

after the restoration is to change his name and point out 

that "[He] was never God in the sense they asked [him] at 

his trial •••• " (240). Brotherton goes back to stealing, 
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while the Drunk makes the most of the celebrations given in 

honor of the king (240). The path that Briggs chooses is to 

eat little so that there might be enough for the hungry. He 

gives up meat, cheese, eggs, porridge, vegetables, and then 

decides to live on berries and nuts. But realizing that 

there might be people who need those, he switches to eating 

sorrel leaves, dandelions and then grass. He confesses that 

grass made him very ill but with time his body was able to 

accept rye grass, meadow grass, fescue, and that people and 

the gentlemen who owned the field he lived on would come to 

watch him (240). Claxton's path is similar but not so 

drastic as Briggs's: 

CLAXTON: There's an end of outward preaching now. An 

end of perfection. There may be a time. I went to 

the Barbados. I sometimes hear from the world that I 

have forsaken. I see it fraught with tidings of the 

same clamour, strife and contention that abounded 

when I left it. I give it the hearing and that's 

all. My great desire is to see and say 

nothing (241). 

Although the play's ending is different from traditional 

plots of comedy in that there is no union of lovers, yet it 

is similar in that it prescribes, as does the union of the 

lovers after all the obstacles that they have overcome, that 

life will continue despite the numerous mishaps that were 
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strewn across one's path. Hoskins, Cobbe, Brotherton, the 

Drunk, Briggs and Claxton have chosen different ways to deal 

with existence after the restoration and in that sense 

reiterate the optimism that all comedies uphold in their 

endings. 

Like Vinegar Tom, Light Shinning In Buckinghamshire 

attempts to span both the past and the present, and as Elin 

Diamond puts it, "spectators are prevented from ident:ifying 

emotionally with any single action or character, but are 

encouraged to make connections between a previous historical 

movement and their own" (Diamond, "(In)visible Bodies" 193). 

Both Vinegar Tom and Light shining in Buckinghamshire, then, 

share the common theme of how the Christian religion has 

been used throughout time by men to suppress women, and both 

use comic means to present their serious concerns to the 

audience. Styan explains how the comic and the serious 

complement each other to convey effectively the dramatist's 

point of view to her audience: 

The urgent fact remains that, whether we laugh or not, 

the 'comic' attitude may be present in any genre of 

play. The best jokes are not only compatible with the 

most solemn intention, but are likely to be the best 

jokes for that reason (51). 



CHAPTER IV 

OWNERS, FEN, and SOFTCOPS 

The subject matter of Owners, Fen, and Softcops is 

capitalism and the numerous negative repercussions it 
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has on society. Each play shows how capitalistic 

preoccupations dominate both urban and rural life in 

England. Business men and women are the prime targets in 

Owners, and the play "concerns the proprietary impulse of 

western society. As the desire to possess includes other 

people, sexism is shown to be a consequence of the obsession 

to own" (Solomon 50). Landowners together with the movement 

towards the nationalization of land is the subject matter of 

Fen and Frank Rich argues that, "Ms. Churchill sees one and 

all as helpless, exploited victims of a dehumanizing 

capitalistic system" ("Fen" 208). Softcops draws much of 

its thought from Michel Foucault's Discipline and Punish, 

and as Elin Diamond explains, a theme in Foucault's argument 

and one that surfaces boldly in Churchill's softcops is 

that, "disciplinary control, the making and manipulating of 

docile bodies, is inextricable from the rise of capitalism" 

("[In]visible Bodies" 195). 

Like Cloud 9, Owners focuses upon the ridiculous 

entanglements that lovers get themselves into when, freed of 
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parental management, they set about making their own mating 

arrangements, following their emotional and sexual impulses 

wherever they happen to lead them. Marion, a successful, 

shrewd business woman, is entangled with men who are 

hopelessly her opposite in both ambition and drive. She is 

married to Clegg, a butcher who is obsessed with killing her 

for her "unwifely" ways. She is also in love with Alec, an 

old sweetheart who has become ridiculously passive in his 

single-minded desire to bring new meaning to his life. And 

she is having an affair with her business partner, Worsely, 

who thinks of new ways of taking his life as casually as one 

would plan a day in the park. Clegg is not in love with his 

wife or any other woman for that matter but is head over 

heels in love with his beloved butcher shop. He sleeps with 

Lisa, who is Alec's wife, just to make Alec jealous. Alec, 

with whom Marion is in love, is married to Lisa who has two 

children by him and is pregnant with their third. Lisa is 

not in love with Clegg but sleeps with him after the baby is 

born out of a sense of obligation so that he might convince 

Marion to give her back the baby that she, Lisa, had signed 

away to Marion prior to the baby's birth. Worsely is not in 

love with anyone but is infatuated with alluring thoughts of 

suicide. He is having an affair with Marion, but admits 

that he would have liked to have a "try [himself]" with Lisa 

(57). Despite the fact that each of these characters is 
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pursuing relationships that are in essence preposterous, 

each finds that his or her path to happiness is obstructed 

in one way or another. Marion is obstructed by the presence 

of Lisa and Lisa by Marion. Clegg's obstacle is Alec, and 

Worsely's constant attempts at suicide are thwarted by the 

Good samaritan whom he once called on the telephone because 

he "saw a poster saying suicide--ring the Samaritans" (11). 

Complications multiply when it is discovered that 

Marion has successfully located where Alec and Lisa live, 

and threatens to evict them in the hope that Alec will leave 

Lisa and come to live with her. Lisa offers to give up her 

baby to Marion, and learns that Marion is the one who is 

evicting them and that Marion is still in love with Alec. 

Clegg realizes that he has to close down his butcher shop 

because he has no heir and because more modern butcher shops 

are preferred to his old-fashioned one. He also speaks of 

how much he detests Marion's independence and schemes 

incessantly to kill her. Last but not least in the series 

of complications that Churchill piles up in this play is the 

fact that Worsely is asked by both Marion and Clegg to 

commit murder for them; Marion wants Worsely to set fire to 

Alec's and Lisa's home because Alec will not leave Lisa, and 

Clegg wants him to kill Marion. 

Helen Keyssar's apt opinion of Owners is that it is 

aesthetically and politically discomforting ("Politics" 



100 

203); however, despite this seriousness, Owners has a 

definite comic edge to it. Most of the play's comedy stems 

from the portrayal of Clegg and Worsely who are both 

obsessed with desires which make their behavior mechanical 

and automaton-like. 

Act One opens in Clegg's butcher shop and gives us our 

first glimpse of the comic potential present in Clegg and 

Worsely. In Act One, scene one Clegg states clearly the 

role models that he was accustomed to in his own home when 

he was a boy--a view that is so extreme as to border on 

unconscious parody: 

CLEGG: . . . Apart from the physical weakness a lady 

has a squeamishness which is very proper in the fair 

sex but shameful in a man. We were taught to look up 

to my father. My mother literally worshipped him. 

I've seen her on her knees. And he would raise her 

up, very gracious. She knew how to give a man the 

right support. He had his chair. The tea was hot on 

the table when he came in. We never made a sound 

(9) • 

It is obvious that Clegg expects his marriage with 

Marion to be modeled on the pattern of his parents and that 

much of his motive for killing her is her refusal to 

accommodate him. In Act One, scene one he discourses at 

length of the glorified feminine traits that he expects a 
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woman to posses: 

CLEGG: • . . When Marion was in the hospital they tried 

to tell her she'd be happier and more sane as a good 

wife. Comb your hair and taken [sic] an interest in 

your husband's work .... She had her painting, 

which was all right. Creative hoobies are very nice 

for a woman. I appreciate anything pretty and 

artistic. But she wouldn't listen. She carne out of 

there with staring eyes and three weeks later she 

bought her first house. . She's paid me back 

since of course. I would have lost the money 

gladly and forgiven her and not said another word 

about it if only she would have stayed with painting 

and been content. Everything I had was hers. I 

always said. She only had to ask (10). 

Clegg's point of view, that women have a fixed role and 

are to be viewed as property, is expressed in outrageous 

terms. His words are not so much offensive as comic and 

absurdly grotesque when he says of the highly successful 

public figure Marion, "It's very like having a talking dog, 

and it's on the front page at breakfast, the radio at din

ner, the television at night--that's mine, look, that's my 

clever dog. But a time comes when you say, Heel. Horne. Lie 

down" (11). 
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His chauvinism also reveals him to be the sort of man 

who approaches women other than his wife as sexual objects, 

exhibiting an insensitivity to both his wife and other women 

as well. When he goes to the night club with Marion and 

worsely, for example, his behavior typifies the rutting male 

unabashedly drooling over the women dancers at the night

club. He turns to her and says in a ludicrous, helpless 

fashion, "Oh Marion look at the size of them ... oh I'd 

like to get hold. Oh I'd like to gobble ... ", "Oh stop it. 

Ooh," and "Ooh. Aah. Oh my goodness gracious. Ooh" (23). He 

is a sexist to such an extreme that he is absolutely oblivi

ous to his wife's feelings and thinks it is proper to make 

lewd comments about the women on stage because he is male, 

has paid for the show (22), and believes that women are 

nothing more than sexual objects. But when Marion offers to 

mimic the dancing girls for him in the privacy of their 

horne, his cutting response is: 

CLEGG: You? Dare? You'd better not, Marion. It's all 

right for them, it's what they do. We pay for it. 

