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ABSTRACT

Most critics tend to categorize Noel Coward’s plays 
#s "light comedy," modern "comedy of manners," "farce," or 
simply "comedy"; "but the appellation used most frequently 
in reference to Noel Coward as a playwright is farceur.
It is the purpose of this paper to examine Noel Coward’s 
technique of farce and trace its development. This study 
will include an examination of four plays by Noel Coward 
ranging from 1925 through 1933: Fallen■Angels, an early
play in which Coward utilized a basic farce formula; Hay ■ 
Fever, representative of his middle period and one of: his 
most popular plays; and Private Lives and Design for Living 
which reveal his most fully developed technique.. Coward 
was to write successful farces, or comedies using elements 
of farce but his format was developed with these four . 
plays. After that his technique did not change.
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CHAPTER 1

NOEL. COWARD’S LIFE AND .TIMES

Noel.Pierce Coward, one of the most colorful theat
rical figures of the twentieth century, has "been a per
former, playwright, producer, director, and composer: one
of the last regisseurs. Although during his early career 
his work reflected the disenchantment with life and the 
superficial gaiety of the twenties, as he matured he "became 
a symbol of sophistication. "His tireless careful applica
tion to his career has produced an Impressive number of 
written works: plays, revues, musicals, operettas, short
stories, autobiography, poetry, film scenarios, and. a novel.

Coward’s Life 
Noel Coward, bom December 16, 1899» in Tedding ton, 

Middlesex, was the second child of Arthur Sabin and Violet 
Veitch Coward. His conventional middle class background 
hinted at his future in only the remotest way: the Coward
family’s interest in music and amateur theatricals. In

" ■ " . his autobiography, Noel Coward remarks that "the Coward
family was enormous, active and fiercely musical. My Uncle
Jim played the organ, while my father, together with my
Uncles Randolph, Walter, Percy, and.Gordon, and my Aunts

, 1



Hilda, Myrrha, Ida and Nellie, graced the choir,"1 His 
parents met at choir practice, courted while performing., 
together in local theater productions, and married while 
his father was employed at Metzler1s, a musical publication 
firm, Noel Coward * s family moved to Sutton, Surrey, in 
1905, Shortly after the move his brother, Eric, was born 
and his father took a job as a traveling salesman for 
Payne1s pianos. •

Early in life Coward evinced a definite interest in 
everything theatrical, a great relish for performing and 
receiving the plaudits of the crowd. At six he made his 
first public appearance in a concert at school, dressed in 
a white sailor suit. He sang and accompanied himself on 
the piano. During one of the Coward family's annual summer 
seaside vacations, he entered a.song and dance contest 
sponsored by Uncle George's Concert Party and he was pleased 
to win first prize. Aware of his increasing interest in 
the theater, his mother made a.point of taking him to theat
rical performances on his birthdays.

In 1908 financial difficulties forced the Coward 
family to move to Battersea Park where his mother took in 
boarders. When the .income from the rentals began .to dwindle, 
his mother decided to rent the flat and move to the country,

^Noel Coward, Present Indicative (New York, 1937)»
P.. 5. .
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Here Coward made an early effort at writing though there is
no indication-that this was a portent of his future. Coward
states: .

Some little girls lived nearby, and I forced them 
to act a tragedy I had written, but they were very 
silly and during the performance forgot their lines 
and sniggered, so I hit the eldest one on the head ' 
with a wooden spade, the whole affair thus ending 
in tears and a furious quarrel between the mothersinvolved.2 •

Coward performed as frequently as possible at con
certs, church fetes, and galas, and his mother decided he 
should have dancing lessons in order to prepare for a. career 
on the stage. At the age of twelve, the answering of an 
advertisement secured him his first professional engagement: 
the role of Prince Mussel in a children’s play, The Goldfish. 
His next, appearance was with the professional company of 
Charles Hawtrey, one of the leading actors of the day. With 
the Hawtrey company, Coward played a page boy in the last 
act of the comedy, The Great Name. He had only one line 
but this performance was followed by a larger role in another 
Hawtrey production, Where the Rainbow Ends.

In 1913 he went on tour for the first time with the 
Liverpool Repertory Company. He played an angel in the 
German morality play, The Assumption of Hannele, by Gerhart 
Hauptman. Among the eleven children in the cast was Gertrude 
Lawrence who was to become a lifelong friend and for whom he 
was to write some of his most famous female roles.

2Ibid., p. 15.
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Returning to London, he was engaged by Dion Bouci- 

cault in November 1913 to play the role of Slightly in 
Peter Pan. After the London performances he toured with the 
show for two years„ Following the tour, he spent his lei
sure time with a good friend, Esme Wynn. Coward had met 
Esme when she was playing the lead in Where the Rainbow Ends. 
Though he had not cared much for her at the time, later they 
became inseparable. Esme Wynn was determined to be a writer 
and in an interview with Sheridan Morley for his biography 
of Coward she remarks:

We were close but entirely piatonic friends, having 
mutual ambitions, acting and writing together, and 
enjoying each other's company more than that of 
any other of our friends. We wrote curtain-raisers 
in which I acted on tour: I wrote lyrics which he
put to music and we collaborated on an unpublished 
book of short sketches.3

The following year, 1915» a tubercular cough forced
Coward away from his work and to rest in the country. During
part of this time he stayed at the home of Mrs. Astley
Cooper where he experienced the life in the well-run country
home. Coward returned here often and echoes these visits in
the "county society?' characters and dialogue of his plays.
Coward, comments on this social group in the following:

It must not be imagined that Mrs. Cooper was my 
only contact with the shires. She was the first, 
but by no means.the last. She, it is true, St.
Peter'd me into that bleak, horse-infested para
dise, but once inside, I fended for myself. . . .

^Sheridan Morley, A Talent To Amuse (New York, 1969),p. >5.
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The evenings might have been a trifle dull for . .
me if I had not been so enchanted with the 
.authenticity of the atmosphere„ The setting 
and the dialogue were perfect, the character 
performances ..superb, and there seemed to be, 
only every now and then, a suspicion of over
acting among the smaller parts

By the end of that year his cough had disappeared'and he was 
pronounced cured.

In February of 1916 Coward and Esme Wynn went on tour 
in Charley{s Aunt, playing the parts of Charley and Amy 
respectively. Coward cared not at all for the role as he 
had no funny lines and expressed this opinion in his auto
biography :

In my opinion, of all the parts in that least 
funny of all plays Charley is the worst. Jack 

■ and Lord.Fancourt Babberly are the ones who get 
all the laughs and the wretched Charley supplies 
the cues,5

Subsequently, he was hired by the prominent London pro
ducer, Robert Courtneidge,, for a small part in a musical 
comedy. The Light. Blues, Other unimportant roles followed 
and the summer of 1916 saw Coward in Manchester playing in 
Wild Heather, a social drama by Dorothy Brandon,

At this time he was approached by Gilbert Miller, 
son of the New York producer, Henry Miller, Gilbert Miller 
and Charles Hawtrey were going to produce The Saving Grace 
and Hawtrey had suggested Noel Coward for a part. It was
- -  - - - - -  : y  .Coward, Present Indicative, pp. lOo-lO?.

5Ibid,, p. 52.



in this role he began to achieve some notice,' He also met
Ivor Novell©s the great matinee -idol of the time. (This
was the beginning of a friendship based on mutual interests
and talentss and it was terminated only by Ivor's sudden
death on March 5* 1950.) In 1916 Novello was at the height
of his popularity, not only with his public but with his
friends. They would all gather at Novello's flat for
parties in the evening after they had finished working,
which was usually around midnight. In his biography of
Novello, Peter Noble states the following about Coward:

In his teens.”—as he was then— he was just a young 
actor with a burning ambition to write plays. He . 
was continually writing funny sketches, some of 
which were performed by Ivor's guests. He was 
excellent company; his conversation was always 
full of fun and he was surprisingly/knowledgeable 
and sophisticated for one so young.

Coward's theatrical activities were temporarily 
interrupted by a stint in.the army. The entire experience 
was a miserable one, due to his concern for his mother and 
his unhappiness away from his profession. His contribution 
to the family finances was now drastically reduced, and the 
discipline he had practiced as an actor contributed in no 
way to the discipline expected of a soldier. Between his 
despondency and worry, he developed racking headaches and 
was barely able to sleep. A fall, which caused him to

z
Peter Noble, Ivor Novello, Man of the Theatre 

(London, 1951)» p. 71.



strike his head against a stake, rendered him unconscious 
for three days« Shortly thereafter, a reoccurrence of the 
violent headaches made it impossible for him to walk.
Because of an inability to diagnose his ailment, he was 
placed in an epileptic ward. He was given a medical dis
charge in 1918 and returned to London and his family.

Resuming.his career, he wrote a melodrama in four 
acts entitled The Last Trick, which he took to Gilbert Mil
ler. Miller seemed to be impressed with it and said he 
would consider producing it. Miller also gave Coward some 
useful hints on the art of piaywriting which Coward recorded 
in his autobiography:

He /Miller/ said . . that although my dialogue 
was nearly always good, my construction was 
lousy . . . that the construction of a play was 
as important as the foundations of a house where
as dialogue, however good, could only, at best, 
be considered as interior decoration.? '

As a result of this advice, Coward wrote.The Rat Trap which
convinced him that he had talent a.s a playwright.

In August 1919» Miller paid five hundred dollars to 
Coward for a year's option on his play. The Last Trick. 
Shortly afterwards A1 Woods., an American producer, bought 
the play outright for fifteen hundred dollars, but it was 
never produced. Again Coward met with Gilbert Miller who had 
an idea for a play which he wanted Coward to write; thus was

^Coward, Present Indicative, p. 105»



bom 1811 Leave It To You. . Next came The Young Idea, but 
Coward was now Interested in going to the United States and 
in May- 1921, Coward set sail.

Although his first trip to the United States was not 
financially successful„ Coward survived - by borrowing from 
his friends and converting his plays, The Young Idea and 
I'll Leave It To You into short stories and selling them.
He picked up the threads of his old friendship with the 
rising actress, Lynn Fontanne and met the young actor who 
was her fiancê , Alfred Lunt. His acquaintance with Laurette 
Taylor, famous star of the time, was renewed and evenings 
spent with her and her husband, playwright Hartley Manners, 
provided the material for the funny parlor-game scene in 
Hay Fever. He made many new friends including Beatrice and 
George Kaufman, Talullah Bankhead, Adele and Fred Astaire, 
and Alexander Woollco.tt. Five months later Coward returned 
to England. Monetarily the trip had been a failure as he 
had been unable to sell his plays, but his exposure to the 
United States and the friendships accrued had made it worth
while.

Several months after Coward's return to England,
Robert Courtneidge took an option on The Young Idea for pro
duction in the fall. The play opened in Bristol to good 
notices, with Coward playing the part of Sholto, which he 
had written for himself. As there.was little hope of obtain
ing a theater in London until after the Christmas rush.



Coward went to Davos $ Switzerland, where a friend, Ned 
Lathom, was recovering from a siege of tuberculosis„ Through 
Lathom, Coward met Andre Chariot, one of the most successful 
producers of revues in London.^ After hearing some of 
Coward's songs, Chariot evinced interest in further Coward 
material. A series of meetings between Chariot, Coward, 
and Lathom resulted in the ideas for, and the title of,
London Calling. Coward and Ronald Jeans, one of the leading 
revue writers of the twenties, eventually co-authored London 
Calling.

The Young Idea opened in London at the Savoy Theatre 
in February 1923, and was well received by the critics.
Coward also received additional praise for his play in the 
form of a highly flattering letter from Charles Cochran, 
Chariot's chief rival. '

London Calling was a box office success and ran for 
almost a year. During this time Coward wrote Fallen Angels 
and The Vortex. Upon completion of these plays and six 
months' performances' in London Calling, Coward decided to 
return to America. In Coward's absence his scripts for 
Fallen Angels and The Vortex were being passed around 
managers' offices without noticeable success.

^A revue is "an especially indigenous form of live, 
legit entertainment which had its roots in the political 
'cellars' or koenische-kabaret of the mittel-Europa school, . 
but soon evolved into less pointed and more broadened 
extravaganzas featuring tall girls and low comedy"; Robert 
Baral, Revue (New York, 1962), p. 5.



He wrote Hay Fever and persuaded Marie Tempest, one 
of the leading actresses of the day, to listen to his read
ing of the script. She declined to do the show on the 
grounds that it was too lightweight. With another defeat 
in his pocket. Coward sat down and wrote Easy Virtue; how
ever, there was no'immediate interest in this play either. 
Several abortive plans for production of Fallen Angels and 
The Vortex were discussed in the early summer of 1924.

The following fall, in Hampstead's Everyman Theatre, 
a precursor of today's off-Broadway theater, Norman 
McDermott, a well known London producer, decided to produce 
The Vortex. A number of obstacles plagued the production: 
lack of money on the producer's part, and a last minute 
switch in leading ladies. However, when The Vortex opened 
it was a decided hit, though many of the critics deplored 
the characters and the situation it dramatized. They felt 
the neurotic, dope addicted son and his promiscuous mother 
were unwholesome characters and that the play as a whole was 
sordid and decadent.

It now seemed that Coward had finally reached his • 
goal. Fallen Angels had been bought by the London manager, 
Anthony Prinsep,. and was put into rehearsal with two well 
known leading ladies, Margaret Bannerman and Edna Best. 
Unfortunately, Miss Bannerman suffered a nervous breakdown 
a week before the opening and Talullah Bankhead'was rushed 
in to replace her. Fallen Angels had .a successful run due
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to denunciation by the Press which thought it salacious 
and disagreeable. In view of the fact that the post-war 
generation had been propounding the theories of sex equality 
and free love since the war$s conclusion, the reaction to 
Fallen Angels in 1925 was somewhat surprising, Percy Colson, 
author and critic, took an opposing view to the newspapers 
in his succinct comment, "The Daily Mail castigated poor 
Noel Coward, who, after all, had only cashed in on the 
morals of the moment."9 Coward's reply was "with Fallen 
Angels, On With The Dance, and The Vortex all running at 
once, I was in an enviable position. Everyone but Somerset 
Maugham said I was a second Somerset M a u g h a m , H e  com
pleted that busy season by having Hay Fever produced with . 
Marie Tempest in the leading role. Though the critics 
had some reservations. Hay Fever had 337 performances,

Coward returned to the United States in 1925 with a 
threefold purpose: to produce The Vortex, in which he and
Lillian Braithwalte would play their original roles; to 
cast and direct an American company of Hay Fever in which 
the British actress, Laura Hope Crews, would star; and to 
produce his play. Easy Virtue, starring Jane Cowl and 
directed by Basil Dean. The Vortex brought Noel Coward con
siderable acclaim; both his writing and performance were

9percy Colson, Those Uneasy Years (London, 1946),
p. 24.10Coward, Present Indicative, p. 211.
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applauded. Unfortunately, Hay Fever survived for only six 
weeks. Coward felt this was due to an inadequate cast and 
the overacting of Laura Hope Crews. As a result of the 
personal appeal of Jane Cowl, Easy Virtue sustained a suc
cessful season.

