PLAYING FOR TIME

A contemplation in one-act for two players

by Kim Flintoff

Scene:  A stage as viewed from backstage (not the wings – but literally the back of the stage).  House curtain is down – the space has a toolbox, a set of blueprints, various pieces of timber and some odds and ends of furniture.   Over a chair is draped a woollen cloak and a hat with a large feather (peacock feather).  Resting on a table is a walking stick or ornate cane.  Also on the set is a miniature set model to scale that is exactly as described above.

Enter two set builders – dressed typically as workers wearing overalls, boots, etc.  They set about arranging their tools and begin constructing the set; which they continue to do throughout the scene.  As they work they find that nothing needs to be cut, nor do they need to hammer any nails or move anything from its position… strangely everything seems to be exactly as the model and plans indicate.  This must not affect them.

Man 1:  (sits and lights a cigarette) You’ve never told me how you ended up working in this place.

Man 2:  (pausing from work) Stage mother.

Man 1:  (slightly taken aback) A what?!

Man 2:  A stage mother.  A stage… you know the sort… they want to see their kid in show biz.   So, they push the kid into acting classes, beautiful baby contests and the rest of it….  Well, my mum did all that… and here I am today… on the stage. (Longish expectant pause)  Well?

Man 1:  Well… what?

Man 2:  Well… aren’t you going to tell me your tale of woe?

Man 1:  Oh, of course.  I’m sorry.  (He pauses and reflects, reminisces) My dad wanted to see me follow in his footsteps on the boards.   He always used to say, “ Son, you could do a lot worse than working on the stage – I know young people today think they’re better than their elders – but it’s work that someone has to do.  So face facts, times are hard and jobs aren’t easy to come by.   You’re grandfather, my old dad, worked on the stage, and I saw the benefits in taking over from him…  you know son,” he’d say, “I don’t want to push, but I’d be dead proud if I could see you follow on in that tradition.”  So I did.  Stayed on in the family business.  And if truth be told, I wouldn’t look back nowadays – I’ve been a part of some of the most important developments in the theatre.

Man 2:  You’re right there! (Nodding agreement)  I wouldn’t trade places with any of my old mates.  I’ve seen some magnificent productions over the years.

Man 1:  Too true, my friend.  (Looks about cautiously) Tell me, what do you think of this latest one though, I don’t really know what to make of it.

Man 2:  It’s a strange one alright.

Man 1:  It gets me… this new wave of plays – they’ve got no respect for the old ways.  That fellow… Stog.. Spock…  ah… Stoppard… yeah, he really knew how to do it.   Remember that scene in Ros and Guil?

Man 2:  Rosencrantz and Guildernstern are Dead?

Man 1 nods

Man 2:  Which scene do you mean?

Man 1:  You know… Ros and Guil have been tossing coins and heads have come up about 6 million times – (chuckles at the irony of probability) – against all odds… and they are talking about the mathematical impossibility of it when this troupe of actors turns up and starts talking to them.

Man 2:  Oh yeah (rises and gets the cane) Rosencrantz says “My name is Guildernstern, and this is Rosencrantz” He pauses and thinks “I’m sorry, his name is  Guildernstern and I’m Rosencrantz.”

Man 1:  (stands up and gets the cloak, puts it about his shoulders) And the head of the actors says “A pleasure.  We’ve played to bigger, of course, but quality counts for something.  I recognised you at once –“

Man 2:  (as Ros) And who are we?

Man 1: (as Player)  - as fellow artists.

Man 2:  I thought we were gentlemen.

Man 1:  For some of us it is performance, for others it is patronage.  They are two sides of the same coin, or, let us say, being as there are so many of us, the same side of two coins.  Don’t clap too loudly – it’s a very old world.

Man 2:  What is your line?

Man 1:  Tragedy, sir.  Deaths and disclosures, universal and particular, denouements both unexpected and inexorable, transvestite melodramas on all levels including the suggestive.  We transform you into a world of intrigue and illusion… clowns, if you like, murderers – we can do you ghosts and battles, on the skirmish level, heroes, villains, tormented lovers – set pieces in the poetic vein; we can do you rapiers or rape or both, by all means faithless wives and ravished virgins – flagrante delicto at a price, but that comes under realism for which there are special terms.  Getting warm am I?