You haven't got the figure in any case, so remember 

your place. Loose talk costs lives (22). 

His final line, in which he blithely transfers the language 

of the World War II cautionary slogan "Loose lips sink 

ships" to his peculiar domestic situation, sounds a note of 



103 

buffoonery which undercuts the seriousness of his threat and 

keeps the situation within the bounds of the comic. 

To Clegg, Marion is not a "real" woman in the same way 

Lisa is: 

CLEGG: There there. A real woman. A good cry. Best 

thing. 

MARION: Can we get on? 

LISA: I'm so tired of it all. 

CLEGG. There there there. 

LISA: Oh oh. 

CLEGG: Poor little flower. 

LISA: Oh (26). 

In another encounter with Lisa, after they have had sex 

together, Clegg expresses more clearly what a real woman is 

all about: 

CLEGG: I didn't say you could get up. You won't be 

suitable unless you lie flat, did you know that, very 

feminine and do just as you're told. On your back 

and underneath is where I like to see a lady. And a 

man on top. Right on top of the world. Because I 

know what you ladies like. You like what I give you. 

I didn't say you mustn't move at all. But just in 

response (55). 

And once the incident is over, he brings it up with Lisa's 

husband, Alec, in the most disparaging way when he says, "I 
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wouldn't want to waste myself on something as second rate as 

your wife. She was quite useful. A handy receptacle. But 

quite disposable after" (56). 

In Act Two, scene five, we are introduced to another of 

his obsessions which is connected also closely to his atti

tude towards women. He is so obsessed with his butcher shop 

that he speaks of Marion, and women in general, as so much 

property and meat. For example, he uses butcher talk when 

he says to Lisa, "I always did look at your bottom in the 

old days. Nice bit of rump. Marion's more like something 

for a stew. She's all gristle. But you melt in the mouth" 

(54). In Act TWo, scene six, he says of Marion, "She is 

mine. I have invested heavily in Marion and don't intend to 

lose any part of my profit. She is my flesh. And touching 

her you touch me ... "(56). Not only does he see her as 

property and speaks of her in terms of a real estate specu

lator, but his attitude does not allow her to have an indi

viduality because he believes it is an affront to his "man

hood" (37). 

Churchill gives the reader a clue as to where Clegg 

might have got his insensitive, dehumanizing attitude to

wards women. In a very revealing conversation on ownership 

that he has with Worsely, Worsely, who is suicidal, speaks 

of how his Samaritan friend had informed him that, "Life is 

a leasehold. It belongs to God the almighty landlord. You 
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mustn't take your life because it's God's property not 

yours" (35). They probe this idea of ownership from a 

different angle of how a man's body becomes the property of 

the state during war (35), and how the legal system itself 

was founded for the convenience of owners. What Churchill 

is pointing out is that the concept of ownership and Clegg's 

chauvinistic attitude towards women are firmly embedded in 

two supposedly respectable sources--God and state. 

WORSELY: Though in any case law's not for morals so 

much as property. The legal system was made by 

owners. A man can do what he likes with his own. 

CLEGG: Try telling Marion. 

WORSELY: A house the same. Your own. You knock the 

floor out if you like. That's what it's for. A car 

the same. You drive how you like. within a reason

able speed limit. My flesh and blood the same. 

CLEGG: A wife the same (36). 

Here lies the key to unravelling the deep-rooted unhappiness 

that Clegg feels towards Marion. Marion is Clegg's property 

made legal by marriage law, but the fact that she will not 

"heel" or "lie down" at his command (11) is what causes him 

to devise ways to murder her. 

But despite the laughs that Clegg is able to evoke from 

the audience, it is clear that he is unhappy with Marion. 

He is dissatisfied with her because she is not able to give 
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him a child (11), is independent (8), and refuses to be 

subservient to him although she is, as he claims, "legally" 

his (11). As the play progresses, the reader learns that 

his obsession to kill Marion stems from traditional gender 

roles that she is violating. He talks doggedly of how to 

get rid of Marion with Worsely (7). Worsely" however, is 

absolutely unperturbed by his friend's single-mindedness 

because he is deeply immersed in his own obsession--his own 

death. Both chatter endlessly and compulsively about what 

interests them the most, and neither, amusingly enough, even 

notices that the other's comment is disjointed. 

CLEGG: Lambs always smells a bit strong. You don't 

want to mind the smell. Run them under the cold tap 

when you get home. 

WORSELY: I like lambs in a field mind you in the spring 

time. I had quite a pet lamb one holiday when I was 

a kiddy. 

CLEGG: Marion still in the office is she? 

WORSELY: Hard for a child till it gets the knack. If 

the lamb's a pet don't hurt it. If the lamb's a 

chop, it's not got a name. 

CLEGG: Marion very busy I suppose? (7). 

Entertaining though this habit is of these two men talking 

at cross purposes to each other, they are equally comic when 

they converse as casually as if they were discussing the 
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best way to adjust a carburetor or patch a leaky roof about 

how to murder Marion. 

WORSELY: Is the idea to kill her at all costs or do you 

count on getting away with it? 

CLEGG: I hadn't planned on being caught, no. 

WORSELY: Then a knife might be too much of a clue. 

CLEGG: What I'd prefer is a convenient accident. If 

she could topple off a cliff. 

WORSELY: A day trip. 

CLEGG: You could come with us as a witness. 

WORSELY: A witness is what you don't want. 

CLEGG: To say you saw me not push her. An accident. 

WORSELY: Are you serious? 

CLEGG: How do I know? I know I dwell on murder day and 

night. I can't see any life for myself till 

she's gone. And she's in much better health 

than I am. 

WORSELY: Why not leave her? 

CLEGG: I tried that once. But where would I go? And 

she didn't mind at all hardly. Not enough. She 

can stand on her own two feet which is something 

I abominate in a woman (8)., 

They are supposed to be partners in crime but they appear to 

be more like partners in a clown routine in that they lack 
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both the sophistication and mental agility needed to carry 

out their plan to murder l>larion. 1 

In another instance, Clegg's plan once again proves to 

be entertaining when he make a literary faux pas while 

discussing details of the murder. He compares himself 

dramatically to Othello and Hamlet but spoils the effect by 

mixing Macbeth's, "Out, out, brief candlelIt and Lady Mac-

beth's, "Out, damned spot!" with Othello's "Put out the 

light . .. 
CLEGG: . • . I am more an Othello than a Hamlet. Out 

out damned candle! She is legally mine. And one day 

she will die knowing ·it. And another satisfaction of 

my shame is the proof that it's she who is infertile 

(11) • 

Hence Clegg is presented as a comic character who is 

obsessed with the concept of ownership. He views his wife 

who is made legally his by marriage law, as property in the 

same way he views his butcher shop--both are his to own. 

But just as he finds himself losing his hold over his shop, 

so he finds himself losing his hold over his wife. His 

chauvinistic attitude can think of no other way to handle 

this shift and hence he plans, in a clownish fashion, to 

murder his wife. But despite the comic dimension that Clegg 

1 A parallel situation can be found in Harold Pinter's 
The Dumb Waiter, where Gus and Ben indulge in absurd chatter 
while they wait to get orders to kill. 
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possesses, the comic type that he represents becomes, in 

Churchill's hands the means by which she introduces not only 

his rigid attitude towards women which makes him unhappy in 

his marriage and motivates him to murder, but also the 

concept of ownership that is sanctioned by the Christian 

religion and is made legal by the state. 

Worsely who occupies center stage with Clegg when the 

play opens is similar to Clegg because he too has a one

track mind. When we first meet him, he has his wrist band

aged and we make nothing of it until Clegg brings up the 

issue. 

CLEGG: Isn't it painful cutting yourself like that? I 

know when I have the odd slip with a knife I don't 

half give a yell. 

WORSELY: An accident makes you feel got at. If you 

mean it, the pain's more on your side. Because 

nobody dies without discomfort. I take it as an 

occupational hazard. You don't get anything of value 

without working for it, as the headmaster liked to 

say at assembly. Per ardua ad astra. 

CLEGG: But do you intend to be dead? 

WORSELY: I try to. My doctor says I'm so safety prone I 

must have a lifewish. I have a sense of humor about 

psychiatrists (10). 
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The witty verbal inversions here, revealing that Worsely is 

inconveniently "safety prone" instead of "accident prone" 

and has a "life wish" instead of a "death wish" sets up a 

pattern which Churchill pursues throughout; that is to say, 

Worsely's abnormal obsession with death is rendered painless 

and therefore comic by the stunning ineptitude with which he 

pursues it. 

In Act One, scene one, Worsely's excessive interest in 

death becomes more apparent when we hear what he says to 

clegg who explains to him that one of the reasons he had to 

shut down his butcher shop is because people prefer having 

their meat packaged in polythene: "I don't know why people 

want meat in polythene. It's like going around with your 

head in a plastic bag" (9). The fixated Worsely automati

cally seizes upon this idea and talks about it with Clegg at 

the earliest possible moment: 

WORSELY: You know what you were saying about a plastic 

bag. Suppose I put a plastic bag over my head and 

tied it tightly round the neck. What could possibly 

go wrong? 