By 1925$ Noel Coward had had' ten major productions
presented in England and the United States.' These were
followed in rapid succession by The Queen Was In The Parlour,
This. Was A Man.and The Marquise. Commenting on his prolific
writing and skillful technique, social historians, Robert
Graves and Alan Hodge, pointed out:

Coward was now rapidly taking his place as the 
leading British dramatist: his light touch,
perfect timing of laughs and quick anticipation 
of modem tendencies had been learned on the 
stage itself,: He had been an actor since child
hood and gained as shrewd a knowledge of the 

. limitations of actors and audiences as Shaw him
self. He could also write good lyrics, set them 
to catchy tunes and sing them pleasantly; and gave 
most of his plays a good start by taking the lead 
himself— in 1927 he had four shows running simul
taneously.1-1-

At this point in his career Noel Coward was news, at least 
theatrical news, and everything he wrote, said or did was 
criticized, quoted, or commented on in the press.

However, following The Marquise,. Coward had two re
sounding failures. Home Chat and Sirocco but he was to reach 
new peaks of achievement with his operetta, Bittersweet;

11" Robert Graves and Alan Hodge, The Long Weekend 
(New York, 1963), pp. 144-143.
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his historical pageant, Cavalcade; his musical revue, This 
Year of Grace and two of his best known comedies, Private 
Lives and Design For Living.

In 1932 the Noel Coward Company was formed. The aim
of this repertory group was to concentrate solely on the
works of Noel Coward. Among the plays in their initial
repertoire were Private Lives and Some Other Private Lives,
a one act parody written by Coward in 1930. Another lesser
known one act■play $ Weatherwise, a lighthearted- treatment of
spiritualism and psychiatry, was also included. In his
Introduction for the Company, Coward wrote:

The repertory includes most of my work of the last 
fourteen years, and when I remember all those 
rehearsals, and dress rehearsals, and first nights, 
and the cheers and boos, triumphs and failures, 
nostalgic tears dim.my old eyes and a certain 
hoary tenderness wells up in my heart, not only 
for the plays themselves, but for the people who 
are going to act them. I do hope that they and 
the public will enjoy them as much as I did „ . . 
the presence of Miss Kate Cutler invests this 
company with just so much extra glamour for me, 
as it was she who was holding my hand as we stood 
together on the stage of the Gaiety Theatre,
Manchester, in 1920, and gave me a sharp little 
push foward to make my first author’s speech; and 
my admiration for her as an artiste is only equalled 
by my affection for her as a friend.12 •

With the exception of Blithe Spirit, Present Laughter, 
and This Happy Breed .which appeared during the forties, the 
bulk of Coward’s output in this period was considered less

12Raymond Mander and Joe Mitchenson, Theatrical 
Companion to Coward (London, 195?).» pp. 381-3^2!
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than satisfactory by the critics and the public. But there 
were more important considerations now.

Before the Germans invaded Poland in 1939 $ Coward 
realized that war ws„s inevitable. He was anxious to do more 
in World War II than he had in World War I. Coward felt his 
skill as a writer would be most useful in the field of propa
ganda. An opportune moment arose to visit Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill but when Coward made this suggestion, 
Churchill recommended that Coward consider entertaining the 
troops. It was finally agreed by Coward and Sir Campbell 
Stuart, director of the Times and propaganda worker in World 
War I, that if war was declared. Coward would go to Paris 
and set up a Bureau of Propaganda. Once this office was 
established, as it was when war was declared. Coward found 
it Impossible to accomplish anything. One of Coward's bio
graphers, Sheridan Morley, relates an incident typical of 
the situation:

To make things worse, whereas the German propa
ganda machine was already . dropping lurid and 
effective anti-British cartoons into France,
Coward knew that British Intelligence was merely 
bombarding Germany with copies of the speeches 
of Neville Chamberlain and Lord Halifax. "If,"
Noel wrote in an acid memorandum to Stuart, "it 
is the policy of His Majesty's Government to bore 
the Germans to death, I don't believe we have 
quite enough time."13

'^Sheridan-Morley» A Talent To Amuse (New York,
1969),,p. 270.
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The Bureau of Propaganda was eventually established 

and settled into a routine of sorts, but Coward chafed over 
the fact that their work was so ineffectual. When Stuart 
offered him an opportunity to go to the United States on 
leave and unofficially assess the mood of the United States, 
Coward accepted with delight. • Although he met important 
people9 including President,Roosevelt, and continually 
shuttled back and forth across the Atlantic as an unofficial 
Ambassador of good will, he felt increasingly frustrated in 
his efforts to be of really worthwhile service.

When he received an offer from Richard Casey, the 
Australian minister to Washington to make broadcasts in 
Australia and New Zealand about the British war effort, 
Coward leaped at the opportunity. On the trip to Australia 
Coward composed the speeches for these broadcasts. Sheri
dan Morley gives an interesting appraisal of them:

There were a total of eight major broadcasts, 
ranging in themes from "The World of War" to 
"The Spirit of England"; they tended to be sen
tentious and often didactic, yet they were 
undoubtedly heartfelt and buried in them among 
the finger-wagging, the sentiment, and the some
times hopeless idealism was a great deal of 
common, sense about democracy, propaganda, and . 
the shape of things past, present, and to come, 
all of which suggested that Coward had not kept 
his head as firmly buried in the sand throughout 
the nineteen-thirties as had many of his English 
theatrical contemporaries.^

Returning to England, Coward was at a loss as to 
what to.do next when he was approached by the Italian film

1 LlIbid., p. 284.
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producer, Filippo Del Guidlce, If Coward would write and 
act in a script of his choice= Guidlce would give him 
complete control over the rest of the production. After an 
evening with Louis Mountbatten,.who recounted the sinking of 
the H.MLSv Kelly off the island of Crete, Coward began to 
see the possibilities of this story for a film. The result 
was In Which We Serve. This film brought Coward, as Caval
cade had. done almost twenty years before, accolades for 
his melding of patriotism with theatrical expertise.

Ironically, Coward’s final effort to do his part 
for the war effort was that originally suggested to him by 
Winston Churchill: ' to entertain the troops.

When,the war ended and peace was officially declared. 
Coward resumed what he considered his regular routine. But 
he seemed to have lost his touch, and the two musicals. 
Pacific i860 and Ace of Clubs $ a revue, Sigh No. More; and the 
play. Peace In Our Time which flowed from his pen as rapidly 
as in pre-war years, were all failures. Only once in this 
period did a play of his capture the public's fancy: Rela
tive Values, produced in 1951. This was surprising, as it 
returned to the dated setting of the country home and "county 
society" of his early plays.

Despite this success» Coward's playwriting efforts 
continued to receive considerable scorn from the critics. 
Quadrille, written in 1951 for Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne, 
brought them praise for their performances„ Concerning
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Coward’s script, they were not so kind. Sharper than some,
Kenneth Tynan’s review reflected the general reaction that
Quadrille was a ”comedy predictable, comedy suspenseless,
comedy that is all situation and no plot , . . the dialogue
throughout has the befeathered sheen of a pheasant’s neck;
but it is a beheaded pheasant, with no body attached, and

1 £no power of movement." After The Ball, his musical ver
sion of Owcar Wilde8s Lady Windemere’s Fan, did not fare 
much better; the same was true of South Sea, Bubble, starring 
Vivien Leigh; and Nude With Violin in which Coward starred. 
Nevertheless, these plays enjoyed fairly successful runs 
which, as Morley points out, "is so often the case of a 
Noel Coward play that the critics have panned. "3-6

From this point on he was more active as a performer . 
than he was as a writer. He had already achieved some 
renown as a night-club artist, and now he began to appear 
in television versions of his own plays such as Cavalcade,
This Happy Breed, and Blithe Spirit. Coward’s television 
triumph was bn October 22, 1955» when he performed in the 
special entitled Together With Music with Mary Martin.

. The movies, began to seek his talents and he played 
in the films. Our Man In Havana, Boom, Surprise Package, and 
Bunny Lake Is Missing.

•^Kenneth Tynan, Curtains (New York, 1961), p. 30. 
-L̂ Morley, A Talent To Amuse, p. 370.
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In i960 Coward wrote and produced Waiting In The 

Wings. This play differed from his previous works: it
was a tragi-comedyThe subject of the play was old age, 
a theme he returned to in 1965 with his trilogy of one act 
plays, S.uite In Three Keys. In the interval between these 
plays he composed two musicals, Sail Away, and The Girl Who 
Came To Supper, Neither was considered an exceptional 
achievement.

In 1964, the National Theatre in London staged a 
revival of Hay Fever starring Edith Evans and directed by 
Noel Coward. Its success started a rash of Coward revivals. 
Coward was being rediscovered, a trend which reached its 
culmination in 1969 with a round of festivities in connec
tion with his seventieth birthday. He was being hailed as 
the "grand old man of the theatre." Godfrey Anderson,
London News reporter, commented;

Noel Coward, the longest running boy wonder in 
show business is 70 years old, "The world has 
treated me very well,"he says. "But then I 
haven1t treated it so badly either." For the 
coming week the dear boy of the 20!s will hold 
stage-center, his favorite place, while the 
adulation is heaped on him at galas, banquets, 
and a midnight matinee. He will be word perfect 
as always, perhaps slightly bored and languid, 
the typical stage Englishman. .He's unlikely to 
be abashed. As he sa,ys himself: "I'm an ex
ceptionally gifted person. It would be futile to 
deny it." As for being 70, the Master says:
"This week of praise means I shall have been a 
professional actor for 60 years. I don't feel
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70. In fact/ I don’ t, know how 70 ought , to . feel1,17

Coward’s Times -
After World War I, people were intent on having a

good time. The twenties were in full swing and the mania
for dancing brought a flourishing business to restaurants
and nightclubs. Society frequented Mrs. Myrick’s night--
clubs and artists and writers went to the Ham Bone. Most
nightclubs featured Negro music played by Negro musicians .
for jazz had arrived to abet this dancing mania. In 1926$
the Charleston was introduced which created quite a stir
when it swept the country:

The sexuality, perhapsf was more obvious to 
middle-aged beholders than it was consciously 
expressed by the dancers.. A good deal of the 
criticism of the Charleston came from people •
who were not too moral» nor too dignified, but 
simply too short winded to dance it.18

Mae Murray» movie star of the twenties, introduced the .
shimmy and while portions of the dance were acceptable, the
posterior shake was considered,. by some Britons, in poor
taste.

Women had been smoking for some time, if not always 
openly. Richard Bennett, in his commentary on this age, 
remarks that smoking was still "uncommon enough for special

17Godfrey Anderson, "Noel Coward: Master of Show
Business," The London News, .December 14-, 1969$ . p. 3.2.

18John Collier and Iain Lang, Just the Other Day 
(New York and London, 1932), p. 145.
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smoking costumes to be designed in 1922„ Three years earlier
feeling against this practice was strong enough for a waiter
to knock a cigarette out of a young woman's mouth in a
London restaurant,"^9 By 1925s all this had changed and
women smoked in public, The current term for cigarettes of
the cocktail party set was "gaspers,"

The apex of pleasure seeking was epitomized in the
wealthy, self-indulgent group known as the "Bright Young
People," They partied continually enjoying circus„ pajama,
costume, and baby parties, They indulged in such antics as
treasure hunts $ discovered the Lido, and fostered the cult
of sunbathing: the newspapers reported on their every move.
In 1927, gate crashing was their thing to do, which seemed
to be an outgrowth of bad manners peculiar to the "Bright■
Young People,11 • The normal millions followed their lead,
though on a lesser scale.

Obviously there was no dearth of entertainment in
the twenties. The great depression was soon to come, but
this era had seen many Changes: automation,1 development of
the motor car and airplane, and more freedom for women.
Walter Arnstein, history professor at Roosevelt University,
sums up the decade succinctly and entertainingly:

For the English, the 1920's were less the "Roaring" 
than the "Careless" Twenties. While older standards

,3-9Richard Bennett, A Picture Of The Twenties 
(London, 1961), p. 69.
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did. not disappear altogether,, there was both in 
literature and in life a change of attitude which 
the war had at least promoted. It was the atti
tude of somewhat cynical and superficially gay 
disillusionment embodied in the phrase» "Life's 
too shortf" and in the adjective "bitter-sweet," 
which became the title of one of Noel Coward's 
musical comedies. The war had demonstrated that 
neither life nor property was sacred, and the post
war period provided an incentive to seek "psycho
logical compensations" for social tensions in idle 
amusements. Yet the very fact that so many Britons 
were able to do this reflected a reasonably high 
standard of living. Comfort as well as social 
satire could be derived from the fact that when 
the newspaper headlines screamed ENGLAND IN PERIL 
or CAN WE -AVOID DISASTER? the reference was not to 
a new military or diplomatic catastrophe but to 
' the results of a. cricket match.20

Against the background of the flamboyant twenties, 
an economic depression and two world wars, Noel Coward wrote 
his plays. Though Coward was affected by events around him, 
his world was primarily the world of the theater and the 
world of society which he pictured in his plays. The theater 
was his obsession and, excepting his enthusiasm for travel, 
nothing diverted his attention from it. His world had the . 
extremes of footlight glamour and backstage dreariness; 
creative activity and artificial reality; easy living and 
rigid discipline. His was a moneyed world and, at most 
times, a comfortable one. Its flavor was sophisticated and 
international; it was peopled with talented, intelligent, 
and ambitious men and women. It was a notorious world and» 
paradoxically, an insular one. At a time when artists were

20Walter L. Arnstein, Britain Yesterday and Today 
(Boston, 1966), p. 268.
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esteemed and the idle rich desired diversions outside their 
immediate circles the two groups melded into a glittering9 
cosmopolitan world,

Noel Coward was the prototype of the people in this 
world. He was also its chronicler; its frivolities and 
intrigues were grist for his writing. During one of his 
trips to the Bieviera, observation of this world prompted him 
to write:

Large dinner parties were given nightly in the 
Casino, and certain private social dramas, among 
the party enlivened the hours until dawn. I 
felt that I was seeing a side of life which 
should by rights be glamorous to eyes unfamiliar 
with it; all the correct adjuncts were there.
Champagne; beautifully-gowned women; high powered 
gambling, obsequious maitres dfhotel, A per
fectly arranged production with all the parts 
well cast according to type.21

Coward obviously enjoyed his world; it was the one 
he chose to portray in most of his plays„ In his autobi
ography, Coward reveals his pleasure when he reminsces 
about the supper routine at the Fifty-Fifty Club:

The Fifty-Fifty was rather more flamboyant but 
equally theatrical in atmosphere„ It was run by 
Constance Collier and' Ivor Novello and catered 
exclusively to us. . . . Personally I mourn to 
this day the loss of the Fifty-Fifty Club. I 
spent so many happy hours there. Constance, of 
course, was the spirit of it. Her table was 
enchantingly insular; an island of theatre, 
washed only occasionally by wavelets from the 
outer sea. Conversation was amusing and gay 
and bound together by old understanding. Memo
ries of early days suddenly took life again for

21Coward, Present Indicative, p, 182.
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a little„ . . . No one can talk theatre like 
Constance,. . . „ Stage reminiscence needs a 
close Intimate, audience Of stage people; 
people for whom it is not necessary to translate the j a r g o n . 22

In an evaluation of Coward's work, the English
critic St, John Ervine notes Coward’s.preoccupation with
his world. Ervine expresses the view that Coward is
limiting his development as a playwright:

Coward's entire existence has been spent in a 
corner of the theatre, remote from the general 
contacts of every day life. I am amazed and 
disturbed at the slenderness of his intellectual 
resources . . . we might well wonder whether he 
has ever read a great book, seen a-fine picture 
or a notable play, listened to music of worth, 
observed a piece of sculpture or taken any 
interest in even the commonplaces of a cultured 
man's life . . . his political, social and 
religious interests are negligible.or non
existent . 23.

