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Edward  Bond ,  r e cogn i zed  as  one  o f  B r i t a in ' s  and  
E u ro p e ' s  m a j o r  p l a y w r i g h t s ,  i s  a l s o  a  p r o f e s s e d  
s o c i a l i s t  w h o s e  d e c l a r e d  a i m  i s  t o  p r o d u c e  a n  
e f f e c t i v e  p o l i t i c a l  t h e a t r e .  O n e  m i g h t  h a v e  
reasonably expected that his latest works,  a tr i logy 
cal led The War Plays on the subject of nuclear war,  i t s  
causes  and e f fec ts ,  would  be  a  use fu l  po l i t i ca l  
in te rvent i on ,  pe rhaps  prov id ing  a  pe rspec t i ve  f o r  
people  ( l ike  myse l f )  who f ind themselves  
d isor ienta t ed  by  the  th rea t  o f  nuc l ea r  ann ih i l a t i on .  
The y  we re  p roduced  las t  summer  a t  the  Barb i can ' s  
P i t  theatre, and Malcolm Hay called The Great Peace, 
the l a s t  p a r t  o f  t h e  t r i l o g y ,  ' o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  
s i g n i f i cant  new p lays  for  many years '  (1 ) .  Ye t  fo r  me 
the  plays were two evenings of pretentious rubbish. 

 

R e d ,  B l a c k  a n d  I g n o r a n t ,  t h e  f i r s t  p l a y  o f  t h e  
t r i l o gy ,  o f f e r s  a  f o r t y - f i v e  m inute  se r i e s  o f  sho r t  
ske t ches  - -  ' Learn ing ' ,  ' Love ' ,  'Ea t ing ' ,  ' S e l l i ng ' ,  
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'Wo rk ' ,  ' The  A rmy ' ,  ' No  one  can  w i l l i ng l y  g i v e  up  
the  name human ' ,  and  'Funera l '  - -  wh ich ,  as  'The  
I n t r o d u c t i o n '  ( t h e  f i r s t  s c e n e )  e x p l a i n s ,  t e l l  u s  
t he  h i s t o r i e s  o f  o u r  t ime s .  Th e  s e co nd  p l a y ,  Th e  
T in  Can Peop le ,  which las ts  seventy- f i ve  minutes ,  
t akes  i t s  t i t l e  f r om a  g roup  o f  peop le  who ,  s e ven -
t e e n  y e a r s  a f t e r  a  n u c l e a r  h o l o c a u s t ,  a r e  s t i l l  
s u r v i v i n g  o n  t h e  c o n t e n t s  o f  f i v e  w a r e h o u s e s  o f  
u n d a m a g e d  t i n  c a n s .  T h e y  s t a r t  d y i n g  w h e n  a  
stranger arr ives.  He is blamed, everyone goes mad, the  
warehouses  are  razed to  the  ground,  but  he  is  then 
welcomed into the community and they all begin t o  
c o n t e m p l a t e  b u i l d i n g  a  n e w  w o r l d  i n  w h i c h  
everyone wi l l  l ive  happi ly ever after.  
The  f ina l  p lay ,  The  Great  Peace ,  wh ich  las ts  three  
and a hal f  hours,  is  d iv ided into  two sect ions.  The 
f i r s t ,  s ho r t e r  p a r t  c o n t r i v e s  a  s i tua t i o n  whe re i n  
the chi ld of  'The Woman' is  murdered by her son in 
t h e  a rmy ,  pa r t  o f  m i l i t a r y  e xped i en t s  t o  c ou n te r  
famine  by  leav ing fewer  mouths  to  feed .  (Why i t  i s  
ch i ldren  who are  k i l l ed ,  ra ther  than the  aged  and 
in f i rm,  i s  probably  exp la ined  by  Bond 's  recurrent  
theme o f  a  mi l i tar is t ic  soc ie ty 's  adverse  a f fec ts  on 
c h i l d r e n  - -  m o r e  o f  t h a t  l a t e r . )  T h e  a c t i o n  t h e n  
sh i f t s  t o  a  was te l and  whe r e  we  mee t  The  Woman  
babbling incoherently to a bundle of rags she thinks is 
her own child. Eventually rescued by another new 
communi t y ,  she  ne ve r the l e ss  e l e c t s  ( f o r  r easons  
w h i c h  a r e  n o t  q u i t e  c l e a r )  t o  s t a y  i n  t h e  w i l d e r -
ness .  