CLEGG: Some of them nowadays has safety holes. 

WORSELY: Not all. I would have a look. 

CLEGG: There couldn't be any possible situation in 

which Marion might put her head in a plastic bag? 

WORSELY: Clegg you have no experience of taking life. 
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CLEGG: I get my ideas mainly from books. I can't ever 

put Agatha Christie down. And Newspapers are great 

fun too. But people do die in real life. Daily. In 

large numbers. 

WORSELY: I've tried to kill myself six times. And I'm 

a willing victim (11). 

What is comic about this short interchange is that Clegg and 

Worsely are so obsessed with their own problems that they 

cannot carryon a conversation with each other without 

returning obsessively to their favorite subjects--the issue 

of killing Marion for Clegg and new methods of suicide for 

Worsely. Another amusing aspect of this interchange is that 

both characters talk very casually and very practically 

about the fool-proof quality of a plastic bag to take a 

life. And what is even more entertaining is Clegg's ironic 

observation that while the two of them are contemplating 

with so much seriousness on how best to extinguish life, 

there are people, according to the newspapers, who die daily 

in large numbers of their own accord. Worsely's comment 

that he tried to kill himself six times and that he is a 

"willing victim" reinforces the comic tone. 

In Act One, scene four, we learn that Worsely has made 

yet another attempt to take his life. His attempt at sui

cide is comic by its sheer repetitiveness, and is treated as 

a matter of routine by those around him: 



MARION: You're very white. 

WORSELY: It's the gas. 

MARION: What, last night? 
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WORSELY: That samaritan friend of mine dropped in just 

as I was going off nicely. 

MARION: Had you invited him? 

WORSELY: You know me better than that Marion. I do try 

(26) • 

Act Two opens with Clegg and Worsely, and this time the 

stage directions inform the reader that Worsely's neck is 1 

bandaged. But despite the ludicrous spectacle that the 

suicidal Worsely creates for the audience, cle'gg is com

pletely oblivious to his appearance because he is so intent 

on speculating on whether or not a weedkiller would be the 

best way of getting rid of Marion: 

CLEGG and WORSELY in CLEGG"S kitchen. Large pram. 

CLEGG is heating a baby's bottle in a saucepan of 

water. WORSELY is making tea. His neck is bandaged. 

CLEGG: Weedkiller. 

WORSELY: Sugar. 

CLEGG: Two for me. 

WORSELY: I wouldn't try to hang myself again. 

CLEGG: Weedkiller in Marion's soup. In a garlic soup. 

Would it taste? 

WORSELY: Try some and see (35). 
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worsely's seemingly practical suggestion to Clegg to taste 

the soup in order to make sure that the weedkiller does not 

flavor it is comic because of its impracticality. A similar 

situation occurs in Act TWO, scene one, when Clegg tells 

Worsely that he has a gun; Worsely cannot stop thinking of 

it and in the end gives in to his obsession when he asks to 

use it and promises that he "would have finished with it by 

tomorro~·!" to which Clegg sarcastically but practically asks, 

"How were you planning to give it back?" (39). In both 

examples, Worsely's intention is to be practical, but the 

result is, invariably, buffoonish impracticality. 

As the play progresses, each time Worsely appears on 

the stage, it is immediately evident that he has made 

another attempt at committing suicide because he is more 

bruised, battered, and bandaged than before. This comic 

spectacle gradually grows into a crescendo. In Act TWO, 

scene one, Worsely only has his right arm heavily bandaged 

(41), in Act TWO, scene six, Worsely's bandages cover his 

wrist, neck and arms are bandaged and his left leg is in 

plaster (56), and in the last scene of the play, in addition 

to all the other bandages, Worsely's face is partly bandaged 

from a burn (65). Hence in terms of the spectacle that he 

creates with his bandages increasing in number every time he 

make his appearance on stage, Worsely's automaton-like 
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behavior contributes greatly to the comic spectacle and the 

tone of the play. 

But Worsely is not all clown. He is reminiscent of 

Vladimir and Estragon in Beckett's waiting for Godot. 

Despite the comic dimension that he possess, he embodies the 

angst of twentieth century man. In Act One, scene one, for 

example, when Worsely tells him that he works best under 

pressure, Worsely's admission is: 

WORSELY: That's where we differ. The slightest 

pressure from outside and I fall in. Because inside 

me there is very nearly a vacuum. The balance is 

just so. I was top in the lower forms of the grammar 

school. I liked marks then. I sometimes look around 

now to be marked. Or I mark myself. [He looks at his 

bandaged wrist.] B minus. Could have tried harder 

(9-10) • 

While marking himself on his efforts at committing suicide 

is amusing because of its unusualness, the implications of 

such a comment is worth noting. Life as a child in a grade 

school is comforting to him because it validates him through 

his grades. But now that school and grades are a thing of 

the past, he is faced with the dilemma of coming to grips 

with the idea that life has no meaning, is a vacuum, and 

hence can be extinguished with no regrets. But like both 

Vladimir and Estragon in Beckett's Waiting For Godot and 
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Treplyov in Chekhov's Seagull who attempt to take their 

lives and cannot accomplish even this successfully, so also 

Worsely, before the curtain closes, picks up a gun, places 

it to his head and fires only to find that he has missed 

(67) • 

The o"ther characters in the play, Marion and Alec, 

although they each may be called obsessed characters, are 

more serious than comic but need to be discussed because 

they are connected closely to the themes that Clegg and 

Worsely have already introduced. Marion is very similar to 

Marlene in Churchill's Top Girls in that she is a shrewd, 

hard-headed business wonen. In Act One, scene five, she 

describes herself earnestly, a little too earnestly in fact, 

when she amusinglY refers to herself as a man: "I was never 

a lazy girl, Marion tries hard. I work like a dog. Most 

women are fleas but I'm the dog" (30) and adds "We men of 

destiny get what we're after even if we're destroyed by it. 

And everyone else with us. We split the atom" (emphasis 

added 31). Solomon summarizes very accurately the essence 

and significance of Marion: 

The need to own and control is not exclusive to the 

male characters. Marion wants to have and keep others 

too--a former lover, and a child. . . . Thus 

Churchill is proposing that even the most basic of 



human actions can be overcome by capitalistic 

preoccupations (51) 
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While Marion is a highly aggressive and ambitious 

owner, Alec is ridiculously her opposite. Although at one 

time they both shared the same sort of ambition and drive 

(29), Alec now "just wants nothing" (25) as Lisa tells 

Marion. Alec explains the position that he is in when he 

says to Marion: 

ALEC: Slowly everything . fell through. Lisa, 

children, work--there was no point. There was no 

point in the things I wanted instead. There wasn't 

any point in killing myself . . . . 

ALEC: I longed very much one morning for the sea in 

winter. Grey sea, I thought, gritty sand. So I 

leapt up from the bed, grabbed a train, went. I got 

there and it was nothing special. Grey sea, like I 

thought, gritty sand. 

MARION: A let down. 

ALEC: No, not at all. Just right. I saw what it was. 

Grey sea--

MARION: Yes, you said. Gritty sand. 

ALEC: It's just that I'd had a lot of difficulty. 

wanting things. Or seeing no point in them. And 

since then I haven't (47). 
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Alec is the very epitome of the Zen poem that prefaces the 

play; he is the person "Sitting quietly, doing nothing./ 

Spring comes and the grass grows by itself" (3), while 

Marion embodies the Christian hymn which commands: "Onward 

Christian Soldiers/ marching as to war" (3). In presenting 

Alec to be passive to an extreme and Marion to be his exact 

opposite, Churchill does not seem to be advocating one form 

of behavior over the other or even one religion over an

other. All she seems to be doing is bringing to our atten

tion that a religion such as Christianity encourages ambi

tion and ownership. Alisa Solomon's comment on the two 

polarities that Alec and Marion embody, is that: 

Alec embodies this opposition to materialism and 

underscores the play's question about what might be 

left to life once the urge to get and keep is 

recognized as empty. 

While Owners is not totally free of the tendency 

for characters to exemplify philosophical stances, it 

is not a flat tract that celebrates passivity. Chur

chill does not side with Alec. Even as the only pre

sented alternative to the challenged attitudes, Alec is 

not very attractive. We are not meant to tolerate any 

more than Lisa can, Alec's lack of desire, 

ambition, or self-expression (51). 
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But as Churchill herself comments in the Plays and Players 

interview: 

[Owners] has to do with the whole thing of western 

capitalistic individualism, puritanism, and everything 

which came out of Christianity (quoted in Solomon 51). 