Noel Coward had never made a secret of his disinterest in . 
politics. He was a staunch Englishman and devoted to his 
country, but the functions of government failed to appeal to 
him. In 193^ Coward replaced the deceased Gerald Du Maurier 
as President of the Actors' Orphanage, a job he held for 
twenty-two years. He arranged matinees and parties to raise 
funds; he was actively involved in all its needs. Except 
for this work, Coward made no effort to expose social ills 
through his writings; nor did he ever push for causes or

22Ibid., p. 22.
2%Iorley, A Talent To Amuse, p. 182.
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reform. Coward's disavowal of any orthodox religion caused 
the rupture in his lifelong friendship with Esme Wynn. How
ever, it seems unjust to assume, that because he did not 
write about these subjects he was unaware of what was going 
on around him. In the twenties his play. The Rat Trap, 
makes frequent allusions to current events and social mores. 
In reference to union demands and the poorly built homes 
springing up all over England after the war, Coward's 
characters remark:

Sheila: ' I wonder if Cornwall will ever get •
civilized and horrible.

held: I suppose so, some day $ now that the
labour classes are so firmly getting 
the upper hand? all the beauty of 24
England is bound to be spoilt eventually.

Regarding economics, an exchange between the mother and son
in I'll Leave It To You expresses this view:

Bobbie: We want to make money, Vangy.
Mrs. Dermott: But, darlings, you know you can't

make money unless you're Socialists and 
belong to Unions and things.25

Coward's amusement at the hypocritical, religious posturing
of so many is characterized by Mrs. Breeze in Sirocco:

Mrs. Breeze: It wasn't only because she was a
Catholic that I disliked her, after 
all, there are some very nice, pleasant

?4Noel Coward, The Rat Trap, in Play Parade (London, 
1950), III, 182-183. \ •

^Noel Coward, I'll Leave It To You, in Play Parade 
(London, 1950),. Ill, 98. . ,



Catholics; Ism quite broadminded 
enough to admit that, but somehow— >26

England’s social structure, which underwent a drastic 
change after the war, is commented on in Easy Virtue:

Mrs„ Whittaker: When you’ve, reached my age, Hilda,
you’ll probably realize that the sort 
of women who infest French watering- 
places are generally far from being 
vfrightfully sweet."

Hilda: Cannes isn’t exactly a French water
ing-place-- I mean it’s better than 
that - I mean everyone goes there.

Colonel: Everything’s changing nowadays, anyhow
Mrs. Whittaker: I fail to see that that makes the

slightest difference.
Marion: Father means that social barriers are

not quite so strongly marked now, and 
perhaps, after all--

Mrs. Whittaker: I know quite well what your fathermeans.2?
In the Bat Trap» the prevailing mood about free love is 
expressed in this statement:

Naomi: Well, Edmund and I realize.the value .
of love, perhaps better than anyone; 
it seems sacrilege to fetter it downwith chains of matrimony.28

26Noel Coward, Sirocco, in Play Parade (London, 
1953), I, 275.

^Noel Coward, Easy Virtue (New York and London, 
192.6), p. 24.

p OCoward, Rat Trap, p. 363.
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The homosexuality, so prevalent in the twenties, is repre
sented through the character of Pawnie in The Vortex;

Pawnie: My dear, Ifm far too occupied in wondering
what's going to happen to me to worry about 
other people6

Helen; I've always thought your course was quite
clear, Pawnie,

Pawnie: However offensive that remark was intended
to be, Helen, X shall take it in the most 
complimentary spirit.

29Helen: I'm sure you will,''
On the other hand, Coward's plays do not abound with 
commentary;'for this was not his purpose in writing plays.
He concisely stated his view in a recent interview for Time 
magazine. When asked, "Wouldn't you have liked to have done 
more than just amuse people?" Coward replied, "Dear boy, I 
have no great causes. Do I have to? I can't think of any. 
offhand. I wanted to write good plays, to grip as well as 
amuse.

The adjectives decadent, trivial, and shallow used by 
critics to describe Coward's work ad nauseam perhaps result 
from his failure to dramatize subjects considered worthwhile. 
Coward has been accused, as well, of merely providing enter
tainment rather than presenting problems of social importance. 
However, from Coward's point of view, entertainment is wha.t 
theater is all about,

29Noel Coward, The Vortex, in Play Parade (London,
1953)» I, • 428-429. .

"Noel Coward at 70," anon. rev., Time, December 26, 
1969, P. 46.
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Though The Vortex was considered sordid when it was

first produced, this melodrama did "grip as well as amuse,"I
as the play expressed a contemptuous view of a superficial 
society. Coward holds hypocrisy up to ridicule in Easy 
Virtue; he is more indulgent portraying the parasitic, use
less lives of the society in Ways and Means. In Fumed Oak, 
Coward treats, bourgois manners and behavior with scorn; in 
Private Lives the bad manners of higher strata are approached 
more flippantly. Though Coward disclaims any intention to 
reform, the laughter elicited from his plays is quite often 
corrective.

Coward knew what would "go" at the box office.
Despite the critics1'complaints, Coward was generally suc
cessful and his plays were nearly always profitable. His 
best plays are those which reflect facets of his world: 
wealthy cosmopolites, and brilliant artists mingling on the 
Continent, in gracious drawing rooms, tasteful country homes, 
or in the theater. As Michael Mac Liammoir, fellow actor, 
remarked,."It gave Noel everything in the world he dreamed 
of or wanted.

-^Morley, A Talent To Amuse, p. 44.



CHAPTER 2

AN ANALYSIS OF COWARD5 S TECHNIQUE OF FARCE

All comedy deals with certain human folly or with 
behavior that is foolish or anormal„ Comic dramatists take 
certain, attitudes toward this behavior; thus their works 
differ accordingly. There are three possible attitudes: 
indifference, indulgence, and indignation, ’//hen indifferent 
toward the folly depicted, the playwright portrays certain 
behavior but withholds judgment, Mollere usually wrote in 
this way. If the attitude is one of indulgence, the play
wright not only depicts the human folly but indicates he is 
sympathetic toward the .folly,. Humans are lovable for being 
foolish and have the right to be foolish, says the indulgent 
playwright, Shakespeare usually wrote in this way and in
cluded himself when he wrote "what fools we mortals be."
If the comic writer*s attitude is one of Indignation, he is 
angry about the folly he is representing. The tendency of 
the work is correction and is frequently found in the satiric 
comedies of Swift, Shaw, and. Aristophanes,

It is only possible to say that a comic dramatist 
tends to or usually, writes in this way. Furthermore, the 
particular folly must be one by which the playwright can be 
indulgent, or indignant, or indifferent; the behavior of

28
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young people In love can "be romantic (indulgent), the 
behavior of officials in government can be corrupt (indig
nant) » and undesirable behavior can be depicted leaving the 
audience to draw their own conclusions (indifferent).

Generally, Noel Coward1s attitude toward human folly 
lies between indulgence and indifference. Coward's plays 
are mostly about romantic involvements and his attitude 
toward the behavior involved is one of indulgence. The 
human folly which.Coward usually depicts is irresponsibility. 
Coward portrays this folly in many different ways but he ■ 
makes no judgment; thusly Coward exhibits an attitude of 
indifference.

Comedy deals with characters who move away from the 
norm and there are many ways in which human beings can 
depart: (1) in mere visual appearance (sight gags), or in
physical deportment (slapstick); (2) in tone of voice through 
inflection pattern, rate, or pitch; (3) in actual language 
as in dialect, puns, or alliteration; (4) in action through 
situations, discoveries, or reversals; (5) in a character
istic way of behavior, a certain disposition of character, 
or a certain temperament; and (6) in level of thought or a 
way of thinking. The first three types (appearance, voice-- 
tone, and language) of material usually exist together and 
generally constitute low comedy. The fourth type, action, 
is comedy of situation and farce is usually of this type.
The primary laughs are from a curious falling out of events.



discoveries of parentage, or reversals dealing with anor™ 
mality in actual events. Action represents rather low 
order of comedy but may. have a higher type of comedy within 
its structure. In the fifth type, character, the dramatist 
portrays agents who are comic in their inner lives but not 
operating in intellectualization. To be a comic character 
is funnier than to look comic and character comedy usually 
ranks above the first four types. The sixth type, thought, 
is the highest form of comedy as .manEs ability to think is 
his highest function. Comedy of thought is sophisticated, 
intellectual, and the drawing room of manners. Comedy at 
its best exhibits the witty and the humorous character.

Farce is. best thought of as a type of comedy which 
deals with a certain kind of material which is, for most
farces, an outlandish situation and a series of events.
The characters are comic because of what happens to them; 
they are victims of the action. They are laughable because 
of what happens to them. This does not exclude comedy of 
thought and character because the playwright can combine, 
for example, a farcical situation with eccentric character 
or behavior. Because farce is built from outlandish situa
tions and exaggerations, it frequently lacks relevance or 
contact with real life. As a result, farce reveals very
little, if anything, about character; therefore the charac
ters of farce have little depth, or. as it is commonly
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stated5 the characters of farce are one dimensional. Al
though farce may have elegance of language and wit, it may 
not be assigned high comedy values because of lack.of sub
stance, relevancy, or contact with real life.

For example, Joseph Wood Krutch attributes but a 
slight degree of relevancy to Cowardf s plays in the follow
ing: ,tCoward1 s greatest gift is the remarkable dexterity
which enables him to make a great deal out of nothing and 
to give an air of continuity and substantiality to a series

... i  ■ 'of fragile incidents." On the other hand, English critic,
James Agate, says that Cowardfs comedies are completely
lacking in relevance:

They /Coward's, plays/ appeal to an infinites!mally •
small and, I believe, purely Metropolitan audience.
Their success is one almost entirely of curiosity, 
even of a more or less prurient itch from which 
the country as a whole is free. . . . Let this 
playwright forget that genius has been attributed 
to him in the portrayal of those classes about 
whom nobody cares anything at all, and let him show 
us whether he?has the talent to depict people who 
really exist.

Playwright Edward Albee assigns Coward's plays a 
certain degree of relevancy when he states: "Coward’s 
subjects— the ways we kid ourselves that we do and do hot 
exist with each other and with ourselves— have not, .

^Joseph Wood Krutch, "Bohemia's West End," The 
Nation, October 21, 1925, p. ^69.

2James Agate, The Contemporary Theatre (London, 
1924), pp. 239-242.
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unless my mind has been turned inward too long* gone out 
of date,

The episodes of farce are usually linked together 
with threads of jealousy■and romance. This.link supplies 
the motivation for many farcical devices: concealment by
physical disguise or posture} repetition of a gesture or 
scene* coincidences* mistaken identity* misunderstandings* 
and contretemps,

The subjects of farce are sex* marriage, family, 
wealth, social standing, and vanity; thus the necessity for 
the stock characters such as the dupe, prankster, cuckolded 
husband,>lecherous old man, intriguing servant, gay young 
rake, and ardent youth, A combination of these subjects 
and stock characters, in conjunction with, outlandish situ
ations , is utilized by Coward in his technique of farce,

Faroe Techniques in Fallen Angels 
In Fallen Angels Coward adopts a sophisticated 

approach to one of farce's most common subjects, sex. An . 
almost non-existent plot revolves around Julia Sterroll and 
Jane Bradbury, They are close friends and both have been 
happily married for years, They also have something else in 
common: before their marriages each had had a brief affair
with a charming Frenchman, Maurice Duclos, Learning that

^Edward Albee, "Introduction," to Three Plays by 
Noel Coward (New York, 1965)» pp. 5-6, ,
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Duo 1 os has arrived in London and wishes to see them» they 
are alternately excited and dismayed; fortunately, their 
husbands are out of town. They prepare to leave for the 
weekend but a ringing doorbell halts their flight and they 
decide to remain. Coward manipulates the episodic struc
ture of farce, using jealousy (each woman fears the other 
will attempt to renew her affair with Duclos), to link .and 
maintain the farce episodes. The two women quarrel, make 
up, get very drunk on cocktails, champagne, and liqueurs, 
and quarrel again; the husbands return unexpectedly, Julia 
and Jane confess their past indiscretions, and Duclos 
arrives to soothe the.irate husbands by pretending it was 
all a trick, . The husbands5 peace of mind is relatively 
short as their stricken faces reveal when the play ends 
with Duclos singing Meme les Anges to Julia and Jane,

Jane and Julia's dilemma is based on the marriage 
joke. Theater critic, Eric Bentley, in his essay on farce, 
comments on Freud’s theory of jokes about marriage:.

It is a sort of open secret, Freud says in his 
book on jokes, that "marriage is hardly an 
arrangement to satisfy the sexual demands of . ..