A l l  o f  these  p lays are  character ized by unrelent ing 
descr ip t ions  o f  pa in and horror .  I  be l ieve  they  are  a n  
a t t e m p t  t o  p r o d u c e  w h a t  H o w a r d  B a r k e r  h a s  
re cent l y  charac te r i z ed  as  modern  t ragedy  - -  pa in  
ra the r  than  comfo r t ,  a  pa in  wh i ch  may  ' equ ip  us  
aga ins t  l i e s '  (2 ) .  Bond  has  r epea ted ly  ques t i oned  
the  ra t iona l i ty  o f  a  soc ie ty  ' in  which the  aud ience  

can  s i t  in  the  thea t re  wh i l e  a  f ew  mi l e s  a long  the  
r o a d  m e n  a r e  s i t t i n g  b e f o r e  g a d g e t s  t h a t  f i r e  
nuclear weapons' (3) and he said that here he wanted ' to  
show the  psychos is  that  ex is ts  a f t e r  a  nuc lear  war '  
(4 ) .  The  resu l t  i s  an  unre lent ing  surrea l  and  
expre ss ion i s t i c  l anguage .  

M i c h a e l  B i l l i n g t o n ,  r e v i e w i n g  t h e  t r i l o g y  i n  t h e  
G u a r d i a n ,  p r a i s e d  t h e  p l a y s  f o r  t h i s ,  ' f o r  g o i n g  
beyond the quasi-documentary realism of Threads and 
The War Game to envis ion the kind of  socie ty that  
might finally emerge', and he concludes that Bond is 
'wr i t ing  the  f i rs t  tenuously  op t imis t i c  bomb p lays  
and suggesting that out of the ashes may come a new 
o rde r '  ( 5 ) .  The  p l ays  a r e  no t  jus t  about  a  psycho t i c  
su rv i va l  a f t e r  the  bomb  bu t  the  bu i l d ing  o f  a  new 
and just society. 

E rne s t  Mande l  has  a r gued  the  absu rd i t y  o f  such  
n o t i o n s  o f  ' s o c i a l i s m  o u t  o f  t h e  r u i n s ' ,  p o i n t i n g  
out  that  a  nuclear  war  would  destroy  the  cons ider-
ab le  human and technica l  resources  necessary  for  
b u i l d i n g  a  c l a s s l e s s  s o c i e t y .  I n  t h e  ' b e s t  c a s e '  
scenar io  i t  would  not  be  soc ia l ism that  arose  f rom 
the  nuc l ea r  a shes  bu t  ba rba r i sm  f r om wh ich  the  
su r v i v o r s  c ou ld  adv ance  on l y  i n  an  a rduous  c e n -
turies-long ascent (6).  

T h e  q u a s i - d o c u m e n t a r y  T h r e a d s  s u g g e s t e d  t h i s  
b r i l l i a n t l y .  I t  d o e s  a w a y  w i t h  d i a l o g u e  a f t e r  t h e  
bomb has  f a l l en ;  s t rugg l ing  f o r  ba re  ex i s tence  in  
the  m ids t  o f  a  nuc l ea r  w in t e r ,  the  surv i vo rs  l o se  
t h e  p o w e r  o f  a r t i c u l a t e  s p e e c h .  T h e  i m a g e  i s  
haunting and drives home the fact-based argument 
tha t  human i t y  as  we  know i t  canno t  surv i v e  a  
nuc l ea r  w a r .  C o m p a r e d  t o  t h e  o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n  o f  a  
n u c l e a r  a f t e r m a t h  o f  T h r e a d s ,  B o n d ' s  s u r r e a l  
d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  d e s t r u c t i o n  a n d  p s y c h o s i s  s e e m  a  
f a c i l e  i n d u l g e n c e .  Y e t  B o n d  h a s  a  s e r i o u s  
i n t e n t i o n  o f  ana l y z ing  our  s oc i e t y  and  p rov id ing  
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answers ;  h i s  s t y l e  i s  d e l i b e ra t e .  I n  an  a r t i c l e  wh i ch  
a c compan i ed  the  o r i g ina l  p rem ie r e  o f  Red ,  B lack  
and  I gno ran t  ( f o r  the  Ba rb i can ' s  ' Though t c r imes '  
s e ason  in  January  1984 ) ,  f o r  e xamp l e ,  Bond  wro te :  
' A  so c i e t y  wh i ch  does  no t  " know  i t s e l f "  doe s  no t  a c t  
r a t i ona l l y .  I f  t he  p ro cesses  by  wh i ch  the  s t a t e  
o r gan i z e s  s o c i e t y ' s  v a r i ous  s t r a t a  and  ac t i v i t i e s  a re  
c o r rup t i ons  o f  the  t ru th ,  the n  these  co r rup t i ons  
w i l l  a f f e c t  a l l  i t s  d e c i s i ons ,  l i t t l e  and  g r ea t '  ( 7 )  .  I n  
the  nuc l ea r  a ge ,  he  says ,  un l e ss  ou r  th ink ing  
changes ,  the n  we  a re  a l r eady  dead .  As  the  f i na l  
Cho rus  o f  The  T in  Can  Peop l e  de c l a r e s ,  