The plot of most comedies ends with complications being 

successfully overcome, at least for the moment, and the 

curtain closing on marriage, songs, and feasting to signify 

that human beings have the capacity to live happily despite 

the numerous trials and tribulations they inevitably en

counter during their lifetimes. Owners, however, ends a 

little ambiguously with the unforseen death of Alec who goes 

into the burning flats to rescue not his child but that of 

his neighbor. Both Alec and the baby die but the heroism of 

Alec's act speaks powerfully and positively for his self

lessness and his commitment to being human. As Helene 

Keyssar remarks of Alec, "That Alec dies in the course of 

behaving as if such a society could exists is an admission 

that, even in the theatre, a new kind of hero is a fragile 

creation. But that he exists at all is a sign of possibil

ity" ("Politics" 206). Worsely, too, who actually sets the 

flats on fire has his redemptive side. Before he sets the 

flat on fire, he takes Lisa's baby back to her because he is 

touched by her pain. And after he sets fire to the flat, 

his conscience is alive enough to force him to not only go 
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back to warn the tenants of the fire hazard but also help 

Lisa and the children out of the building. Hence although 

the play ends with death, it upholds in its ending comedy's 

traditional optimistic precept of hope and new life. Al

though the central focus of Owners is capitalism and owner

ship and how much of our capitalistic ideology to own has 

its roots in the Christian religion, Churchill is quick to 

point out that both men and women are equally prone to 

behaving in ways that are destructive to the essence of 

being human. The means that she uses to introduce such 

serious concerns to her audience is through comedy and 

laughter. Clegg's entertaining plans to murder Marion, pave 

the way for Churchill to show us how his attitude towards 

women stems from capitalistic concerns to own and how that 

concern has its source in religion. The comic spectacle 

that the suicidal, melancholic, "kill-joy" Worsely creates 

each time he appears evokes both our sympathy and laughter. 

We commiserate with him when he tells us that one of the 

reasons why he constantly attempts suicide is because al

though he shows no strong signs of wanting to own, yet 

capitalistic preoccupations that pervade his existence 

devalue him (43). But despite the seriousness of the play, 

Keyssar claims that "Owners has neither the despair nor the 

hollow cynicism so characteristic of modern theatre" ("Poli-



tics" 205). In terms of vision and hope, Keyssar argues 

powerfully: 
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The vision of Owners is of a society in which the 

prison of sexism can only be eliminated by radical changes 

in men as well as in women" (206), and adds powerfully that 

. Churchill is not urging that women take· on men's roles 

but that men and women re-spect and care for each other as 

other, not as exten sions or reflections of themselves. It 

is not gender that distinguishes each character from anoth

er in Owners but the essential state of being human and the 

particularities of the individual (206) 

Churchill's Fen, like Owners, draws our attention to 

the relation between capitalism and religion and shows how 

both are destructive forces in society. The play has been 

described in various ways by critics. For example, John 

Beaufort's opinion is that Fen is "a kind of anthropological 

study on a person to person level" because the people (i.e. 

members of London's Joint stock Theatre Group) who produced 

it lived in a fen village and tried to get to know the 

people who lived off this marshy land ("Folk Drama" 210). 

Douglas Watt, on the other hand, describes the playas "a 90 

minute sociological documentary with a story thread" ("Brit

ain's gem" 209), while Clive Barnes sees it as a "domestic 

tragedy" ("Fen" 210). Elin Diamond compares this play to 

Vinegar Tom because each "investigates economic subjugation 



and female oppression; each shows the impossibility of 

sexual love . . , each condemns religion as destructive 

ideology " ("[In]visible" 197). And Frank Rich 
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compares Fen to Top Girls: in both plays "Ms Churchill sees 

one and all as helpless, exploited victims of a dehumanizing 

capitalistic system" ("Fen" 208). Despite these bleak 

critical insights, however, even in this play there is room 

for laughter. Barnes acknowledges this when he sums up the 

play accurately as "a rich, complex tragic picture, often 

very funny" ("Fen" 210). 

In terms of plot, the play bears little resemblance to 

conventional comedies. The play is episodic, a "mosaic of 

Brechtian vignettes" (Rich, "Fen" 208)--"divided into 

twenty-one brief scenes, each bearing the scars of social 

and familial discipline" (Diamond, "[In]visible" 196). Each 

short scene exemplifies in one way or another how capitalism 

touches the lives of the people in the fen. Angela, for 

example, is one of the many workers who works in the fields 

for the forty-five year old gangmaster, Mrs. Hassett (56). 

The victimization that she suffers at the hands of the all

powerful Mrs. Hassett finds its way into the relationship 

that she has with her stepdaughter, Becky. Her relationship 

with Becky is abusive and bears striking resemblance to the 

victim/victimizer pattern that Angela is familiar with in 

her interactions with Mrs. Hassett. Michael Swanson agrees 
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with this interpretation: "For Angela, a life of subjuga

tion on the fen has led to a feeling of powerlessness. 

This, in turn, has led to a Angela using power abusively 

against the only person against whom she is in a position to 

wield power--Becky" (61). In other words, although the 

scenes are short and episodic, each scene, in Churchill's 

hand, is a unique attempt to show how capitalism and reli

gion perpetuate the victim and the victimizer syndrome in 

all walks of life. 

This play does not have characters who can be catego

rized as mechanical or obsessed through whom Churchill 

introduces her serious, social concerns. What we have 

instead are characters who are predominantly serious but 

whose seriousness is periodically alleviated by touches of 

brief humor. 

The play begins with a caricature of a Japanese busi

nessman who expounds the value of the fen lands. His speech 

sets the tone of all that is to come. He tells us that in 

1630, "rich lords," "far thinking men," and "brave inves

tors," just like himself, decided to drain the fen and use 

it for farming (55). At first this might appear an absurd 

anachronism, but in reality the landlords of the past and 

the present are identical because a capitalist is a capit

alist regardless of time and place. In opposition to the 

investors are the fen people who, he claims, lacked vision 
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(55) because they wanted to keep the land for themselves and 

preserve it as a natural habitat for the fishes and eels to 

live in. But despite the "many problems" (55), the inves

tors win and the land is ploughed "right up to the edge, no 

waste" (55). The Japanese businessman also goes on to speak 

of the numerous shareholders who together own this piece of 

land: "This farm, one of our twenty-five farms, very good 

investment. Belongs to Baxter Nolesford Ltd, which belongs 

to Reindorp Smith Farm Land trust, which belongs 65% to our 

company" (55). Thus this opening speech reveals how capita

listic preoccupations span all centuries, how ruthless and 

far-reaching they have got, and also how small corporate 

owners are not only dwarfed by large ones but are victims of 

their corporate brothers. A comic touch is added through 

the stage directions which tell us that the Japanese busine

ssman is dressed in a suit and carries a camera. Churchill 

is drawing our attention to a familiar type--the hard-headed 

Japanese businessman and the all too familiar Japanese 

tourist. The imitativeness of such a spectacle is enter

taining as are the rhythms of speech that Churchill success

fully mimics: "Long time ago, under water. Fishes and eels 

swimming here. Not true people had webbed feet but did walk 

on stilts. wild people, fen tigers" (55). Amusing too is 

the fact that the Japanese businessman cannot shake off what 

the rest of the world sees as a national weakness--the 
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desire of the Japanese tourist to photograph almost obses

sively. And the Japanese businessman's notion of the Eng

lish countryside is equally droll for the simple reason that 

it is a tourist's romantic view of rural England: "How 

beautiful English countryside. I think it is too foggy to 

take pictures. Now I find teashop, warm fire, old country

man to tell tales" (55). 

Nell is the next major character that we are introduced 

to in scene two. Once again, we are struck, as with the 

Japanese businessman, by touches of humor that surface 

alongside the sadness in her life. When the scene opens in 

a potato field and no one knows why Val stops working, Nell 

is the only one to show concern (56). In scene twelve, when 

all the women are working in bad weather and Becky a young 

fifteen year old (61) works alongside them, once again it 

is Nell who is compassionate enough to think about Becky: 

"It's more than rain, it's splinters. Come on, Becky, 

you've had enough" (81). Apart from her compassion, Nell 

also has the ability to stand up for herself and speak of 

the injustice to which she and the other women are sub

jected. For example, when Mrs. Hassett warns the worker, 

Wilson, that he must work regularly or he will spoil it for 

the rest of the workers, Nell is quick to point out that the 

only person who can be affected by Wilson's unwillingness to 

work regularly is Mrs. Hassett herself. 
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NELL. spoil it for you, Mrs Hassett. 

MRS HASSETT. Spoil it for all of us, Nell. 

. . . 
NELL. You've got two colour tellies to spoil 

MRS HASSETT. Think you'd get a better deal by yourself? 

Think you'd get a job at all? (57). 

Her outspokenness earns for her the title of a "bloody 

trouble maker" (87) , and it can be argued that her spunk and 

her rebelliousness makes her one of those Langerian vital

ists who fearlessly overturns laws and taboos in her zest to 

live life to its fullest. ,As she says of herself with 

sardonic good humor: "I'm nobody's right hand. And proud 

of it. I'm their left foot more like. TWo left feet" (87). 

In a more telling speech that follows she says: 

NELL. I just can't think like they do. I don't know 

why. I was brought up here like everyone else. My 

family thinks like everyone else. Why can't I? I've 

tried to. I've given up now. I see it all as rotten 

(88) • 

The truth is that Nell is different, and her fearless, 

good-natured defiance of the bosses makes her a puzzle to 

the adults and the children Deb, Shona, and Becky who find 

her so different from the other women that they think she 

must be a witch. Shona asks her bluntly if she is a witch 

and Nell's sarcastic but humorous reply is: "No, I'm a 
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princess. Now get out" (65). In her rebuke to the girls, 

Nell voices, her desire for change when she says to them: 

"Nasty, nasty children. What will you grow up like? Nasty. 