■ the husband," also that this secret is half-... 
kept, half-told in a million male jokes against 
marriage. I would add that the supreme form 
of the marriage joke takes a couple of hours . 
to tell and has a cast of three characters known 
as le marl, la femme, et le amant.̂

^Eric Bentley, The Life of the Drama (Mew York,
1964), p. 229,
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In Fallen Angels the situation is reversed: it is the women •
who are no longer satisfied by the sexual rewards of 'their 
.marriages; and the cast of three characters in this varia
tion of the marriage joke are la femme, la femme, et 1 *amant,

The repeated quarrels culminate in the quarrel of the 
husbands, Fred and Willy, and provide motivation for.their 
unexpected return. Violence, present briefly in Jane’s 
struggle with Fred, is maintained chiefly through noise: the
loud ring of the doorbell at the end of Act I presaging the
arrival of, not Duclos, but the plumber; the interruptions

\

by wrong number telephone calls; taxi noises from outside 
which prove false alarms, Their foolish behavior is re
stricted to the dining/drawing room and in this cocoon-like 
setting, separated from the outside world, the improbable 
events take place.

The heroines, Julia and Jane, are little more than 
stereotypes of upper middle class females. The' inconsisten
cies of their behavior, resulting from the fear of discovery 
of their past alternating with a strong desire to see Duclos, 
causes them to assume a pose of blase indifference; when 
their terror overcomes them, this pose gives way to agitated 
concern. They are unaware of the motivation for their 
behavior for as Bergson states, "a comic character is general
ly comic in proportion to his ignorance of himself. The
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comic person is unconscious „ , . he becomes invisible to 
himself, while remaining visible to all the world,

. The husbands and Duclos are stock characters, neces
sary only for furthering the action, in providing the wives 
with a reason for their reaction, and bringing the story to 
a conclusion,

Saunders, the maid, the clever servant of early 
farce, is not the manipulator that her predecessors were 
but she is similar to the maid, Dorine, in Holier6ss Tar-
tuffe. As Dorine pops in and out of scenes to make impu
dent remarks so, too, does Saunders interrupt to make 
authoritative statements on any and every topic, Saunders 
makes her first pronouncement early in the first act when, 
intruding herself in Julia and Fred's discussion of his 
imminent golfing trip, she asks:

Saunders: May I ask, sir, wha,t balls you use?
Fred: Well—^just ordinary balls,
Saunders: His Grace never used anything except

Spaldings, And personally I recommend 
them myself whenever possible. „ . .
Which course are you playing on?

Fred: Chichester.
Saunders: Are you taking all your clubs, sir?
Fred: Yes.

^Henri Bergson, Laughter (London, 1913)» p. 16„



Saunders: Oh dear! Surely you must know, sir, your
irons are all you need at Chichester, 
(Laughing) Oh dear! Your irons! Quite 
sufficient.

Coward pushes the repetition of the joke with variations 
throughout the play. After learning that Saunders is an 
authority on golf due to her employment with the Duke of 
Gidarlngton, it is revealed that she is a music critic as 
well:

Saunders: (Slightly embarrassed) Excuse me, madam.
You played a B na.tural. It should be a B. 
flat.

Julia: Oh, you're musical then,.Saunders?
■ Saunders .* Of course. I have an infallible ear,

- And it’s had plenty of practice. For
four years I was with Madame Carmen Granado, 
the celebrated concert pianist. You can’t 
get by me with a wrong note (p. 12).

She is also an expert linguist; a storehouse of information
regarding pebbles; and knowledgeable as to the harmful
effects of alcohol.

Julia: Martinis, please, Saunders» Strong ones.
. . , And if one isn’t enough, we shall 
have two.

Jane:
Saunders

Jane:

Not on your life!
If you will allow me to say so, ma’am, 
several drinks never do any harm. It is 
only the first which is dangerous, after 
that the damage is done.
Obviously you speak from experience.

Z
Noel Coward, Fallen Angels (Samuel French Acting 

Edition, 1958), p. 7, (All subsequent quotations from 
Fallen Angels are from this source).



Saunders: I used to be a barmaid, madame (p„ 27).
She is an expert as well on the therapeutic value of alco
hol :

Saunders: „ . Shall I open the champagne?
Jane: (Imploringly) Not yet.
Julia: Yes, yes, Open it. Champagne is a great

strengthener.
Saunders : Very great, "-ma’am. The patients where I

used to work—
Julia: (Exasperated) Oh, yes„ Of course, she

worked in a hospital.
Saunders: However did you guess, ma'am? (p. 28).

The final burst of laughter comes from the audience when she 
says to hungover Julia:

Saunders: I think you’ll find this an excellent remedy.
Julia: Oh no, I couldn’t possiblyl

. Saunders: Oh, yes, try a little, ma’am. I once cured
twenty natives in an African—

.Julia: Oh, all right - all right--(p. ^5)*
While the individual joke itself may not, seem very funny, 
the progression of the joke to nothing provides the ultimate 
laugh. The variation on the repetition of the joke illus
trates Bergson’s theory of the rolling Snowball, "which in
creases in size as it moves along . . .an effect which grows 
by arithmetical progressionj so that the cause, insignifi
cant at the outset, culminates by a necessary evolution in 
a result as important as it is unexpected. . . . Laughter
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Is the result of an expectation, which, of a sudden, ends 
in nothing,

The brevity and staccato quality of the lines, which 
is to become even more evident in Coward1s later plays, set 
the tempo for farce. The rapid fire quality of the opening 
lines of Act II convey the speed and tone of the forthcoming 
action:

Jane: I'm extremely hungry, Julia,
Julia: So am I— ravenous, ■
Jane: It’s getting on for nine,
Julia: I know. -
Jane: There's not the least likelihood of him

arriving at this time. ■
Julia: He might, especially if the Paris train were

late.
Jane: Me don't know whether he was coming from Paris.
Julia: Where else could he be coming from?
Jane: Don't snap at me, Julia*— (p. 25).

The drinking and quarreling which follow come as a qualified 
surprise. Qualified because the spectator has been prepared 
for it by the earlier dispute between Julia.and Jane, and . 
their continued nervous behavior which implies further erup
tions . As the:drinking and quarreling has been prefaced by 
jokes, sight gags, and slapstick, the audience is in a 
receptive mood for laughter. This approach is an exemplifi
cation of Eric Bentley’s theory that: "before people will

B̂ergson, Daughter, pp. 80-81, 85.
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burst out laughing they have to be prepared to burst out
laughing„ The only sure preparation is a particular state
of expectation and sensitivity that amounts to a kind of
euphoria."' Coward has led the audience to this point of 

8expectation.
.••Coward’s predilection for incorporating music in 

his plays is apparent in Fallen Angels. He uses the French 
song„ Meme les Anges, as a continuing joke and .as the basis' 
for some ludicrous behavior. The song is introduced by 
Julia in the first act; when Jane joins Julia it is revealed 
that this was their song during their individual affairs with 
Duclos, and'the play ends as the members of the sex triangle 
of the farce are heard singing fervently, Meme les Anges,
The joke reaches its peak in the stricken faced reactions 
of the duped Fred and Willy. Ridiculous behavior resulting 
from the use of music is triggered by Saunders: she becomes
so absorbed in playing the piano and singing that she is 
oblivious to everything and Julia is forced to assume Saun
ders ’ role and answer her own doorbell; later, Saunders joins 
Jane and Julia.in song, to their annoyance-^-an amorous 
reminiscence has been interrupted, jolting the two women 
from their self-view of romantic heroines to the status of 
fools.

^Bentley, Life of the Drama, p. 234.
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Low farce of spectacle is presented in Fallen Angels 

through slapstick and sight gags. Peering out of windows, 
peeking around doorjambs, drinking and becoming drunk, and 
difficulties with the telephone are examples of slapstick. 
The arrival of Juliafs postcard, almost identical hats, 
Julia's obvious hangover, and Jane's bedraggled return to 
the apartment are sight gags. The contrast between the
status and'background, implicit in the dialogue, of these
two women and their childish and violent behavior, enhances 
the joke. As a result, the audience is usually moved to the 
loud, unrestrained laughter of spectacle,

Noel Coward’s technique of farce in Fallen'Angels is 
the frequent use of slapstick and sight gags, repetition 
of incidents and loud noises, and the posturing of Julia 
and Jane in the incongruous situation of waiting for the 
same lover. Although these techniques constitute low 
comedy, Coward raises the level to a higher type of comedy
through the use of verbal wit.

Objecting.to Noel Coward’s technique of farce drama . 
critic, Richard Jennings, in his review of Fallen Angels 
states:

The forced symmetry, the duality, the duplication 
of incident in Mr. Coward’s play is enough to 
reveal the old-fashioned model upon which it is 
built— two wives', two husbands, two dressing-cases 
simultaneously brandished for a double week-end 
that doesn't come off; both wives once enamored of 
the same man— there couldn't be two Frenchmen, 
because then there would have been no repeated duos
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of jealousy „ „ „ a farcical atmosphere van
quishes the true comic spirit in consequence.
The outraged critics, however, could not . 
prevent the audience from laughing loudly at 
Mr. Coward's treatment of the long duologue 
in his middle act. If one had space one might 
enlarge upon this habit of "loud laughter". . . .
It is an undiscriminating habit. It salutes 
Mr. Coward when he makes a husband declare that 
he has left his car downstairs, and one of the 
young women replies: "How thoughtful of you
not to bring it up!" It roars when the intoxi
cated woman tells the parlourmaid to "bring 
Saunders right away, coffee." It is less 
stirred by the much more amusing telephone reply,
"No, I’m somebody quite different!" in answer 
to a "wrong number."9

Jennings denigrates the various devices that contribute to
the farce: the duplications, repetitions and the thread
of jealousy linking the episodes. In. Fallen Angels the
hourly struggle of Julia and Jane to cope with their
predicament seems to amplify the comic spirit, not ' - :
overcome it. The reviewer complains about "loud laughter" ■

1 ' - ■ • without acknowledging that Coward has evidenced consider
able dexterity in leading the audience to that point. Jen-. 
nings* final thrust seems highly personal: the audience 
laughed at lines he thought were obvious while not reacting 
properly to those he considered the more inspired witticisms. 
The apparent laugh lines generally evoke a reaction; the 
more subtle ones, depend on the audience and the manner of 
delivery. ,

^Richard Jennings, "May We Take Our Wives? or Three 
Light Comedies," Spectator, May 2, 1925» pp. 718-719.
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Joseph Thorp, who reviewed Fallen Angels in Punch,

says:
The dialogue goes like a fencing "bout, Nice, 
silly jokes and flashes of audacious wit., candor 
and gaiety and .an appropriate air of fantastic un- 

, reality, with the. absence of false and hedging 
sentiment, to save it from any real unwholesomeness, 
Perhaps I am too simple a soul, or, on the other 
hand, too depraved, but that is my ImpressionA0

Thorp applauds the world of farce which Coward has created.
He is cognizant of the fantasy, lack of sentiment and the
witty dialogue; and he disagrees with those who considered
the play decadent.

In Fallen Angels a skill of Coward1s became evident,
one which was to be alternately praised and decried by
critics throughout his career: creating a play with a slight
and simple plot. This.talent of his is examined by John
Russell Taylor in his book on playwriting. In analyzing the
construction of Coward's plays, Taylor states: ,r ■

What plot there is is handled in a fairly tradi
tional manner . . . but instead of being the solid 
walls of the play it tends to become a skeleton 
framework, merely. This means that Coward's plays, 
in comparison with his immediate predecessors on 
the English theatre scene, appear lightweight, 
because they choose to be so; Coward recognized 
that the architectural analogy for play-making was 
false, because a play in performance--and his 
plays are above all for performance— are an experi
ence in time. So, returning to the origin of the 
well-made play, he accepts wholeheartedly Scribe’s

lOjoseph Thorp, "Fallen Angels,11 Punch, April 29, 
1925,,P. 4?0.



43

initial slight-of-hand approach$ stripping away 
all the accretions of later, more solemn drama
tists A-'-

This propensity for the light touch, sharpened by a more 
adroit and sophisticated manipulation of the situation, is. 
clearly evident in his next comedy, Hay Fever.

Farce Techniques in Hay. Fever
Hey Fever comes close to being high level farce.

The verbal acrobatics are Coward at his witty best. The 
setting of Hay Fever is one of the rarified atmospheres 
Coward delights in representing. In this instance it is the 
home of the Bohemian and eccentric Bliss family: ^Judith, 
mother and retired actress; David, father and absent-minded 
novelist; and their two children, Simon, who aspires to be 
an artist, and Sorel, who is striving for respectability. 
Coward has placed his characters in a country home, return-. 
ing to one of his favorite settings. The contrast between 
environment and behavior contribute to the ludicrous aspects 
of the play.

Coward establishes the situation almost immediately: 
each member of the family, without consulting, anyone else, 
has. invited a guest for the weekend; the guest of each 
member of.the family will promote his or her own fantasies 
and illusions. Judith has invited a young man, Sandy Tyrell,

^^JOhn Russell Taylor, The Rise and Fall of the Well- 
Made Play (New York, 19&7), p. 127.

■
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because she knows he is infatuated with her; Tyre11 thinks 
he is in love because he is dazzled with Judith's image as 
a famous actress. David has invited a not very bright young 
girl, Jackie Coryton, whom he wants to study "a little in 
domestic surroundings."12 Simon, in an attempt to indulge 
the fantasy of his virile manhood, has invited the sophisti
cated woman about town, Myra Arundel; and Sorel, striving 
for respectability and conformity, has invited the distin
guished diplomatist, Richard- Greatham.

In Hay Fever.we have the contrast between Bohemia and 
respectability: the Blisses versus their guests„ The thread
of farce is the constant clash between the guests' Philistia 
and the Bliss' non-conformity. Coward builds Hay Fever from 
closely related episodes which are thematically interlinked. 
This is best exemplified in Act II. After a parlor game 
which disintegrates into bad tempers and bickering, the stage 
is deserted except for Judith and Richard, Judith chooses 
to mistake Richard's statement of admiration for protestations 
of undying love. She sends Richard to the garden while she 
prepares to "tell all" to David. Instead, Judith encounters 
Sandy and Sorel in each other’s arms and uses the oppor
tunity to play a great renunciation scene. Sorel, in the 
Bliss tradition, reciprocates with a moving "confession." A

l^Noel Coward, Play Parade (London, 1953)* I» 512.
(All subsequent quotations from Hay Fever are from this 
source).



similar situation develops when Judith discovers David 
and Myra together, giving Judith another opportunity to. 
emote; David recognizes his cue and admits to undying love 
for Myra, The peak of humor in the situation occurs when 
Simon dashes in to announce his engagement to Jackie.
Judith, relinquishing her son, enacts the scene with relish. 
Myra, finally explodes and delivers a tirade concluding,
"It's a great pity you ever left the stage, Judith— it's 
your rightful home. You can rant and roar there as much as 
ever you.like." Judith retorts with an actress' anguish, 
"Bant and roar1 May God forgive you!" (p. 559)» Into 
this mass confusion Richard wanders, and when he asks if 
this is a "game,".the Bliss family lapse into their estab
lished routine: reenacting a suitable scene from one of
Judith's old shows, Love's•Whlrlwind. Simon, Sprel and their 
mother perform with uncontrolled abandon, David, recognizing 
the lines, collapses laughing on the sofa,- while the guests 
watch with fascinated horror.