Man 2:  Well, I don’t know…

Man 1:  It costs a little to watch, and little more if you happen to get caught up in the action, if that’s your taste and times being what they are.

Man 2:  What are they?
Man 1:  Indifferent.

Man 2:  Bad?

Man 1:  Wicked.  Now what precisely is your pleasure?  (as himself dropping the role of the Player)  then he presents his actors to Rosencrantz and says (returning to role) There!  See anything you like? 

Man 2:  What do they do?

Man 1:  Let your imagination run riot.  They are beyond surprise.

Man 2:  And how much?

Man 1:  To take part?

Man 2:  To watch.

Man 1:  Watch what?

Man 2:  A private performance.

Man 1:  How private?

Man 2:  Well, there are only two of us.  Is that enough?

Man 1:  For an audience, disappointing.  For voyeurs about average.

Man 2:  (removing costume and returning it to its set position) You don’t find many nowadays that do things like that.

Man 1:  That’s for sure.  (Returns the cane)  But, I’m still a bit worried about this one.  (He indicates the model of the set)

Man 2:  Oh, well.  I suppose it’s better doing this than some of those horrible rep companies in the suburbs.  But, you’re right.  This crowd will probably be pretty confused (points to the other side of the house curtain towards an audience)

Man 1:  (looks through the curtain –looks somewhat amazed) Who are they?

Man 2:  The audience… you do mean this lot don’t you?
Man 1:  Of course… who else would I mean?

Man 2:  How the hell would I know what you mean?

Man 1:  Fair enough.  Anyways, what are they – (sarcastically) and I do mean them out there – doing?

Man 2:  They’ve probably turned up to see a piece of theatre – that’s what I’d think – they’re probably expecting to see a play.

Man 1:  What?  You mean this play?  (Indicates the model)

Man 2:  I’m not sure… but I’d say that’s about the size of it.

Man 1:  Hey!  Why don’t we just ask one of them what they’re here for?

Man 2:  No!… You can’t do that – it goes against all we’ve ever been taught – besides that sort of thing has been tried before, from Bertolt Brecht through to Julian Beck.  What you have to remember is that you can play to them, play at them… heck, you could probably even play with them, but essentially you’ve got to ignore them.

Man 1:  (confused) Oh yeah?  How does that happen?

Man 2:  Well, as an actor – and lets for the moment assume that you are – (places hat on Man 1) – you’ve got to know there’s an audience – you’d look pretty weird prancing around without an audience.  But to all intents and purposes, the audience exists in a reality different from any character you play.

Man 1:  Hang on – you’re saying that even though they’re sitting out there, watching and listening, that they’re not real?

Man 2:  I didn’t say they’re not real – what I was trying to say is that if you were to play a role, that is you pretend to be someone else – that someone else exists in a different reality to yours – that person is not real and Q.E.D. the audience cannot exist in that other reality.

Man 1:  OK (smugly) … but, if I was an actor – what part would I be doing now?

Man 2:  Hang on, do you mean if all this were a play would the audience be watching you as somebody else or would you be somebody else pretending to be who you appear to be now?

Man 1:  What I mean is – who am I now?

Man 2:  We can probably work this out – a simple problem in logic – you haven’t got a name as this character, but you have to be somebody – I mean, you’re speaking words that someone else wrote – or you could be improvising – but as an actor you’re actually saying them your way – just as I am if we include myself in this scenario.  So, … if we assume we are both actors (gets the cloak and wears it) and assume this is a play… then we are speaking words that we’ve learned, they’re not our words – the words were put down before we came along to learn them.  And before we appeared here today we spent time making sure we knew what we are now saying.

Man 1:  Alright then… but if this audience came to see a play, aren’t they going to be disappointed? – I mean, we’re just playing for time aren’t we?  This lot doesn’t know if we’re acting or not.