You should be entirely different. Everything. Everything" 

(65). Hence although Nell is able to voice her dissatisfac

tion, it also isolates her from the rest of the group. But 

the fact that she is able to articulate a desire for change 

makes her a symbol of hope in the play. Later, in the dream 

sequence that ends the play, Nell communicates this informa

tion that she is leaving the fen and will not turn back for 

anyone. 

NELL. I was walking out on the fen. The sun spoke to 

me. It said, 'Turn back, back.' I said, 'I won't 

turn back for you or anyone' (97). 

The sun has no option of turning back because it has to 

follow a set course, but a human being like Nell has the 

advantage of being able to change the course of her life and 

make a change for the better. As Elin Diamond says: 

• • • Nell crosses on stilts, a visual echo of the 

seventeenth-century fen dwellers who used stilts to 

cross the swampy earth • • • The sun's earthly cycle 

figures a constant process of turning back but human 

beings, as historical agents, can change their 

condition ("[In]visible Bodies" 199). 
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Nell stands virtually alone in her ability to meet her 

situation with comic resilience. Other characters echo her 

only rarely in what amounts to little more than half-hearted 

one-liners. 

Angela is Becky's stepmother and in scene six, we are 

introduced to the physical, emotional, and verbal abuse to 

which she subjects her stepdaughter (61-62). Yet there are 

moments in their private life when this heaviness gives way 

to momentary lightness. For example, when Angela finds 

Becky's diary and begins to torment Becky by reading aloud 

from it, the meanness behind this act slowly gives way to a 

brief moment of fun and laughter. Angela makes up a poem 

about Frank who tried to take his life and was saved by his 

wife. The major portion of the poem is serious in content 

except for the end. Angela is unable to find a way to end 

the poem and Becky comes quickly to her rescue. Angela's 

line is, "Poor Frank was never very cheerful," and Becky's 

playful contribution is, "Except when he's beerful" (92). 

According to the stage directions, they both laugh and they 

do so because Becky's ad lib line is incongruous with the 

tone and mood that Angela has previously established. 

Although this moment of laughter is brief, the fact that it 

existed is cause for hope. The scene ends with Angela 

admitting that she has done everything to discourage Becky 

from liking her, and realizing that despite her efforts, 
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Becky feels affection for her. This recognition is the 

first step that Angela takes in being healed from the vic

timization that she as a fen worker has been subjected to. 

Becky, too, at this point is able to see beyond her pain to 

the suffering of another fellow creature when she concludes 

this scene by saying, "Poor Frank. Imagine" (92). 

Val, another important character in the play, like 

Nell, also desires change. Her situation is that she is 

married, has two children, Deb and Shona, but finds that she 

has fallen in love with Frank. Frank and Val love each 

other but the dilemma that Val has to face is the prospect 

of losing her children or losing Frank (77). She speaks 

with compassion to Frank of how painful it is for either 

parent to give up their child to an ex-spouse. But despite 

the bleakness in her life, she too is able to add a touch of 

humor to it. For example, when Frank says that he is 

frightened of going mad, heights, and beauty, Val's light

hearted quip is, IILucky we live in a flat country" (85). 

It is obvious that Val wants a "new life" not only in 

terms of her relationship with Frank but also with regards 

to the quality of life for the women on the fen. But her 

desire to have a IIvoice ll is subject to criticism and hos

tility. Her own mother, for example, is ashamed of her and 

cannot bear the changes that her daughter is seeking to 

bring into her life (67). May wants her daughter to live 
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the way she lived. What May seems to be advocating is two 

sorts of loyalty--Ioyalty to the family and loyalty to 

societal values that keep her (i.e. May) captive. Swanson 

draws attention to Ivy, who is May's mother, and who also 

perpetuates this cycle of enslavement. His observation of 

Ivy can be applied to May: "the fen workers, then as now, 

were harassed by bosses; • • • oppressors breed oppressors 

• • • ; and • . • the oppressed, for lack of alternatives, 

breed the oppressed" (59). 

Just as most of the workers on the fen cannot under

stand Val's dilemma, so also Alice who is Val's friend tries 

to help Val but succeeds in only alienating Val even further 

from the rest of the group. Since she is a Christian, 

Alice's words of comfort and support are: "I know she's 

wicked but she is still my friend" (72), "People are all 

miserable sinners," and "We're all rubbish but Jesus loves 

us so its all right" (84). Val realizes quickly that al

though Alice's words are offered with the intent to support 

and console, they serve instead to condemn and devalue her. 

Seeing quickly through to the slavishness and entrapment 

that Alice's religion seems to be fostering, Val decides not 

to join the group and says with dry humor to her friend: 

VAL. Can't you give me a hug without Jesus? 

ALICE. Of course not, we love better in Jesus. 

VAL. I'd rather take valium (84). 
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In the end, isolated from the rest of the women either 

through their criticism of her or their inability to under

stand her desire for change and "new life" (59), Val decides 

to commit suicide. But despite her death, she is able to 

show the women the endless possibilities that life has to 

offer. For example, in the dream sequence that follows on 

the heels of Val's death, Becky vows that she wants to 

change the nightmare situation that she is in with Angela. 

Becky says, "Angela beats me. She shuts me in the dark. 

She put a cigarette on my arm •• " but admits that she 

(i.e. Becky) now "[wants] to wake up" (97). By admitting to 

the abuse and by articulating her desire for change, Becky 

is shown, through the dream sequence, the possibility of 

being free. Similarly, Angela, who also appears in this 

sequence, admits for the first time the reason why she 

abuses her stepdaughter: 

ANGELA. ••• I have to make something happen. I can 

hurt you, can't I? You feel it, don't you? Let me 

burn you. I have to hurt you worse. I think I can 

feel something. It's my own pain. I must be here if 

it hurts. 

BECKY. You can't, I won't. I'm not playing. You're 

not here (97) 

By stating that she will not play Angela's game of being the 

passive victim to her victimizer, Becky has opened up new 
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vistas of hope for herself. Angela's admission that she 

hurts Becky because she herself is numb with pain is perhaps 

the first step on her road to healing and freedom. Nell, 

who also makes her appearance in this dream sequence is 

determined never to turn back for anyone because her path 

lies forward and ahead of her. Shirley, who is a friend of 

Val and is consumed with superhuman dedication to being an 

efficient housewife and who has submerged her feelings by 

keeping busy around the house says, "I'd forgotten what it 

was like to be unhappy. I don't want to" (97). And May, 

who is Val's mother, who wanted to be a singer, is also 

there in the dream sequence and concludes the play with her 

song (98). The note that prefaces the play says that May 

"stands as if singing and we hear what she would have liked 

to sing. So something amazing and beautiful--in the origin

al production it was a short piece of opera on tape" (54). 

Through the fantastic ending that concludes the play, Chur

chill is saying that despite the despair, the feelings of 

hopelessness, the enslavement, the abuse, and the numbness 

that the women in the fen have been subjected to, there is 

hope. As Diamond puts it, the final sequence is hopeful 

because "in these terminal moments a nightmare is redreamed, 

a life rerouted, and an old woman's voice freed for ex

pression" ("[In]visible Bodies" 199). And sylviane Gold's 

apt comment is that "Fen persuades us, finally, that we have 
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glimpsed not just the contours of the geographical fen, but 

a dim swamp encircling human hearts" (211). 

Softcops, like Owners and Egn, deals with capitalism. 

It shows how the legal system imposes power and control on 

the public to further capitalistic interests. Churchill in 

the Author's Note that prefaces the play, explains that she 

had the idea for Softcops even before she read Michel Fou

cault's Discipline and Punish, and that her play was to be 

about the soft methods of control used by schools, hospi

tals, and social workers. In addition to the ideas that she 

already had for her play, Foucault's book pointed out to her 

that "methods of control and punishment from tearing the 

victim apart with horses to simply watching him" changed 

with Jeremy Bentham's invention of the panopticon where one 

person can watch and control many--a form of control that 

has come to stay in modern society (Churchill, poftcops 3). 

It is also interesting to note that while Churchill uses an 

all female cast in Top Girls, she uses an all male cast in 

softcops to "[reflect] its themes of male systems of law and 

order" (Barranger 418), and is essentially about "a system 

of power operated by men" (Cousin 5). Elin Diamond explains 

this idea more clearly: that "Discipline and Punish 'ex

cited' Churchill because it gave her evocative ways of 

understanding gender oppression as the production of 'docile 

bodies' in the family that, by extension, buttresses 



133 

schools, the military, and other branches of power" ("[In]

visible Bodies" 196). 