The third act opens on a much lower key with the 
visitors slipping down to breakfast, one by one. They plan 
to escape from the bedlam of the Blisses and to depart 
stealthily without having seen their unexpected adversaries. 
The Blisses descend for breakfast, comment offhandedly on 
the rudeness of their guests' departure, and squabble 
vigorously over David's new book. The play concludes with 
Judith's announcement that she is returning to the stage.



Coward uses the device of repetition in several ways. 
Each member of the family’s announcement that they are 
expecting a guest is finally topped "by David’s casual re
quest that Simon meet the four-thirty train to pick up 
David’s guest who "can sleep in the Japanese room (p. 512)." 
Since this moment has been preceded by the others’ increas
ing dismay at the growing guest list (including a vigorous 
discussion over who will get the Japanese room)» David’s- 
pronouncement„ though not funny in itself, excites laughter. 
As Bentley suggested, the euphoric state of expectation has 
been established and the audience response is automatic.
The repetitive quarrels' build in violence and intensity. 
Simon and Sorel initiate the bickering in Act I; it becomes 
more acrimonious during the parlor game, .and Judith’s furi
ous outburst at the end of Act II reaches a peak of insult 
and noisiness. The humor arises from the dialogue in the 
quarrels as well as from repetition of the quarrels. Act 
III discovers the Blisses in another heated argument and 
at the play’s conclusion the characters have returned to 
their starting point. This illustrates Bergson’s snowball 
theory operating in reverse and increasing its laughable 
aspects because it is circular instead of rectilinear. 
Bergson points out that, "to cover a good deal of ground 
only to come back unwittingly to the starting point, is to
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make a great effort for a result that Is nil „ Judith’s
repeated renunciation scenes derive their humor from her 
character and the use of cliches in the dialogue, and situa
tion. Because of her temperament, Judith exhibits a 
characteristic behavior pattern. As an actess she operates 
on a highly emotional level and whenever the opportunity 
presents itself, Judith falls into the absurdity of melo
dramatic behavior, or any other role that suits the mood.

Coward also employs the technique which Bergson refers
to as the dancing-jaok, "in which one of the characters
thinks he is speaking and acting freely, and, consequently,
retains all the essentials of life; whereas, viewed from a
certain standpoint, he appeans a mere toy in the hands of

■ 14another who is playing with him." Richa,rd becomes a toy 
in the hands of Judith when she propels him into the garden; 
and Sandy, and Jackie are both manipulated when Judith chooses 
to assume they are engaged to Sorel and Simon.

The members of the Bliss family are comic because 
they express the inelasticity or rigidity which Bergson 
refers to in his theory of automatism. He believes rigidity 
is comic because it is involuntary, A man does not fall un
less he wants to; because of his rigidity he failed to take 
the necessary steps to avoid the fall and because he fell

"^Bergson, Laughter, p. 85. ■
lA,'lbid., pp. 77-78. .
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without wishing to it is funny. Similarly,.man*s behavior 
is ridiculous or , anormal because it is involuntary.1^

The characters in Hay Fever comprise an interesting 
group. Judith is more fully developed as a person than the - 
others; they a,re not well rounded because they lack back
ground. Coward fails to extract some of the humor from his 
characters that he could were he to develop them more fully. 
Nevertheless, the characters in Hay Fever have some features 
which give them distinguishing characteristics. David is a 
preoccupied novelist, not without charm when he chooses to 
exercise it, Simon and Sorel, while exhibiting poor dispo
sitions and bad manners, have specific aspirations: Simon
wants to be an artist and Sorel wishes to conform to society. 
The guests are Sandy Tyrell, who is good looking, athletic, 
and not very bright; Myra Arundel, who is handsome and 
predatory; Richard Greatham, who is a, diplomat; and Jackie 
Cory ton, who. is a giggler.

Concerning the characters in Hay Fever, Hamish Thoms
and Philip McCoy state:

For the characters of Hay Fever (always assuming, 
as Coward asserts, that the four guests are puppets) 
role-playing, or role searching, becomes itself the 
reality, the base line of existence, and their life 
together acquires the jerky, elliptical and eccentric 
qualities of a trial-and-error game. Only their 
unity as a family provides a matrix to keep them 
from flinging off in different directions. They are

15Ibld., p. 9.
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not personalities trying to put on the masks, 
briefly and for clearly defined purposes, of 
other personalities; they are instead a collec
tion of masks, a round of poses with no sub
stance,1°

The above writers accurately assess that pose is a 
form of disguise common to farce. Though the characters 
lack substance, Coward has created people with individual 
characteristics which are comic. For example, the pre
occupied novelist is a funny person in the same manner that 
the absent-minded professor is funny. The theme of Hay 
Fever is ephemeral at best. The agony of being a week-end 
guest in the home of four blooming egos who flaunt bad 
manners as a badge of courage is not likely to have much 
meaning for some audiences, for its relation to real life 
is slight; nevertheless it does have.relevancy for other 
viewers.. For example, it is unlikely that a Noel Coward 
play would appeal to an audience in the Ozarks; Coward$s 
plays do not attract the entire theater-going public.

In spite of the remoteness of this theme. Coward 
established the humor in the opening scene. Psychologist 
Max Eastman believes that the "first law of humor is that 
things can be funny only when we are in fun."^^ Coward 
plunges into the plot immediately, hoping to infect his 
audience with his own comic viewpoint and keep them laughing

■^Hamish Thoms and Philip McCoy, "The Entertainer," 
Drama at Calgary, IV (September, 1969), l6>

^^Max Eastman, Enjoyment of Laughter (New York, 1937)»
P. 3.
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until the final curtain. This technique was a source of
irritation to George Jean Nathan, American critic of the
twenties and thirties, who stated:

Where the playwright of yesterday went at a 
Coward theme as if he didn’t expect his audience 
to arrive at the theater until the "beginning of 
the second act, Coward rips off his shirt and 
begins pulling corks at once. He doesn’t bother . 
with preliminaries; he gets promptly to business.;
This, of course, is a procedure that generally 
brings the less meditative critics to believe 
that a playwright, however empty, has so much of 
importance■to say that he can hardly wait to say 
it and that he feels he must begin to say it at 
.once if he is to crowd all his vast fund of ideas 
into the meagre two hours at. his disposal. 1 do 
not insinuate that Coward himself has any such 
foolish idea. . . . What' I say is that Coward’s 
critics „ . are brought very tidily to the 
view of Coward that Coward wishes them to have,3-8

Coward’s technique of farce here is to begin with a rapidly 
paced opening scene. The theme and plot are quickly pre
sented in sparkling dialogue, which also enhances the mood 
for fun.

Good comic dialogue should, be vigorous and rapid. To 
be vigorous, dialogue should consist of colorful words that 
convey liveliness and vitality. It should create mental 
images and, in particular, have a verbal appeal to the ear. 
Vigorous dialogue exploits language for its comic effect; 
it makes effective use of the juxtaposition of words and 
phrases, bon mots, insults, and all the incongruities of

1 8George Jean Nathan, "The Feast of Noel," American 
Mercury (February, 1926), p. .2̂ 7.
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human speech. Rapidity in dialogue can establish a rhythm 
which lends itself to a comic mood: its briskness ampli
fies the frolicsome tone of comedy. Coward’s comic dialogue 
and Judith’s quirks of character, which are the source of 
the humor, combine to excite laughter when Judith announces 
to Simon and Sorel that she is returning to the stage.

Judith: I'm stagnating, you see. I won’t stagnate
as long as there’s a breath left in my body.

Simon: Do you think it’s wise? You retired so very
finally last year. What excuse will you give
for returning so soon?

Judith: My public, dear-— letters from my public!
Simon: Have you had any?
Judith: One or two. That’s what decided me really

— I ought to have had hundreds (pp. 51̂ —515).
Judith’s reply to Simon is an unconscious reflection 

of her opinion of herself; she sees nothing funny in this 
expression of her ego. However, for the viewer, Judith is a 
comic character and her unexpected reply and the reversal of 
the expectation is the joke.

The first quarrel between Simon and Sorel enables 
Judith to assume her motherly routine, which is comical 
due to its unbelievability. Though Judith sincerely loves 
her husband and children, she has been a star accustomed to 
the plaudits of the crowd, and the family has necessarily 
taken a secondary place in her life. To suddenly pretend



that there has been a lifetime of devotion to hearth and 
home is a pose; the audience recognizes this and laughs„

The absurdity of contrast between .pretense and feel
ing is generally comic„ Much of the humor of Judith's 
lines is derived from this technique„ After squabbling 
with the children, she remarks sadly: ”A change has come
over my children of late„ 1.have tried.to shut my eyes to
it, but in vain. At my time of life one must face bitter 
facts!'' (p. 513). When she informs Richard that she must 
tell David of their grand passion, she intones: "Don't—
don't make it any harder for me. I am quite resolved— it 
is my self-appointed Calvary, and it's' the only possible way!" 
(p. 5̂ -6). The absurdity of this analogy makes the comparison
all the more comic. In her renunciation scene with David
and Myra, Judith has a field day:

Judith: I give you to her— freely and without rancor.
We must all be good friends, always,

David: Judith, do you mean this?
Judith: (With a melting look) You know I do.
David: How can we ever repay you?
Judith: Just by being happy.' I may leave this house

later on— I have a feeling that its associa
tions may become painful, especially in 
the autumn— •-

Myra: Look here, Judith--—
Judith: (Shouting her down) October is such a mourn

ful month in England. I think I shall
probably go abroad— perhaps a pension in



Italy, .with .cypresses in 'the garden.
I've always loved cypresses (p. 557).

This episode derives its humor from Judith's lapse into the 
absurdity of' melodramatics : it is ridiculous, because
Judith's sophistication and her maudlin behavior are incon
sistent.

When a problem or unpleasant situation arises in 
comedy a method for preventing a lapse into seriousness is 
usually employed. Coward's method is the use of irrelevan- 
cies and undercuttings. An irrelevancy has no relationship 
or pertinancy to the subject but wears a plausible aspect; 
an undercutting cuts away the opportunity or grounds for a 
rebuttal and has no plausibility whatsoever. An example of 
an irrelevancy occurs when Judith discovers David and Myra 
in an embrace:

Judith: Forgive me for interrupting.
David: Are there any chocolates in the house?
Judith: No, David.
David: I should like a chocolate more than anything

else in the world at this moment (p. 55^).
As Eastman points out, an irrelevancy is funny because it
"has so blankly and absolutely nothing to do with the
■argument /but it wears/ a plausible a s p e c t . T h e  technique
of undercutting is illustrated in this exchange between
Judith and her children:

"^Eastman, Enjoyment of Laughter, p. 258.



Judith: (Casting up her eyes) I’m sure I don’t
know what I’ve done to be cursed with such 
ungrateful children. It’s very cruel at 
my time of Ilfe—

Simon: There you go again!
Judith: You’re getting far too tall, Sorel.
Sorel: Sorry, mother.
Judith: Give me another of- those disgusting cigarettes-

I don’t know where they came from (p. 51̂ )«
There is no relation between Sorel’s height and ungrateful 
children; the mind has been absorbed in Judith’s antics 
as the aggrieved mother and by the time the viewer has been 
startled into a realization of the complete lack of plausi
bility in her statement, Judith has rambled on to cigarettes 

Coward also uses dialogue to express the hostility 
usually found in farce. The quarrels, exaggerations, and 
insults are an ingrained facet of his technique:

Judith: No, dear, I detest her. She’s far too old .
for you and she goes about using Sex as a 

. sort of shrimping net (p. 510).
Judith: Why on earth don’t you fall in lebve with

nice girls, instead of self-conscious vam- • 
pires (p. 510).

Myra: I’m more than cool, really, but it’s not a
climatic coolness. I’ve been mentally 
chilled to the bone by Judith’s attitude 
(p. 522),

These similes, metaphors, and analogies are couched in the 
brittle, staccato Coward language.

The pared and pointed dialogue of Noel Coward was 
a source of irritation to several critics who felt that
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through brevity dialogue lost meaning and became trivial, 
Nathan says:

The dialogue that Mr, Coward writes is nervous and 
terse, but its nervous terseness is less suggestive 
of life and actuality than of the nervous terse
ness of moving picture sub-titles. One detects, in 
onefs mind’s eye, the arbitrary and wholesale use 
of supposedly breath-taking dashes and exclamation 
points. One feels that the characters are speak
ing the language of human beings not so much as the 
language of a playwright grimly determined to make 
a record in verbal economy. This sort of theatrical 
dodge is all very well in the kind of plays in 
which detectives snoop around in haunted houses , „ , 
but it becomes travesty when an attempt is made to
employ it in high comedy,20

This adverse criticism followed Hay Fever’s production, but
Coward felt, during its composition, that he was progressing
in the area of dialogue. Coward had begun to eliminate a
joke for a joke’s sake, and mere facetiousness for wit. In
his autobiography Coward comments:

I read it /Hay Fever/ through and was rather unim
pressed with it. This was an odd sensation for 
me, as in those days I was almost always enchanted 
with everything I wrote. . . . I think that the 
reason for this was that I was passing through a 

; transition stage as a writer; my dialogue was be
coming more natural and less elaborate, and I was 
beginning to concentrate more on the comedy values 
of the situation rather than the comedy values of 
,the actual lines. I expect that when I read 
through Hay Fever that first time, I was subcon
sciously bemoaning its lack of snappy epigrams.21'

Although Coward was "bemoaning its lack of snappy 
epigrams," Somerset Maugham observed:

^^Nathan, "Feast of Noel," p. 246.
21Noel Coward, Present Indicative, p. 179.
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It is in his dialogue that Mr. Coward has shown 
himself something of an Innovator „ . . he has 
deliberately avoided the epigram that was the 
fashion thirty years ago . „ . and has written 
dialogue that is strictly faithful to fact. It 
does not only represent everyday language, but 
reproduces it. No one. has carried naturalisticdialogue further than he.22

The two staples' of low comedy in farce» slapstick 
and sight gags, begin with Judith’s entrance in the first 
act, attired in a long tea gown and galoshes, a sight gag- 
which immediately establishes her as an erratic character. 
Further slapstick results in the contretemps between Richard 
and Jackie, the misunderstandings during the parlor game, 
and the continual coincidence of Judith encountering 
romantically entwined couples.■ When Judith literally 
•pushes Richard from the room to face her ,lCalvary,11 the level 
of seriousness in her statement is diminished by the incon
gruity of slapstick.