Man 2:  Right!  I think I’ve got it!  (Measured pace)  Anything they see us do or say, they are going to assume is part of the action – so it doesn’t matter what we do!

Man 1:   (catching on) Yeah… and despite that… they’re going to sit there until we finish – well, probably, most of them will.

Man 2:  Bloody stupid really, isn’t it?   They’ll more than likely stay around to see what happens and even if nothing does, they’ll still go home satisfied, or dissatisfied as the case may be.

Man 1:  But, if I am acting… I don’t recall learning any lines, I didn’t learn the script, I didn’t even see a script.  Does that mean this is real… or does it mean I’m making it up as I go along?

Man 2:  It could mean that your script told you to deny that you’d ever seen it.  And me saying that could have blown the whole illusion.  I hope the director, whoever it is, isn’t watching.  But then if I am acting, I’m just saying what’s been written down, even now.

Man 1:  (changing focus) I reckon some of this lot will go home complaining about all sorts of things.  One bunch will dismiss it and say it was stupid or it didn’t mean anything – others will say it wasn’t even a play and some will say the whole thing was a con.

Man 2:  Probably – I can just picture that lot who’ll go out to the foyer to get pissed and complain about the charade – that’s what they’ll call it “A charade” – (contrived parody pseudo-intellectual voice)  “It was just an exercise in self-indulgence.”

Man 1:  (Laughingly) the one’s who get up my nose are the ones who’ll sit about saying things like “I think he was also trying to say how we can counterpoint the symbolism of the underlying metaphor much in the way that Handke challenged audiences or Pirandello questioned reality…”

Man 2:  Intellectual wank, right?   

Man 1:  Right – does everything have to be about something?  Well, I suppose it does to some extent – but most of that crowd deny themselves from what they see – I don’t often hear them saying “I loved it” or “I hated it” – its generally those responses they hide.

Man 2:  (considers the set model) You know, you’re probably right about this one though – whoever wrote it is going to have a lot to answer for – their credibility is going to go out the window.

Man 1:  Why’s that?  They’ve got nothing to prove and bugger all to say – and it does have enough warnings that nothing happens.

Man 2:  Look, don’t start defending it now that you’ve got me worried. Look, I was employed to build a set not to fuck about – lets get on with it.

Man 1:  But if we’re still building the set – what the hell are they doing here?  (Indicates an audience)

Man 2:  I suppose somebody’s having a joke on us – probably that bastard of a director – I don’t like the way we get treated as though we’re stupid.

Man 1:  Right – what a condescending prat – you know he told me there’s no way I could ever understand this little number of his.  I won’t take that shit from anyone.

Man 2:  You’re still here mate.  I wouldn’t worry about too much.  I’ve got to the point where I just couldn’t care less.  As long as they keep paying me, I keep doing what I’m told.  I mean set building is easier than acting but it seems to me they pay about the same around here.  Look, if I started worrying about all that stuff, I wouldn’t get anything done.

Man 1:  Do you reckon any of this crowd knows what’s going on?  They all look bored stupid to me – either that or they’re stunned mullets.

Man 2:  They probably are.  I’d hate to have to sit through this one.  (Considers the set model)  

Man 1:  You’re right as usual – I don’t think I could be bothered watching it.  Whay don’t we warn them somehow?

Man 2:  Yeah…yeah… ok… (Building courage – then speaking directly to an audience) NOTHING HAPPENS!  (Pauses – goes and picks up the model) This is such tripe, you really don’t want to see it – you might as well go now and beat the crowd to the bar!

Man 1:  Well, so much for the conventions you were worried about.

Man 2:  (perplexed) Oh, I don’t know…  maybe I’m really one of them.  Shit this is too much, pay or no pay, I’m going…

Man 1:  Wait up… what am I supposed to do if you leave?  Who’s going to finish the set?

Man 2:  (grabbing the set model and thrusting it at Man 1) Look… look at it mate…  look real hard… now look around you…  - are you coming with me or not?

Man 1:  Shit… I never realised… you mean we’re …..
Man 2:  Exactly!!
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