Softcops is set in the nineteenth century, and com

prises a series of scenes. Central to the plot is vidocq 

who is a robber turned cop, and Lacenaire who is both robber 

and murderer but one who is "a complete failure" because he 

trips over things, faints and makes noise when he is commit

ting crimes (23). In addition to these two main characters, 

are Pierre and Bentham. Pierre is in charge of planning 

executions and making sure that the spectacle is arranged in 

such a way that it serves as a form of control and a de

terrent to the public. Jeremy Bentham, on the other hand, 

is the man who invented the panoptican which is a cage on 

top of a tower from where "instead of thousands of people 

watching one prisoner, one person can watch thousands of 

prisoners" (40). In addition to these characters is the 

headmaster and his "crocodile of young boys" (5). The 

headmaster exerts control and power over the boys in order 

to facilitate the efficient running of his system--the 

class. The play calls attention to the numerous forms of 

power and control that the public has come to accept at the 

hands of the state. It also highlights the issue of the 

fine line that exists between the punisher and the punished. 

MINISTER. Listen, my boy. People have vile dreams. 

The man who dares cut a throat while he's awake is 
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their hero. But then justice dares cut and burn and 

tear that man's body, far beyond what he did and 

beyond their dreams. So they worship us. That is 

why it is a festival (12). 

Another concern that the play brings to the forefront 

is the controversial issue of whether or not there is any

thing positive to be gained from the penal system apart from 

the rich benefiting monetarily from it. As the Rich Man so 

succinctly puts it to Lacenaire who is both a murderer and 

robber, "You would ruin me if you were free" (27). The 

Warder of the chain gang has a different perspective to 

offer of the penal system. He is of the opinion that the 

penal system "teaches bad men how to be worse and it teaches 

them pride in it" (34). And, it also teaches the crowd to 

riot, hate the rich, and scorn the obedient (34). But 

despite these difficult and troubling issues, Churchill adds 

lightness and humor to her subject through a variety of 

comic techniques. 

Pierre is what Frye would call an obsessed character 

(168) and what Bergson would call a mechanical character 

(37). At the play's outset, Pierre tells the Headmaster 

that he hopes the Minister will be pleased with the pag

eantry of the execution and will bestow on him a park, "a 

Garden of Law" (14) which he can use to teach people about 

reason, and crime and punishment. But as the play pro-
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gresses we find that Pierre keeps coming back to this issue 

with unwavering regularity. For example, when the Minister 

and vidocq are talking of the arrest of the "notorious 

regicide, Fieschi," and even though what Pierre has to say 

has nothing to do with what the two men are saying, Pierre 

is unable to contain himself, and returns persistently to 

the idea that the crime of parricide must be made the center 

piece in his Garden of Law (15-16). A little later, when 

the Minister and Vidocq are trying to gauge what the other 

is thinking--the Minister is wondering whether vidocq will 

accept his offer to join the police force and Vidocq is 

speculating on how best to volunteer his skills to the 

police without being turned down--Pierre like a mechanical 

toy intones, "Sir, about the park--" (19). And again, when 

Pierre hears Vidocq and the Minister speak of regicide, he 

automaton-like interrupts them with his dream of an iron 

cage in his park (22). When Vidocq brings out for display 

the embalmed hand of Lacenaire, Pierre is unable to take a 

moment off to congratulate Vidocq on capturing the notorious 

Lacenaire; instead all he can say is: 

PIERRE. Lacenaire should have been in the centre of 

the garden. And overhead in a cage I would have put 

Fieschi, who tried to kill His Majesty. It would 

have had such educational value. And now everyone's 

in the street watching Lacenaire, not knowing what to 



think of him because nobody's telling them, all 

dancing and screaming, complete confusion. What I 

love in people is their reason, but they will leap 

about . (30) • 
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Apart from pierre's obsession with reason, his garden 

with the iron cage to house the person guilty of parricide, 

he is fixated with the idea of having placards hanging 

around the necks of the criminals so that people can read 

and connect through reason what they must avoid in terms of 

crime. For example, when the Warder tells Pierre how the 

chain gang always puts the country in an uproar, pierre's 

predictable reply is, "That's because there are no placards" 

(34) • 

When Pierre meets Bentham, the inventor of the panop

ticon, he, expounds to him his theory of his garden of law, 

and explains how "An English garden would be ideal, with 

roses" (37). But amusingly enough, Bentham pays no atten

tion to Pierre's idea but pursues his own pet train of 

thought. 

BENTHAM. Roses last from early summer right into the 

winter. They provide a considerable pleasure of long 

duration. An act of sexual intercourse is a hundred 

times more intense a pleasure that the smell of a 

rose. But the roses last many hundred times longer. 

So multiplying the degree of pleasure by the 
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duration, the ratio of the pleasure of roses to that 

of sex is approximately 500 to 1, a comfort to us in 

our old age (37). 

But despite this long tangential speech by Bentham, Pierre 

remains undaunted and single-minded in his quest: "sir, I 

too would like to live according to reason and mathematics. 

If you could support my scheme my garden might become a 

reality. May I show you?" (37). And just before the play 

ends, Pierre corners his last victim and says to the Holi

daymaker at the beach: 

PIERRE. I used to want a garden you see. 

HOLIDAYMAKER. I've got a small garden. 

PIERRE. Flowering bushes. Where families would stroll 

on a Sunday. Iron cages high in the sky. 

HOLIDAYMAKER. I like a garden. 

PIERRE. Instead I've got a city. Whole city. All on 

the great panoptic principle (48). 

Even the children whom Pierre comes across do not take 

him very seriously. For example, when the new boy of the 

reformatory is brought to meet Pierre, the child is able to 

outwit him with ease. When Pierre asks the child if he is a 

vagabond, the answer entertainingly enough is not the cus

tomary yes or no that one expects to hear from the child. 

What we hear instead is: 

PIERRE. You're a vagabond. 



BOY. You're not (41). 

And when Pierre asks if the Boy has parents, the child's 

unconventional, playful answer is, "I'm a miracle" (41). 
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Pierre is the only character in Softcops who can be 

called obsessed; other characters contribute to the comic 

tone of the play but their contribution is neither consis

tently developed nor sustained. For example, when the play 

begins, Pierre is making arrangements for an execution and 

the Headmaster and his boys stand by and watch the proceed

ings. The Headmaster explains to the children that the 

prisoner is going to have his hand cut off because he stole 

a leg of lamb. Sensibly enough, one of the children finds 

the logic behind cutting of a hand to compensate for the 

stealing of a leg of lamb hard to comprehend: 

HEADMASTER. Yes, you can see it written on the notice. 

He will cut off the hand that stole the leg of the 

lamb. 

CHILD. Please, sir, shouldn't they cut off his leg sir? 

(8) • 

A misunderstanding of a different sort occurs when 

Duval who has to have his hand cut off because of his theft 

is made to memorize a speech that has been written for him 

by Pierre. But when the time comes for the prisoner to say 

his speech, he finds he has forgotten his lines and needs 

constant prompting from Pierre. 
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DUVAL. Watch what is done to me today and remember it 

tomorrow. 

PIERRE. If you are sorry for me-

DUVAL. Yes, that's it. 

PIERRE. Keep the law. Go on. 

DUVAL. Go on. 

PIERRE. No, keep the law (10-11). 

Duval's mechanical way of responding to Pierre's prompting 

is comic because it reveals what Bergson calls a certain 

absentmindedness, a mechanical response, and the laughter 

that results from such behavior aims to reprove this inert

ness (9 and 87). 

The comic technique of incongruity is used to generate 

laughter when Lacenaire makes up a song to sing to the Rich 

Men. The audience expects to hear standard logic and 

thought, but Lacenaire's song provokes laughter because it 

flies against conventional thinking and logic, and creates a 

topsy-turvy world for the listener. 

LACENAIRE. I'm such a thief your Majesty, 

I'm such a villain you'll agree 

I'd make a great policeman. 

I spend cash that's not my own, 

Never hear the victim groan-

I'd make a great minister. 

I'm cunning, greedy, really bad, 



A lot of people think I'm mad-

I'd make a great king (26). 
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The biggest laugh that this play affords its audience 

is the farcical tableau where the Rich Men are so relieved 

that Lacenaire is actually going to be executed for his 

crimes that they transform themselves for a brief moment 

into slapstick clowns. The stage directions tell us that 

they pull down their pants, dance around the prisoner, and 

even get him to stand on them while they have their pants 

down. 

Two of them with their trousers down bend down over and 

the others help Lacenaire up. others take their 

trousers down or dance on the table, pour drinks on 

their heads, rub cake in each other's faces. Lacenaire 

stands unsteadily, balanced on two bottoms (28). 

Despite the comic touches that Churchill gives to this 

play, Softcops ends with the panopticon firmly in place in 

society and Pierre attuning himself to Bentham's idea that 

there is more power and control when one is watching many, 

and when the many (even if they are not being watched) think 

that they are (40). The play ends with the obsessed Pierre 

trying to formulate another speech and getting very confused 

as to what sort of control needs to be exerted over what 

group of people. 
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PIERRE ...• --I shall just explain quite simply how 

the criminals are punished, the sick are cured, the 

workers are supervised, the ignorant are educated, 

the unemployed are registered, the insane are 

normalised, the criminals--No, wait a minute. The 

criminals are supervised. The insane are cured. The 

sick are normalised. The workers are registered. 

The unemployed are educated. The ignorant are 

punished. No. I'll need to rehearse this a little. 

The ignorant are normalised. Right. The sick are 

punished. The insane are educated. The workers are 

cured. The criminals are cured. The unemployed are 

punished. The criminals are normalised. Something 

along those lines (49). 