The noise and confusion of farce occurs with everyone 
talking at once; and Sandy’s hiccups and the guests’ stealthy 
attempts at departure provide further slapstick. As usual. 
Coward inserts a musical interlude: Judith charms Richard
by playing and singing a Tittle French song. It is merely 
a divertissement and of no intrinsic importance to the play.

In reviewing Ha,y Fever when it first appeared in 
1925 critic, Richard Jennings, makes this observation:

22 Somerset Maugham, "Introduction," Bittersweet and 
Other Plays by Noel Coward (New York, 1929). p. vii.
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Coward is immensely assisted by Miss Marie 
Tempost„ whose art seems to link the loosely 
connected episodes of a farce that might have 
been excellent of its kind had he troubled 
to deepen its characterization and prune its 
repetitions„23

Like Krutch„ Jennings recognizes Cowardfs ability 
to link the episodes of farce but he believes Hay Fever 
lacks relevancy due to its one-dimensional characters.
A revival of Hay Fever in 1933 brought a different: assess
ment of its merits as a farce: 1

The degree of distortion is as consistent 
. and the nonsense as purely nonsensical as 
in The Importance of Being Earnest, Wilde's 
play being superior to Coward's in its being 
sprung from a richer fable and in its more 
elaborate verbal pattern. But the proof that 
Hay Fever is in the same class with The 
Importance of Being Earnest and has the same 
rare freedom from emotional alloy lies in the - 
discovery that it does not date. If it had 
pointed an arrow at contemporary manners„ it 
would already have lost its aim; if love, or 
hope or sadness: had, even for a moment, in
truded upon its fooling, there would be parts 
of it already tarnished as poor Lady Windemere's 
Fan; but it is in the highest mood of fantastic 
comedy, deliriously heartless and therefore 
deliciously alive and fresh.24-

In Hay Fever Coward approaches the subject of Bohemia 
versus Philistia with a lighter touch than was evident in 
Fallen Angels. In Fallen Angels Coward strove too hard 
for his comic effects. Peeking around door jambs, excessive

^Bichard Jennings, "The'Theatre," Spectator 
(June 20, 1925)» P'. 1005.

24"Hay Fever," anon. rev., London Times, November 18, 
1933, p. 10.
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bell-ringing„ and identical hats are just a few examples 
of heavy-handed technique. The characters» in their, 
violent, hysterical reactions to each occurrence became 
caricatures of themselves, jumping through hoops on cue.
The situation itself was a forced one: . one woman waiting 
in an apartment for her lover is understandable? two women 
waiting in the same apartment for the same lover is a con
trived and unnatural arrangement in any setting, A week
end in the country was a more natural setting for the action 
than the forced situation that was the basis for the activ
ity in the earlier play. Coward manipulates the characters 
and events in Hay Fever with adroitness and finesse compared 
to the more obvious and strained manipulations in Fallen 
Angels,

Hay Fever emerges from Coward's pen as high farce. 
Fallen Angels, with its cruder slapstick and contrived jokes 
is simple farce, The stock characters in Fallen Angels are 
types: Julia and Jane are distinguished only by their sex?
Saunders, the maid, is the intriguing servant? Fred and 
Willy, the husbands, are the dupes; and Duclos, the gay 
rake. In Hay Fever the character of Judith is well-rounded?, 
but Coward also attributed some distinguishing character
istics to the other characters, thereby progressing from 
the one-dimensional types found in Fallen Angels.

The relation of both plays to real life is slight.
In Fallen Angels the contact with reality,is fleeting, but
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in Hay Fever the environment and the situation; has a degree 
of relevancy. In Hay Fever, although sight gags, slap
stick, and other forms of low comedy are present, it is 
through the inclusion of comic characters, humor, and wit, 
that Coward's play approaches high farce.

Farce Techniques-- in Private Lives and Design
for'Living '

Private Lives and Design for Living reflect the far
cical spirit of Hay Fever; and of all Noel Coward1s comedies 
these two are most closely related to the comedy of manners„ 
Developed during the Restoration, the comedy of manners 
dealt with an introverted group who prided themselves on 
their intellectuality, their sophistication, and their 
savoire vivre. The inhabitants of the constricted world 
portrayed in the comedy of manners were interested in the 
subtleties of relationships and the manner in which these 
relationships were conducted. Sex, and an attempt to ra
tionalize sexual relationships, was a primary topic of 
interest and discussion because the women were brilliant, 
independent, and quite capable of matching their wits against 
the men. . -

The particular distinguishing...feature of :the comedy 
of manners is wit. Essayist William Hazlitt defines wit .. 
as the "eloquence of indifference whose favorite employment 
, . „ is to add littleness to. littleness, and heap contempt



on insignificance by all the arts of petty and. incessant 
warfare,Hazlitt continues by pointing out that wit 
involves surprise as it presents a contrast to our every
day appraisal of things„ Hazlitt contends that wit is a 
voluntary act of the mind, and that true wit does not place 
absurdity in someone or some thing but illustrates and sets 
the absurdity off, It does this not only with an element 
of surprise, but with ingenuity. If wit is to succeed it 
must reveal an element of absurdity that is actually present 
In general, wit is the means of exposing individual eccen
tricities in conflict with the correct view of society.

Joseph Wood Krutch states that in the comedy of
manners "great emphasis is laid on repartee for its own
sake, and upon epigrams propounding an elaborate and system-

26atic code.of immorality."
The -comedy of manners relies on sparkling conversa

tion, wit, and repartee to point out and emphasize the 
foibles of human behavior. The thought behind the comedy 
of manners is based on the principle that it is not the sin 
but the manner of sinning that counts.

The similarity of Coward’s plays, Private Lives and 
Design for Living, to the comedy of manners rests in these

^William Hazlitt, "Introductory: On Wit and Humour,
in Theories of Comedy, ed. Paul Lauter (New York, 1964), p.
275:

26Joseph Wood Krutch, Comedy and Conscience After 
the Bestoration (New York, 1924’), p. T*
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aspects: characters belong to a particular world, sexual
relationships and the discussion of these relationships 
are their primary concern; the women are equal to the men 
in independence and intelligence; and the witty characters 
observe a peculiar code of ethics. Coward directs his wit 
toward a wide range of topics: not only sex but institu
tions, morality, religion, and science are.exposed tohis 
clear sighted wit.

Coward's plots are less complicated than many of 
' the Restoration comedy.of manners. In Private Lives, Coward ■ 
uses coincidences for building the plot structure. Amanda 
Pyrane and her husband, Victor, arrive on the Riviera for 
'•their honeymoon. Elyot Chase, Amanda's former husband, 
arrives in the adjoining suite with his new bride, Sybil. 
After their first surprised encounter, Amanda and Elyot 
quarrel with their respective spouses and leave together 
for an adulterous weekend at Amanda's flat in Paris. The 
second act consists of a duologue in which they alternately 
make love and squabble. A violent argument culminates in 
their, thrashing about on the floor to the horror of Victor 
and Sybil who arrive at this particular moment. Act III is 
preoccupied with Victor and Sybil's attempts to settle the 
awkward situation. In the process they become absorbed in 
a furious quarrel and Amanda and Elyot creep from the room.

Design for Living is also concerned with sexual 
promiscuity; it deals with the inevitable triangle, but a
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variation of the one Coward presented in Fallen Angels.
Design for Living's triangle is la femme, 1'amant, et 1' 
amant. Gilda is the mistress of the struggling artist,
Otto. In his absence she succumbs to their mutual friend 
Leo, a successful playwright. Their happy triangle deterio
rates , Otto rushes off in a rage; and Gilda goes to London 
with Leo. Life with Leo and success begins to pall on 
Gilda as much as had life with Otto and poverty. Otto, 
who. has received some acclaim as an artist, returns unex
pectedly. In Leo's absence, his joyous reunion with Gilda 
comes to its obvious conclusion. In a moment of futility 
Gilda elopes with Ernest, an art dealer and old friend. Two 
years later Otto and Leo invade Gilda1s roost and find her 
bored and restless in her marriage„ Delighting her with 
their foolishness, they reignite the fires between them and 
persuade her to leave Ernest. The play's conclusion is ambig 
uous. The final convulsive laughter of the trio inclines 
the viewer to accept the fact that a menage a trois will be 
their design for living, but this is not conclusive.

Building on coincidences which provide impetus for 
action, Noel Coward uses repetitive quarrels in Private Lives 
Conversation on the balcony leads to an amiable bicker be
tween Sybil and Elyot over Amanda; an amiable bicker ‘between 
.Amanda and Victor over Elyot is repeated on the adjoining 
terrace. The second altercation, when Amanda and Elyot
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attempt to persuade, their respective spouses to depart, 
builds in violence and tempo, The quarrels become a 
counterpoint, one played against another. Laughter results . 
from the ridiculous situation: the carefully arranged honey
moon plans have gone awry. As in .Fallen Angels» Coward 
uses the cocoon-like environment of farce for the action 
in Private Lives, In this case Amanda*s flat is the area 
isolated from the world and from reality. Drama critic,
Homer Woodbridge states that Coward's "comedies represent 
the extreme of abstraction from reality; we are in a world 
where people have absolutely nothing to occupy them except 
the game of sex,"27 This game occupies Amanda and Elyot 
throughout the entire second act as they engage in a battle 
of wits.which finally collapses in the farcical slapstick 
of their rough and tumble brawl, However, in the third act 
the world intrudes on Amanda and Elyot when Sybil and 
Victor arrive and attempt to make Amanda and Elyot face the 
situation. The cocoon-like atmosphere is broken, reality 
replaces abstraction, and in the ensuing discussions, and 
the behavior of the characters, there is contact with real 
life.

In Private Lives and Design for Living the charac
ters are delineated with typical Coward touches: superficial

^Homer E. Woodbridge, "Noel Coward," South Atlantic 
Quarterly. XXXVII (July, 1938), 250. '



prototypes of amoral sophisticates concerned only with their 
private worlds and the gratification of their own desires. 
But Coward, with his Increasing prowess in fleshing out a 
role, has added another dimension to these characters: 
intellectualization. They are members of a particular 
coterie who have a great deal of leisure time, a condition 
which lends itself to cultivating the intellect. Since the 
women are on equal footing with the men in comedy of manners 
and equally intelligent, a battle of wits between the sexes 
is generated. In Private Lives * Amanda and Blyot are inde
pendent, intelligent and witty. This Is revealed in their 
discussions which cover a wide range of subjects, and in the 
articulate rationalizing of their own sexual relationship. 
However, they are also self-centered and selfish, caring for 
nothing but themselves and each other. Neither can live 
without the other for long; nor can they live peacefully to
gether for any length of time, Amanda and Blyot'*s egos 
nurture the intellectuallzlng and their irresponsibility 
fosters their abandoned behavior. Sybil and Victor are the 
dupes of farce and their roles are a contrivance of the play 
wrlght to provide motivation for the conduct of Amanda and 
Blyot.

In Design for Living the three principals are artists 
Otto is a painter, Leo is a playwright., and Gilda is an 
interior decorator. Their display of artistic temperament
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reflects their viewpoint of life which is similar to that 
of Amanda and Elyot* However, .they have "broader horizons 
to occupy them and additional complications to cope with 
so their view of life is more intense and serious, Leo and 
Otto are similar in their dispositions and characters: 
artistic, intelligent, sensitive, inclined to flippancy 
but inherently sentimental,. It is in Gilda that Coward has 
created one of his most fully conceived characters. She is 
intelligent as well as worldly, and compassionate as well as 
acerbic. She has no illusions about herself and recognizes 
that her ambivalent feelings'toward Otto and Leo have caused 
them all pain. Her self-understanding and recognition that 
she does not like herself too much as a woman., is cogently 
expressed to their friend, Ernest,.- early in the play when 
she says:

It humiliates me to the dust to think that I can go 
so far, clearly and Intelligently, keeping faith . . 
with my own standards— which are not. female standards 
at all— preserving a certain decent integrity, not 
using any tricks; then suddenly, something happens, 
a spark is struck and down I go into the mud!
Squirming with archness, being aloof and desirable, 
consciously alluring, snatching and grabbing, 
evading and surrendering, dressed and painted for 
victory. An object of strange contempt!28

Gilda expresses her awareness, as well as that of Leo and 
Otto, of their peculiar situation and the problems it in
volves when she states:

Noel Coward, Play Parade (London, 1953), I, 4-2. 
(All subsequent quotations from Design for Living are from 
this source.)
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Leave us to grapple with the consequences» my 
dear. We1 re bound to have a bad time every now 
and then, but, at least, we know it. We're aware 
of a whole lot of things« Look at us clearly as 
human beings, rather peculiar human beings, I 
grant you, and don't be prejudiced by our lack of 
social grace (p. 12).

Ernest, who Gilda neatly dockets when she remarks, "It's
very funny that underneath all your worldly wisdom you're
nothing but a respectable little old woman in a, jet
bonnet (pp. 8-9)," plays an essential role in Design for
Living. He represents the norm of society against which
the trio rails and refuses to conform. Ernest tries to make
his point,' in vain,, in the final argument in the play: .

Gilda: We shall have to live and die our own way.
•No one else's way is any good, we don't 
fit.

Ernest: No, you don't, you don't, and you never will.
Your values are false and distorted.

Gilda: Only from your point of view.
Ernest: From the point of view of anyone who has the

slightest sense of decency.
Leo: We have our own decencies. We have our own

ethics. Our lives are ,a different shape 
from yours (pp. 109-110).

Hazlitt says, "We weep at what thwarts or exceeds our
desires in serious matters: we laugh at what only dis-

20appoints our expectation in trifles." / Seriousness is the 
certain weight of interest attached or stress upon expecta
tion; the laughable, or comic, is the relaxation of this

^Hazlitt, "Introductory: On Wit and Humor," p.. 263.



stress„ In Private Lives Coward examines such topics as 
conventions» morality and science. In themselves these sub
jects are worthy of serious consideration. Coward treats 
these subjects in a ludicrous manner. Ludicrous, according
to Aristotle, "consists in some defect or ugliness which

10is not painful or destructive,"^ In Coward's plays the 
violation of certain social conventions does not lead to 
painful or destructive consequences for the characters: 
there are no serious consequences. Hence, the character’s 
behavior is ludicrous in his reaction toward social con
ventions and the. stress placed on serious matters is relaxed.
"A world unto themselves, they laugh at moral codes, at
religion, at science, and at all the conventions which seem

31so essential to the rest of civilized humanity..
In Private Lives, Amanda and Elyot, now settled in 

Amanda’s flat, express their views on conventional behavior: 
Amanda: It’s nice, isn’t it?
Elyot: Strangely peaceful. It’s an awfully bad

reflection on our characters. We ought to 
be absolutely tortured with conscience.