We  make  ou rse l v e s  a s  much  as  we  make  the  
houses  i n  wh i ch  we  l i v e  

T ru l y  you  l i v e  i n  a  ne w  age :  a s  you  en te r  y our  
house  t o  c omp le t e  i t  y ou  b r ing  w i th  you  
your  ne w  t oo l ,  the  bomb  

We  can  on l y  t e l l  you :  y ou  mus t  c r ea t e  ju s t i c e  
  (WP1&2 ,  p .  50 )  ( 8 )  

Fo r  Bond ,  the  pos t -nuc l ea r  s ce na r i o  func t i o ns  bo th  
a s  a  p ro j e c t ed  image  o f  f u tu re  ho r r o r s ,  and  as  a  
way  o f  ana l y z ing  ou r  own  s i tua t i on .  

Th roughou t  the  t r i l o gy  Bond ' s  ana l y s i s  f uses  the  
fu tu re  w i th  the  p re sen t  bu t  i t  i s  mos t  fu l l y  
de ve l oped  i n  Red ,  B la ck  and  I gno ran t .  The  p l ay  
ope ns  w i th  a  charac t e r  c a l l ed  ' The  Mons te r '  who  
dec l a re s  tha t  ' i n  the  pas t  ch i l d r e n  though t  the  
wo r l d  was  wa t ched  o ve r  by  gods/bu t  now  we  k i l l  
t hem '  (WP1&2 ,  p .5 ) .  He  con t inues  w i th  de s c r i p t i ons  
o f  the  nuc l ea r  apoca l ypse ,  and  we  l e a rn  tha t  h i s  
mons t ro s i t y  was  caused  by  h i s  b e ing  bo rn  i n  the  
m ids t  o f  i t .  The  s cene  ends  w i th  h im  say ing  tha t  
the  aud i ence  a re  abou t  t o  s e e  s cenes  f r om  the  l i f e  
we  d id  no t  l i v e ,  i . e . ,  by  imp l i ca t i on  f r om the  l i f e  we  
a re  s t i l l  l i v i ng .  These  s cenes  s t r e s s  the  c o n n e c t i o n  
b e t w e e n  o u r  p r e s e n t  w a y  o f  l i f e  a n d  post-nuclear  

ex istence ,  showing the  or ig ins o f  The Monster to  l ie  
essentia l ly  in our own t ime.  Thus in Scene Two 
education is described in terms of a f iery baptism: 'In 
lessons a blowtorch ran over my body/My nerves are  
burned out so I  fe l t  no pain ' ,  and later ,  'A  bul le t  has 
passed f rom s ide  to  s ide  o f  my bra in '  (pp .  6-7 ) .  The  
o ther  scenes  in  the  p lay  a t tempt  to  show how a l l  
aspects  o f  our  way o f  l iv ing foster  an irrationali ty  
which wil l  turn the imagined holocaust w h i c h  o p e n s  
t h e  p l a y  i n t o  a  r e a l i t y .  ' T h e  W i f e '  conc ludes  in  the  
f i na l  s cene :  