But even though the play ends with this disjointed 

speech by Pierre, the last piece of stage direction reveals 

that although the panopticon presumably watches over the 

prisoners playing at the beach, the Men (i.e. the prisoners) 

are looking at Pierre and not the other way around. Instead 

of leaving us with an ending that offers no hope, Church

ill's stage directions communicate to us that the faceless 

public represented here by the Men have decided to take a 

stand. They have reversed their roles, and instead of being 

looked at, they are the ones who are "[looking] at pierre" 

(49). The stage directions direct the faceless public, to 
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take a second look at the numerous forms of control that 

they have come to accept and have taken for granted. Soft

cops does not leave the reader with a sense of hopelessness, 

but instead points the way to a future where the public 

gains not only an awareness of the numerous forms of control 

that it is forced to submit to but also decides to reassess 

the situation that it is in. 

Hence, Owners, Fen, and Softcops exemplify in their own 

individual way the destructiveness of narrow capitalism, and 

show how the desire to own has its roots in the teachings of 

the state and the Christian religion. Having made a study 

of Top Girls, Cloud 9, Light Shinning In Buckinghamshire and 

Vinegar Tom it is not very difficult to see that Churchill 

in Owners and Softcops makes use of a technique that has 

become quite familiar to us. In Owners and Softcops, as in 

the other plays just mentioned, comic characters are used to 

introduce themes that Churchill wishes us to take a second 

look at. Fen, however, does not follow this pattern. All 

the characters in this play are, with the exception of Nell, 

serious and the sadness of their lives is periodically 

relieved by moments of sporadic humor. Despite the dif

ference in approach, Owners, Fen, and Softcops draw atten

tion, in a series of short scenes that aim to give the 

audience as broad a vision as is possible of the prevalence 

of the problem, to the fact that capitalistic preoccupations 
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are not only destructive to the essence of being human but 

also have their source in the teachings of the state and in 

the Christian religion. However, in spite of the perva

siveness of the problem and the fact that the canker has 

already taken root in society, all three plays in their 

ending, typical of traditional comedy, offer hope, comfort, 

and the possibility of new life to their audience. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

The seven plays examined in this study reveal the 

varying degrees to which Churchill uses traditional comic 

materials and techniques to explore modern themes. 
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In terms of plot, Churchill makes use of conventional 

patterns but with variations. Top Girls, Cloud Nine, Light 

Shining In Buckinghamshire, Vinegar Tom, Owners, Fen, and 

Softcops all have approximations of the traditional love 

plot running through them. 

In Top Girls, the women of the past and present speak 

of their love relationships and the various obstacles that 

thwart their paths to happiness. It is important to note, 

however, that the obstacles that the characters have to 

overcome are not so much parental figures but patriarchal 

customs that have been bred into them and bar their paths to 

identity, happiness, and freedom. 

Lady Nijo's relationship with the emperor of Japan, for 

example, is marred by patriarchal customs that have been 

ingrained into both of them. These customs make Lady Nijo 

passively accept the emperor's shabby treatment of her, and 

lead the emperor to believe that his behavior towards Nijo 

is both proper and acceptable. A similar pattern exists 



145 

with Patient Griselda. She accepts the abuse heaped on her 

by her husband Walter, and both believe that they are 

behaving in ways that are acceptable in a male dominated 

society. Joan takes a lover and when she is discovered to 

be a woman, she too accepts the injustice that is heaped on 

her, while the papal clan by virtue of being male never 

question their chauvinistic actions towards women in 

general. Isabella's situation is a little different because 

she has no husband or lover but forces herself to marry 

because society demands it of her, and in doing so she and 

her husband succumb unquestioningly to the dictates of a 

patriarchal world. We do not hear very much of Gret's love 

life either, but we do hear a great deal of her aggressive

ness and coarse language. Grett has broken away from the 

traditional feminine role by taking on the qualities of her 

male aggressors and this causes the other women to view her 

with puzzlement and disapproval. 

Marlene, like her female counterparts of the past, has 

had a relationship with a man and has had a child by him, 

but she doesn't stay in the marriage because it is an incon

venience to her career as a businesswoman. She too, like 

Gret, breaks away from the patriarchal yoke, but in her 

desperate desire to be free makes the mistake of taking on 

the worst characteristics of her male oppressors. The lives 

of each of these characters present us with one underlying 
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pattern. The traditional, obstructing parental figure who 

usually hinders the paths of happiness and freedom for the 

hero/heroine is replaced by patriarchal customs which have 

been bred into the characters and which prevent them from 

being happy and free. Frye's theory is that in traditional 

comedies the parental figure who hinders the desires of the 

hero/heroine represents "habit, ritual, bondage, arbitrary 

law" and that the overthrowing of this figure ushers in 

youth, freedom, and a new society (169). In Churchill's Top 

Girls, each character goes through the process of being 

obstructed but manages to secure for herself, in the end, a 

reasonable amount of freedom and happiness. Hence through 

the old love plot made new, Churchill shows the audience the 

destructiveness of patriarchal customs, the different ways 

by which they are overthrown, and most importantly the 

possibility of a new, free society. 

In Cloud 9 a similar pattern is repeated. The play 

abounds with love relationships that are not free to run 

their course. Clive, for example, is married to Betty but 

is in love with Mrs. Saunders. The only obstacle that 

stands in the paths of the Clive/ Mrs. Saunder's relation

ship is Clive himself. Clive is unable to pursue his dream 

to its fullest extent because he is obsessed with a strin

gent sense of duty. Mrs. Saunders, on the other hand, has 

freed herself from the shackles of what is expected of her 
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as a woman in a patriarchal world and determinedly follows 

her dreams of a business career in England. The fee.lings 

that Clive and Mrs. Saunders have for each other are not 

stopped by the customary parental figure but by patriarchal 

norms that Clive is a prisoner to. 

similarly, Betty who is Clive's wife is in love with 

Harry Bagely. Betty, we are told, is represented on stage 

as a man dressed as a woman, and Harry Bagely is presented 

to us as a closeted homosexual. It is possible to speculate 

that the obstacle that Bagley and Betty are faced with are 

gender roles. Bagley is trapped into pretending to love 

Betty because that is what is expected of a male, and 

Betty's representation on stage as a man dressed as a woman 

speaks powerfully of the entrapment that she as a woman must 

submit to in a patriarchal world. Both are prevented from 

being who they are when they adhere steadfastly to norms 

which dictate who they should and should not be. 

Much the same is true of Edward who is represented on 

stage as a woman but is a male in love with Harry Bagley. 

He is represented by a woman dressed in male attire to 

suggests that he is restricted by the role that has been 

given to him by society. 

Lynn who is a lesbian is in love with Betty but she too 

cannot act on her feelings because Betty, having been 
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brought up in heterosexual world, has been schooled not to 

take a lesbian's feelings of love seriously. 

Through the lives of each of these pairs of lovers, 

Churchill sUbstitutes oppressive patriarchal customs for 

parental opposition in order to show us how each character 

is denied happiness by being made to conform blindly to the 

rules of society. But at the end of the play, each charac

ter manages to break lose from his/her unnatural restric

tions and lives happily, as the song in Act two, scene three 

says, on his/her own upside down cloud nine (99). 

In Vinegar Tom, we have a rich landowner who wants his 

daughter Becky to marry a man of his choice. Becky refuses 

and is locked up in her home, and is forced to undergo 

medical treatment for her refusal. So far, this plot seems 

to fit in with the traditional love plots of comedies, but 

as the play develops, we notice that even here Churchill has 

worked in a variation when we are told that Becky refuses to 

marry the man her father has chosen for her not because she 

has a lover but because she wants to be single. Happiness 

in most traditional comedies is represented on stage by 

lovers being united in marriage, but Churchill draws our 

attention in Vinegar Tom to the fact that remaining single 

by choice is an alternative life style that can also lead to 

happiness. 
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Owners has one love relationship that is central to the 

theme of the play. Marion who is a very successful business 

woman is married to Clegg but wants Alec, and Alec and 

Lisa's baby. Once again, instead of parental opposition, 

Churchill shows us that what hinders Marion's path to happi

ness is her greed to own property and people as well. 

In Fen there is the Val/Frank love relationship which is 

central to the whole play. Val is caught up in patriarchal 

customs which dictate that a woman's place is in the home 

with her husband and children, and that she should negate 

herself like her mother and grandmother have done in the 

past because that is what a woman is supposed to do. Un

able, however, to accommodate her feelings of love for Frank 

and the subservient role of wife and mother that she is 

asked to play, she forces Frank to kill her. Instead of a 

heavy father, it is patriarchal values that have been deeply 

ingrained into the two of them and which hold them captive. 

But the defeat that Val suffers in life turns triumphant in 

death when she gathers all the women of the fen and shows 

them ways by which they can set themselves free in a capita

listic and patriarchal world. 