Amanda: We are, every now and then.
Elyot: Not nearly enough (p. 218).

20Aristotle, Poetics, in Aristotle’s Theory of Poetry 
and Fine Art, trans. S. H, Butehor (New York, 1951)* P. 21.

•^Rose'Snider, "Satire in the Comedies of Congreve, 
Sheridan, Wilde, and Coward," Maine Bulletin, XL (August, 
1937), 116.
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They are anormal because they refuse to take the accepted, 
view of conventional behavior seriously. This is wittily 
elaborated upon in the following exchange:.

Amanda: You mustn't be unreasonable, I was only
trying to stamp out the memory of you, I 
expect your affairs well outnumbered mine 
anyhow,

Elyot: That is a little different. I'm a man,
Amanda: Excuse me a moment while I get a cara.way

biscuit and change my crinoline,
Elyot: It doesn't suit women to be promiscuous.
Amanda: It doesn't suit men for women to be pro

miscuous (p. 221),
Amanda's pithy retort reveals a. clear-sighted view of her
behavior and society's reaction to her disregard of convention.
It is a high form of comedy because her retort involves
thought, reflection, and analysis, Krutch's assertion that
the comedy of manners is dependent upon an "elaborate and
systematic, code of immorality" is borne out by the excuses
Amanda and Elyot make for themselves:

Amanda: Do you realize that we're living in sin?
Elyot: Not according to Catholics, Catholics don't

recognize divorce. We're married as much as 
ever we were. ' ;

Amanda: Yes, dear, but we're not Catholics. .
Elyot: Never mind, it's nice to think they'd sort

of back us up. We were married in the eyes 
of Heaven and we still are.

Amanda: We may be all right in the eyes of Heaven, but
we look like being in a hell of a mess socially 
(p. 219).
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Amanda and Elyot are comic because in their witty observa
tions on marriage they are laughing at themselves„ They are 
ridiculous because they allowed the imposition of the arti- ■ 
ficial laws of marriage and divorce to impinge on.the 
natural behavior of sex; hence the artificiality of high, 
comedy. The circumstances or aspects.of . sex with which 
Amanda and Elyot are dealing cannot be really coped with 
this way in real life, Amanda and Elyot8s recognition that 
they are ridiculous is clearly stated:

Elyot: All the.futile moralists, who try to make life
unbearable„ Laugh at them, Be flippant.
Laugh at everything* all their sacred shibbo
leths, Flippancy brings out the acid in 
their damned sweetness and light,

Amanda: If I laugh at everything* I must laugh at us
too,

Elyot: Certainly you must. We're figures of fun, all
right (p. 232)„

A dig at the prelude to marriage, the honeymoon, is 
voiced by Amanda when she says, "Honeymooning is' a very 
overrated amusement" (p. 19^)» and it is made even more 
laughable by this exchange between Amanda and Victor:

Victor: I couldn't love you more than I do now,
Amanda: Oh, dear, I did hope our honeymoon was

going to be progressive (p, 191),
Science is given a tongue-in-cheek examination:

Elyot: Would you be young always? If you could
choose?

Amanda: No, I don't think so, not if it meant having
awful bull’s glands popped into me.
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Elyot: Cows for you* dear. Bulls for me.
Amanda: We certainly live in a marvelous age ( p.226).

In Private Lives there are numerous examples of the "repartee 
for its own sake" of which Krutch spoke. The subject of 
bad manners is the basis for one instance of this verbal 
sparring:

Elyot: I'm awfully sorry, Sybil.
Victor: It's easy enough to be sorry.
Elyot: On the contrary* I find it exceedingly

difficult. I seldom regret anything.
This is a, rare and notable exception* a 
sort of red-letter day. We must all make 
the most of it (p. 2^5),

Amanda’s comment on gentlemanly behavior elicits this retort:
Amanda: I’ve been brought up to believe that it’s

beyond the pale for a man to strike a woman,
Elyot: A very poor tradition. Women should be

struck regularly, like gongs (p. 246).
Noel Coward’s dialogue throughout Private Lives ex

hibits true wit because he does not place absurdity in the 
person or the thing upon which he comments. Coward views 
the absurdities of marriage, religion, science» and social 
conventions and illustrates and sets off these absurdities 
in an ingenious and striking way. American playwright,
Edward Albee states: "Mr. Coward writes dialogue as well as
any man going; it is seemingly effortless, surprising in
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the most wonderfully surprising places, and ’true1—  
very, very true,11

The subjects of the conventions of morality, the 
Institution of marriage, and the progress of science sub- 
jegated to witty verbalism in Private Lives are further 
treated in Design for Living, However, Design for Living 
expresses a more serious point of view on social con
ventions than that aired by Amanda and Elyot in Private 
Dives, Otto in Design for Living makes a lengthy argument 
for flaunting the rules when he says:

We are different. Our lives are diametrically 
opposed to ordinary social conventions; and 
it's, no use grabbing at those conventions to 
hold us up when we find, we’re in'deep water.
We've jilted them and eliminated them, and 
we’ve got to find our own solutions for our 
peculiar moral problems . , , according to a 
certain code, the whole situation's degrading 
and always has been, . The Methodists wouldn't 
approve of us, and the Catholics wouldn't 
either; and the Evangelists and the Episcopalians 
and the .Anglicans and the Christian Scientists 
, » , according to their lights, we were loose- 
living, irreligious unmoral degenerates, „ „.,
But the whole point, is, it's none of their 

• business, We're not doing any harm to anyone 
else. We’re not peppering the world with ille
gitimate children. The only people we could 
possibly mess up are ourselves, and that's our 
lookout (p. 58).

Coward continues his affirmation regarding unconventional
behavior, "the whole point is, it’s none of their business^"
in a comical exchange between Miss Hodge and Otto, After he

-^Albee» "Introduction" to Three Plays, p. 6,
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has spent the night with Gilda, Otto confronts Miss Hodge 
in Leo * s pajamas and dressing gown. He asks for Gllda, 
After informing Otto that Gilda has gone out, Miss Hodge • 
can no longer restrain herself:

Miss Hodge: A pretty thing!
Otto: I beg your pardon?
Miss Hodge:. I said, "A pretty thing" and I mean "A 

pretty thing"—-nice goings on!
Otto: (Amiably) Very nice, thank you,
Miss Hodge: I’m- a respectable woman„
Otto:
Miss Hodge: 

Otto:
Miss Hodge: 
Otto:
Miss Hodge: 
Otto:

Miss Hodge: 
Otto:

Never mind,
I don't mind a little fun every now and 
then among friends, but I do draw the 
line at looseness I
You're making a mistake. Miss » Miss 
Me name's 8Odge,
You're making a mistake. Miss Odge,
'Ow do you mean?
You are making a mistake in daring to 
disapprove of something that has nothing 
to do with you whatever, .
(Astounded) Well, I never!
Please go away and mind your own business
(pp. 68-69).

Miss Hodge represents the serious, normal view of acceptable 
behavior in order for Coward to display.the .anormal view 
of Otto and Gilda. In Act I, Gilda has a long serious speech
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In which she explains her theories against marriage. In 
Act II, her views develop into the joke:

Gilda: I shouldn't feel cozy, married! It would
upset my moral principles.

Leo: Doesn' t .the eye of Heaven mean anything to
you?

Gilda; Only- when it winks!
Leo; God'knows, it ought to wink at our marriage (p. 34) 

As in Private Lives, Coward derives humor from the 
topic of science when Gilda remarks, "Everything's glandular.
I read a book about it the other day. Ernest, if you only 
realized what was going on inside you, you'd be bitterly 
offended (p. 7).11

In satirizing his critics Coward used phrases such 
as'"daring, dramatic, witty, disgusting," phrases which 
have been applied,to his plays in the past. When Leo re
acts to "thin," Gilda soothes him with the observation,
"You mustn't let your vibrations be upset by the Daily 
Mirror. It means to be kind. That's why one looks at 
the pictures (p. 31)."

Coward examines seriously the value of success in 
Design for Living. In the first act Gilda reacts to Leo's 
newly acquired affluence with loud laughter; she only hopes 
success will not change him. As Leo does begin to react 
to the adulation of the public, Gilda becomes somewhat 
embittered and says to Otto; "You can't blame me for
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love.best (p. ^2)." When Gilda feels that neither Otto or 
Leo need her any longer because of their'achievements, she 
leaves. This triggers the drunk scene in which Leo. de
livers a tirade on the subject:

Letfs make the most of the whole business, shall 
we? Let's be photographed and interviewed and 
pointed at at restaurants! Let's play the game 
for what it's worth, secretaries and fur coats 
and de-luxe suites on transatlantic liners at 
minimum rates I Don't let's, allow one shabby pre- . 
requisite to slip through our fingers! It's 
what we dreamed many years ago and now it's 
within our reach. Let's cash in, Otto, and see 
how much we lose by it. . . . Success in twenty 
lessons! Each one more, bitter than the last!
More and better success! Louder and funnier 
success! (p. 76),

Though this speech infers that success provides less 
happiness than one might expect, it does not make a, defi
nite statement for or against it. Are the advantages, as 
Leo lists them, worth the price? Is the lack of privacy 
and the loss of those one loves worth the pleasures that 
money can buy and the applause of the crowd? These are 
questions Coward leaves unanswered.

The purpose of wit is to shed light on problems and 
raise questions; therefore, wit does not provide answers 
but only exposes and points out absurdities.

Despite the more serious overtones of. Design for 
Living it is evident, through the foregoing quotations, 
that Coward's wit and humor continue to enliven and
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penetrate the situations„ Coward has not abandoned his 
light touch. This is apparent in the repartee. After Leo's 
play has a successful .opening, Leo is questioned by an 
interviewer:

Mr. Birbeck: Do you think the talkies will kill
the theater?

Leo: No. I think they111 kill the talkies.
During a moment of idle conversation, Leo remarks:

Leo": ! remember a friend of mine called
Mrs. Purdy being very upset once when 
her house in Dorset fell into the sea,

Grace: How terrible I
Leo: Fortunately, Mr. Purdy happened to be

in it at the time (p. 9̂ ).
Coward neglects his customary use of music in Design 

for Living, but music is the cause of the initial confronta
tion of Amanda and Elyot in Private Lives; music underlines 
the humor in the farcical coincidence of the honeymoons.
Elyot is already seated on the terrace as Amanda enters 
so neither sees the other. When the music commences, both - 
react to the familiar tune; Amanda's shock at hearing Elyot 
sing is topped by Elyot's when she, pretending ignorance of 
his presence, also begins to sing. "(At the end of the 
song she turns slowly, and faces him.) Amanda: Thoughtful
of them to play that, wasn't it? (p. 197)" The music, which 
has a sentimental attachment for Amanda and Elyot accelerates
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their reaffirmation of love. The melody has been playing 
continually while they attempt small talk. Elyot finally 
comments:

Elyot: Nasty, insistent little tune,
Amanda: Extraordinary how potent cheap music is

(p. 209). The music triggers a flood of reminiscence 
which leads to Amanda and Elyot8s precipitous flight.
Music provides the method of reconciliation after one of 
their quarrels; music is the background for Amanda and 
Elyot1s repartee and digs at society while they are dancing. 
As music introduced the first loud laugh, music is also the 
device utilized to instigate the slapstick concluding the 
second act: Amanda and Elyot1s argument, whether there shall
not be music, is settled when Amanda cracks a record over 
Elyotf s head and their brawl begins.

Elements of low farce in Private Lives are found in 
quarreling* noisemaking, and mimicring. Here the foolish
ness of man is revealed as both Amanda and Elyot gradually 
lose their self-control and scream accusations and insults 
at each.other with increasing intensity throughout the second 
act. Mimicry of the social set's conversation provides a 
good"joke, while the dead silence following a quarrel, and 
Amanda and Elyot*s behavior in the interval, are entertain
ing sight gags. The horseplay involved In Elyot*s struggle 
to make love to Amanda is a mild form of slapstick; and the 
noise, of their quarrelsome exchanges, the loud ring of the
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noisiness of farce.„ This noisiness reaches its peak in the 
slapstick of the big fight.

The elements of.low farce interwoven.#ith sophisti
cated wit form the main structure of Private Lives and 
Design for Living. Criticizing this technique of play-
writing* George Jean Nathan states that Coward, by "dress-

" ■■ ■ ' 33'ing it /wit/ up in the drawing room style’1̂ .has tricked
the audience into believing that' what. they , hear is sophisti
cated wit instead of vaudeville: humor. Nathan follows this 
contention with an analysis of Coward's technique of farce - 
which he believes has its basis in the low comedy of spec
tacle, or vaudeville routines; however, Nathan overlooks 
Coward’s display of wit for, as drama critic Raymond 
Mortimer says about Private. Lives, "there, are, of course,
brilliant scenes, touches of subtle wit, and effective

... 3k ■pieces of 1 theatre ’,t,y
Coward uses laughter, shouting, quarrels, and ring-.

ing telephones to contribute to the noise of farce in .'
Design for Living.. The telephone is the basis for some of
the funniest jokes. To avoid celebrity seekers and nuisances
in general, Leo disguises his voice when answering the

-^George Jean Nathan, Passing Judgements (New York, 
1935 )V P. 147.

3k •v Raymond Mortimer, "Plays and Pictures,11 New States
man, September 27, 1930. P* 65.
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telephone and takes messages for himself. He and Gilda 
prevail upon Miss Hodge, their untidy Cockney maid, to 
answer the phone and take messages, thereby saving Gilda 
the necessity of inventing social lies and Leo the theatrics. 
Miss Hodge’s first attempt at this mission is a complete 
failure.. By the time she reaches the phone, the calling 
party has hung up; the second time it rings she fails to 
materialize at all; the third time she appears, surprisingly, 
at once';

(They sit silent while she answers it.)
Miss Hodge: (At telephone) ’Alio! ’Alio - yes

(she holds out the telephone to Leo)
- ’Ere, it’s for you.

Leo; (Hopelessly) Dear God! (He takes it
and Miss Hodge gpes out) (p. 39),

The reversal of expectation makes this funny; Otto’s imper
sonation of Leo on the telephone is another joke.

The use of low spectacle or slapstick is most effective 
in the drunk scene between Otto and Leo, and in their vaude
ville type routine early in Act III, Ernest's bellicose 
reaction to the taunts of Leo and Otto culminates in one of 
the oldest of all bits of farcical business: taking a prat
fall. Uninspired as It sounds, it rarely fails to amuse 
for, as Bergson has pointed out: : .

Through lack of elasticity, through absentminded
ness and a kind of physical obstinancy, as a 
result, in fact, of rigidity or. of momentum, the 
muscles continued to perform the same- movement
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when the circumstances of the case called for 
something else. That is the reason of the r
man's fall, and also of the people's laughter.^

As a play Private Lives does not seem pointless within
the confines in which Coward chose to operate. He has
selected a specific milieu for his setting? and on the
social scale he has characters representative of the upper
classes. Though Private Lives makes no attempt to preach,
the characters do make observations on such universalities
as morality and religion. Though these are.expressed
within the limits of an artificial atmosphere and the
reflections scarcely- encompass every area of serious •
thought (nor does Coward pretend to) they are relevant in
•what they do say. As Stanley R, Ashby notes, "scope has
nothing to do with validity, and artificiality Is not
always inconsistent with realism,"36

Many critics reacted favorably to Private Lives, 
among them Otis Chatfield-Taylor, who in 1931 pointed out: 
"Private Lives shows Mr, Coward, as an author, to have an 
uncommonly fine eye and ear for humorous, farcical if you 
like, situations and lines which are amazingly true to life 
at the same time."37

35Bergson, Laughter, p. 9.
36stanley R. Ashby, "Foreword," to "Satire in the 

Comedies of Congreve, Sheridan, Wilde, and Coward,by 
Rose Snider, in Maine Bulletin, XL (August, 1937), iv,

37otis Chatfield-Taylor, "The Theatre," Outlook and 
Independent, February 11, 1931, p. 23^. -
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Almost - four decades later a revival of Private Lives

received a mixed reaction from the ■ critics„ Commonweal
drama critic, John Heidenry, stated:

Act One of Private Lives is high art. It is a 
theater of manners, of perfectly elegant nonsense.
It has poise, wit, and Noel Coward's English, which 
is better than the king's: pompously aristocratic,
filled with aphoristic de.ja .vu and a gossipy brilli-. 
ance . „ . but Act Two is low art, and the last 
makes one a Christian, Such wretched bad taste » » . 
in this play one has anticipated too much of the 
farce, been sustained with too little intelligence 1 
and truth? and departs, . . . feeling forlorn and 
vacant . . .. that this play has got unanimously 
good notices and will no doubt for a long time 
attract large crowds shows that most of us still 
live, in an aesthetic adolescence dating back to . ■

. perhaps 1930.-̂ °
Newsweek drama critic Jack Kroll made some interest

ing. observations about Private Lives:
How good to really.laugh, as a civilized person 
wants to and ought to, through the wit and skill 
of another civilized person who has the gift to 
shape the malocclusions of life into the pleasing, 
fantastical shapes of high comedy. "Private Lives" 
is a very funny play .'. . , and it is a, very interest- 

. ing play? it is almost as much fun to think about it, 
about the 20's for which it is such a fitting vale
dictory, about comedy and the problem of seriousness 
and social relevance, about the remarkable "conjuror,11 
as an early critic called him, who wrote it . . . 
the key to . . , Coward . » ■. lies perhaps .in the 
title of his 1930 masterpiece. The sense of privacy, 
of the right to be and do what one wishes,, and to 

■ enjoy among other things the inevitable pain that 
ensues, lies beneath the equivocalness of Coward's 
social attitudes.39

-^John Heidenry, "The Stage," Commonweal, January 9, 
1970, p. 409,

-^Jack Kroll, "Lost World," Newsweek, December 15, 
1969, P. 117,
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Kroll notes that Private Lives is high comedy^ that it does 
contain seriousness of thought, and that it had relevancy 
to life in the thirties as it does now in the seventies„
The "right to be and do as one wishes" is seemingly, as 
Kroll points out, one of the basics of Coward's philosophy; 
certainly Coward expresses that attitude in both Private 
Lives and Design for Living,

Due to its fluctuations between the seemingly serious 
moments and .the dizzy ones of farce, Design for Living drew 
a mixed reaction from the audiences and critics, alike„ The 
play's failure to reach a definite solution to the problems 
of the triangle disturbed and displeased the public,^0 The 
reactions of the critics were varied also. American critic, 
Brooks. Atkinson, declined to take the philosphisizing in the 
play seriously. Atkinson wrote; .

When Design for Living sounds serious, you wish 
impatiently that Mr. Coward would cut the cackle 
and come to the main business, which is his 
brand of satire comedy. He touches that off with 
■ remarkable dexterity: Otto and Leo drinking
themselves into silly merriment after Gilda has 
left them. Otto and Leo striding pompously 
around Gilda*s penthouse in the last act. The 
fluff of worldly success and the vaudeville of 
telephone conversations suit Mr. Coward's skimming 
pen exactly. When he is in an impish mood, which 
is most of the time, he is enormously funny,41

Coward, Play Parade, I, xvi.
^Brooks Atkinson, "Design for Living,11' New York 

.Times, January 25, 1933» p. 13.
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Private Lives and Design for Living deal with sexual 

relationships and sexual promiscuity. Coward's approach to 
the subject of sex in these plays reveals his increasingly 
sophisticated manner; it also reflects a tasteful touch. 
Through this sophistication coupled with good taste» Coward 
has skilfully avoided allowing either play to degenerate 
into"the bawdiness of merely vulgar bedroom farce. In
stead, both plays assume some of the characteristics of 
the comedy of manners and move into the realm of high 
comedy.

This similarity to the comedy of manners is apparent 
in the milieu of the plays, the wit and verbal sparring, 
and the manner in which the sexual relationships are con
ducted. High comedy deals with intellectual behavior; 
as this involves thought, high comedy provides wit of the 
highest order.

The characters of Amanda and Elyot in Private,Lives 
are more fully realized than those in Fallen Angels and 
Hay Fever because of the background Coward provides them 
mostly by self"revelations through intellectualizing. . In 
Private Lives, however. Coward continues the use of a stock 
type of farce, the dupe, represented by Victor and Sybil. 
Coward manages to abandon this stereotype in Design for 
Living. In the latter play Coward has invested Gilda, in 
particular, and Leo. and Otto with more depth than he has
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attributed to any of his previous characterizations. The 
situations in Private Lives and Design for Living are some
what remote from reality.; they are in opposition to what is 
considered normality. Amanda and. Elyot1s flight in Private 
Lives deviates from acceptable behavior and Design for 
Living is even further removed from the norm. Nevertheless„ 
the plays do have some relevancy to life. Not, primarilys 
in the initial situation, but through the reactions of the 
individual characters to specific incidents.

In Private Lives and Design for Living Coward com
bined' elements of low farce with the artificiality of the 
comedy of manners. Witty characters perform sight gags 
and slapstick; although they are humorous characters, Seri
ous subjects receive ludicrous treatment, ideas are explored., 
and witty comments expose, absurdities. Coward1s technique 
of farce does not fit into a ready-made purist's mold but 
fits into a mold containing all forms of comedy.



CHAPTER 3

CONCLUSIONS

Faroe is a low form of comedy which employs buf
foonery, slapstick, and sight gags in addition to an out
landish situation and a series of events' which are devised 
to raise laughter at the.expense of probability. As a 
rule, the plot of farce is a mere skeletal frame on which 
the initial situation is structured. Within this structure 
the individual episodes occur. These episodes are generally 
linked together with threads of jealousy and romance; 
and this link provides the motivation for the action. The 
action can be based on a serious falling out of events as 
in Fallen Angels, incongruous situations as in Hay Fever, 
coincidences as. in Private Lives or reversals dealing with 
anormallty in actual events as in Design for Living.

Action represents rather low order of comedy and it 
includes chases, quarrels, posturing, awkwardness, or any 
physical activity that Would seem out of place in a normal 
society. In farce, action is the primary method of exposing 
.anormal. or ridiculous behavior. The characters in farce 
become victims of the action; their reactions make them 
laughable,

. 84
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Generally, farce reveals very little about character 

because farce- frequently lacks relevance to real life. This 
lack of contact with reality is due to the outlandish 
situations in which the characters are placed. Though it 
is generally conceded that the. characters in "farce are one. 
dimensional, characterization may be developed in varying 
degrees of depth. By sight gags which assist in establish
ing a character's visual appearance, and slapstick which 
reveals some individual physical deportment, a superficial 
view of a character is presented. This view can be enlarged 
by the use of language and voice tone. Concerning character, 
Alan R, Thompson states:

In a play character.seldom exists apart from plot 
and is known by action . . . traits and mannerisms 
are the mere surface signs of a character, and 
unless we see also the motives that drive him we 
have but the sketchiest notion of his naturec 
They are often vivid and amusing, and Indeed are 
constantly employed in farce to amuse, but in _
themselves do not constitute full characterization.

Characterization is more complete when certain inclinations
or personality traits are revealed, It makes a richer comic
situation when the inner life of a character is represented
through anormal behavior. A full characterization depends
on thought which reveals the character's kinship to other
men; simultaneously, his differences are exposed. In farce 
  : —

•IAlan Reynolds Thompson, The Anatomy of Drama 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1946), pp. 272-273.
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this combination, kinship and separation, provides humor: 
the character becomes humorous.

Ideas, which are the essence of wit can be, and are
on occasion, incorporated into farce. The elegance of
language and wit may elevate farce to a high degree of
comedy but farce's lack of substance or relevancy may deny
it the values assigned to high comedy. Professor Thompson
contends that "farce and high comedy are allies, both
fostering the detached spirit of amused observation, both

2arch enemies of sentiment and identifying sympathy,11 When 
Coward took the basic form of farce and embellished it with 
humorous characters and witty lines, his plays approached 
the realm of high comedy,

Noel Coward1s chief purpose in writing was to enter- 
tain. Though he has written some serious plays,.the bulk 
of his work is comedy. In his plays Coward mirrored his 
own social life. The country home, the Riviera, flats in 
Paris and London, and- a penthouse in New York.were all 
environments familiar to him. The restless wives, the idle 
rich, retired actresses, preoccupied novelists, and Bohemian 
artists were not just types to Coward; he counted the models 
for these characters among his friends. His representation 
of them was "true,11 as Albee says, because he knew and 
understood these people. Coward1s plays reflected a

2Ibid., p. 220.
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particular aspect of the times:- the higher strata of so
ciety where money was of no concern and life was seemingly 
devoted to indulgence and pleasure. In Fallen Angels and. 
Private Lives Coward$s characters could be considered syno
nymous with the "Bright Young People"; and in Hay Fever 
the characters were synonymous with Bohemianism.

Using specific backgrounds. Coward invested.:his'plays - 
with substance as. well as trivia. In considering some of 
the issues of the time his plays also had some relevance to 
reality despite the apparent remoteness of their theme. In 
Fallen Angels Coward contrasted the outwardly assured appear
ance of the characters with their inner emptiness; and the 
Bohemianism of the characters in Hay Fever and.Design .for 
Living -Coward utilized to ridicule conformity. In Private 
Lives conventions, morality, and science were examined and 
found, if not lacking worth in their premises, at least laugh
able in the standards they attempted to impose. The abandon
ment of old standards for new freedoms, and the idealization 
of hedonism that was so prevalent in the twenties and thirties 
is insouciantly recreated by Coward in his plays.

The progression of Coward1s technique of farce from 
Fallen Angels through Design for Living reflects develop
ments in his style. In Fallen Angels; he used all the devices 
and effects of farce: the theme was sex, the situation was
outlandish, the characters were stock, and the dialogue



more wisecracks than wit. Repetition, posturing, sight gags, 
and. slapstick were employed in abundance; and the cocoon
like setting removed the action from reality. In Hay Fever 
Coward exercised a lighter touch by avoiding the contrived 
situation of Fallen Angels. He eliminated the stereotypes 
and stock characters of the earlier play and developed a 
truly comic character in Judith. As a result of Judith's 
behavior, situations could be developed more humorously.
With the addition of more effective diction the harangues 
became more articulate and the insults were couched in clever 
language. ■ Undercuttings, irrelevancies, and understatements 
added to the humor; and the wit was more incisive and pointed 
than in Fallen Angels, Repetition was more skilfully 
employed by Coward and when he combined it with Verbal 
triviality and humorous behavior the result was a highly 
comic moment. In reviewing.Coward’s plays, John Raymond 
notes this talent.:..

Coward is the grand master of verbal triviality.
. He has never been one to turn the cliche inside 
out; his art consists rather in piling cliche 
on cliche unt^l the total banal effect makes its 
comic impact."'

Hay Fever had more relevancy to life but Coward retained the 
sight gags and slapstick of low farce.

. ^John Raymond, "Play, Orchestra, Play!," New States
man, October 25, 1958» p. 563.
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In Private Lives and Design for Living the relevancy 

to life is even greater because implicit in the plays is 
Coward's philosophy, "the right to be and do as one wishes." 
These two plays are similar to comedy of manners where / 
intellectuality, wit, sophistication, and the "manner" of 
behavior are the primary considerations„ Characterization 
is more developed because, as Alan R„ Thompson points out, 
they are not only revealed by their traits and mannerisms 
and the motives that drive them, but through intellectuali- 
zation they reveal themselves„

Coward continues his use of the quarrel as slapstick 
in Private Lives and his use of drunkenness for the same 
purpose in Design for Living, In Private Lives he again 
uses stock characters; however, in Design for Living stock 
characters are eliminated. Coward1s technique of farce 
became refined to the point where it was no longer confined 
merely to the genre but had become incorporated into all 
of his comedies,

The revival of Hay Fever by the National Theatre 
Company in England under the aegis of Sir Lawrence Olivier 
in 196L, with the author as director, initiated a resurgence 
of enthusiasm for Coward’s works which has continued to the 
present, the current revival of Private Lives having received 
the New York Drama Critics’ award as the best revival of



90
the 1969-70 season/1" "Usually, when a playwright dies, 
his work goes into a kind of instant oblivion from which it 
emerges after ten or fifteen years to enjoy renaissance 
and rediscovery. It is curiously typical of Coward that he 
should have gone through this process and remained alive, 
at the end of it."5

'̂Henry Hewes, "Theatre 1970," Saturday Review, June 
13, 1970, p. 20.

^Horley, A Talent to Amuse, p. 409.
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