Hence, in Churchill's hands the traditional love plot 

of comedies is given new meaning when she sUbstitutes for 

parental opposition the obstructing and destructive forces 

of patriarchal customs as embodied in both religious pre-
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cepts and capitalistic practices. She shows how these 

forces are detrimental to the well being of men, women, and 

children because they not only exist inside an individual 

because of years of inculcation, but also outside the in

dividual in terms of values that western society has set up 

as inviolate. In short, Churchill has not eliminated the 

familiar love plot but improvises on it to meet the social 

needs of her modern audience. 

Another important comic characteristic of Churchill's 

plays is the realistic amount of hope with which she con

cludes each of her plays. 

In its ending, Top Girls does uphold the age old teach

ing of comedy that despite the trials that life has to 

offer, life has its moments of happiness, pleasure, and 

success. In Top Girls this scene of celebration instead of 

concluding the play is placed at the very beginning with the 

women from the various centuries meeting at the restaurant 

to celebrate Marlene's success (Jayaswal 19B). Each of 

these women tell us the hardships that they had to undergo 

in a patriarchal world but each also shares with us how they 

triumphed over her trials. Taking into account that Chur

chill opens this play with a scene of feasting and rejoic

ing, and offers us in the concluding scene a glimmer of hope 

that Marlene might have understood something about herself, 

her child, and her sister that she never understood before, 
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Top Girls abides by the traditional rule that comedy in its 

ending offers a realistic vision of hope and comfort to its 

audience. 

The characters in Cloud 9 also manage to break away 

from patriarchal restraints. Although life is confusing for 

the characters with their new-found freedom, all of them in 

the second act are happy on their new, "upside down" cloud 

nine. The range of characters in this play give the audi

ence a comprehensive view of the patriarchal malaise that 

affects man, woman, and child alike. The play ends on a 

reasonably happy note with Betty, Vicky, Edward, Gerry, and 

Lin trying to adjust to their new sense of identity. 

Light Shining in Buckinghamshire also features a large 

cast of characters. It attempts to show the audience how 

the Christian religion has often been used to subjugate 

women and the poor. The play ends on what seems to be a sad 

note with the Levellers losing to the King's men in their 

fight for equality. But despite this loss, each character 

who fought for this mission finds .a way to obtain at least a 

semblance of happiness. 

In Vinegar Tom, in addition to the Betty/father plot 

there is the plot which deals with women such as Alice, 

Joan, and Ellen who do not conform to the role given to them 

by a Christian/patriarchal society, and hence are hunted 

down, tortured, and hung as witches. The quick succession 
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of scenes that make up the play and the numerous characters 

that we are introduced to give us a broad-ranged vision of 

how Christianity has been used to subjugate both men and 

women. It is true that the play ends with the hanging of 

Joan and Alice, but instead of being allowed to dwell long 

on the painfulness of this event, we are invited to focus on 

the important fact that women who do not belong to the 

mainstream are not evil, and that evil women are nothing 

but, what the song that closes the play calls, the fantastic 

construct of a man's "wet dreams" (178). 

Owners ends with the death of Alec who altruistically 

goes into the burning flats to rescue not his child but his 

neighbor's, and with Worsely returning to the fire he him

self has set to warn the residents, and to help Lisa and her 

children out of the burning building. Hence despite death 

being present in the last scene of the play, it gains in the 

hands of Churchill a redemptive, hopeful note when we take 

into account Alec's selflessness and Worsely's attempt to 

correct a wrong that he committed. 

Fen ends with Val dying, but as in Vinegar Tom and 

Owners, a hopeful note is sounded despite the presence of 

death. The dream sequence that follows quickly on the heels 

of Val's death, shows Becky, Angela, Nell, Shirley, and May 

that they don't have to passively accept the role of victim 

that they are accustomed to but can break the nightmarish 
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quality of their existence by deciding not to play that role 

anymore (97). The device very closely resembles the dream 

sequence which ends Shaw's st. Joan. What Elder Olson said 

of that scene is true also of this one: "The epilog is 

essential to the play for it contains the comic reversal" 

. (51) • 

Many of Churchill's characters are comic for the reason 

that they exhibit mechanical or automaton-like behavior, and 

it is by inviting us to laugh at them that Churchill intro

duces her most urgent social concerns. 

In Top Girls, Griselda, Nijo, Joan, Isabella, Gret are 

all characters whom we laugh at, to one degree or another. 

Nijo make us laugh when she obsessively talks about clothes 

and customs, but our laughter often gives way to empathy 

when we hear of the cruel way she was treated by the emperor 

of Japan. We laugh at Lady Nijo because of her obsession 

with patriarchal customs which have taught her that clothes 

are an appropriate interest for a woman to cultivate, but 

when we hear how she accepts the emperor's cruel behavior 

because that is the proper way for both of them to behave, 

laughter is replaced by our serious concern of how patriar

chal customs enslave not only the victim (i.e. Lady Nijo) 

but the victimizer (i.e. the emperor) as well. 

In Cloud 9 this pattern is repeated. We laugh at 

Clive, Betty, Edward, Joshua, and Harry, for their obsession 



with patriarchal rules but at the same time we are made 

aware of the sterility that it engenders. 
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Similarly in Vinegar Tom the comic characters are the 

rich landowner who is also Betty's father, the pedant 

Doctor, and Kramer and Sprenger. While we laugh at their 

mechanical behavior, Churchill skillfully shows us how each 

of these figures in his own way has contributed to the 

subjugation of women. 

In Owners, the two characters who can be called mechan

ical are Clegg and Worsely, and through their obsessions, 

Churchill makes clear that the reason why Clegg wants to 

kill his wife is because she has violated traditional gender 

roles, and the reasons why Worsely wants to kill himself is 

because in a materialistic world the sanctity of human life 

has been replaced by sanctity of money. 

In Fen, however, there is difference; it is not pos

sible to argue that anyone character is comic, we have 

essentially serious characters whose seriousness is fitfully 

relieved by lines which represent mordantly humorous reflec

tions on or escapes from their shared plight. 

In terms of comic spectacle or action, and comic 

diction Churchill does not work any variations in their 

presentation. The most obvious use of the technique of 

comic spectacle is presented to us in the fantastic opening 

scene of Top Girls. Women from various centuries meet in a 
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modern twentieth-century restaurant to celebrate Marlene's 

success, and the spectacle that such an unusual meeting 

creates contributes to the comic tone and mood of the whole 

play. But beneath the comic, visual effect that is created 

by this bizarre reunion is the sobering thought the patriar

chal customs are not a thing of the past but continue to 

cripple individuals even in the present. 

comic spectacle plays an equally important role in 

Cloud 9 and contributes to much of the humor in Act One. 

with the exception of Clive who is dressed as government 

servant of Her Majesty the Queen of England, the rest of the 

characters are dressed in a manner that is at odds with who 

they profess to be. Betty, a woman, is dressed as man, 

Edward who is an adolescent boy is dressed as a woman, vicky 

who is his sister is represented by a dummy, and Joshua who 

is their black servant is played by a white man. The effect 

of such a spectacle causes laughter through incongruity, but 

once the laughter has died down one realizes that the comic 

spectacle is a means, for Churchill, to draw our attention 

to the fact that each of these characters is trapped into 

being somebody they are not. 

Owners, and to a lesser extent Vinegar Tom, make use of 

comic spectacle as well. In Vinegar Tom, Kramer and Spren

ger are women dressed as music hall gents who indulge in 

vaudeville prattle (i.e. comic diction) which amuses us and 
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also introduces to us the destructiveness of the sort of 

Christianity that they preach to the public. Worsely in 

Owners contributes to comic spectacle and laughter whenever 

he makes his appearance on stage with his body battered and 

bruised by the numerous suicides attempts that he has made 

on himself. 

Comic language is another technique that Churchill uses 

freely in her plays. "The comic expressed" are witty gener

alizations directed at the foibles of particular society or 

those of the human community as a whole. "The comic con

veyed" are words that are comic in themselves such as puns, 

rhymes, alliterations, dialect, epithets, slang, jargon, 

colloquialisms, repetitious words, incongruous words, and 

nonsensical words (Bergson 103). An example of comic ex

pressed is when the conventional Nell says to Win, "You 

could marry him and go on working" to which the independent 

Win wittily replies, "I could go on working and not marry 

him" (48). The comic expressed cause laughter by the 

thought that it conveys which is usually unexpected but 

sensible. An example of the comic conveyed, on the other 

hand, is when Marlene in Top Girls, Marlene combines the 

dialect of the pub and the polite language of the educated 

upper class when she asks Mrs, Kidd to "please piss off" 

(59) • 
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In conclusion then, one can say that Churchill's plays 

at first glance appear untraditional and unconventional in 

the context of comedy and comic techniques, but a closer 

look reveals that this not really so. Churchill uses the 

traditional form of comedy but works variations into it. In 

terms of comic techniques, Churchill stands by Aristotle's 

precept in the Poetics which teaches that deviations from 

the norm can be presented by the comic dramatist in plot, 

character, thought, diction, music, and spectacle but must 

be non-painful if they are to evoke laughter from the audie

nce (23 and 26). Churchill follows this precept in her 

plays but intermingles these comic materials with thematic 

concerns which indeed are p~inful. The result is something 

akin to the quality Ruby Cohn ascribes to Beckett's work: 

"a comic astringency" which produces a "lively and deadly 

relevance" (Cohn 438-9). 
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