You  who  l i v e  in  ba rba rous  t imes  
Unde r  ru l e r s  w i th  r edness  on  the i r  hands ,  

b l a ckness  i n  the i r  he a r t s  and  i gno rance  i n  
the i r  m inds  

Eve ry th ing  be f o re  your  t ime  was  the  ch i l dhood  
o f  humank ind  

W i th  the  ne w  weapons  tha t  age  passed  
Bu t  you  we n t  on  bu i l d ing  your  house  w i th  

b r i cks  tha t  we re  a l r e ady  on  f i r e  (WP1&2 ,  
p .  19 )  

I n  the  o the r  two  p lays  the  a c t i on  sh i f t s  t o  the  
a f t e rma th  o f  the  nuc l ea r  wa r ,  bu t  the  su r v i vo r s  
c on t inua l l y  r e i t e ra t e  the  theme  tha t  ou r  so c i e t y  i s  
' a l r eady  on  f i r e ' .  A  su r v i v o r  i n  The  Grea t  P eace  
says  tha t  

I n  the  end  the i r  d emoc racy  be came  the  way  the  
m i l i t a r y  gave  i t s  o rde rs  t ' c i v i l i ans  

Tha t  t o ok  a  l o t  o f  t r a in in :  the y  ' ad  t ' s t a r t  k i l l i n  
the i r  k ids  e ven  be f o re  they  ' ad  e nough  
wo rds  t ' b eg  me rcy  (WP3 ,  p .  56 )  

Th i s  e choes  The  W i f e ' s  summing  up  and  The  
Mons te r ' s  ope n ing  speech ,  and  i t  i s  a  mo t i f  o f  t he  
murde r  o f  ch i l d ren  tha t  r e cu rs  th roughou t  Bond ' s  
wo rk .  I t  represents for him the way an unnatural  or  

14                   15 



irrat iona l  soc ie ty  soc ia l i zes  i t s  ch i ldren ,  reproduc ing  
the  i r r a t i o n a l i t y  a n d  b r i n g i n g  u s  c l o s e r  t o  
u l t i m a t e  destruction: 'And so bombs lie among the 
crumbs on your kitchen table and the books on the 
school desk' (WP1&2 ,  p .  50 ) .  

*** 

I n  these  p l a ys  Bond  i s  say ing  tha t  cap i t a l i sm  in  
ge ne ra l ,  and  nuc l ea r  we apons  in  pa r t i cu la r ,  
a l r e ady  make  us  dead .  A  su rv i vo r  i n  The  Grea t  
P eace  speaks  o f  us  ' hav ing  s o  many  bombs  e ve n  the  
l i v i ng  a re  c o rpses ! '  (WP3 ,  p .  52 ) ;  The  Mons te r  says ,  
' E ven  as  the y  l a y  i n  the i r  s i l o s  the  ro cke t s/  
des t r oyed  the  so c i e t i e s  they  we re  sa id  t o/  p ro t e c t '  
(WP1&2 ,  pp .  14 -5 ) .  

So  why  don ' t  t he  p l ays  wo rk?  The y  a re  a l l  s o  
e x c ruc ia t i ng l y  abs t ra c t  and  the  images  a re  
c on t r i v ed  and  f o r ced .  The  Mons te r ' s  r a v ings  abou t  
the  god s  l o ok ing  o ve r  ch i l d re n  and  the n  the  ea r th  
wh i s t l i ng  i n  de r i s i on  i s  s e n t imen ta l ,  and  The  
Mons te r ' s  cha r red  s t a t e  - -  a  phys i ca l  r em inde r  
th roughou t  the  p l ay  o f  the  way  we  t r ea t  ch i l d re n  - -  
c an  shock  w i thou t  g e ne ra t i ng  unde rs tand ing .  Bond  
i s  us ing  the  image ry  o f  nuc l ea r  wa r  and  i t s  
c onsequen t  d eg rada t i on  a s  a  way  o f  pass ing  
c omment  on  the  s t a t e  o f  t he  wo r l d  now .  Bu t  i t  
l a cks  a  pe rsuas i v e  qua l i t y .  Whe n  The  Woman  in  
The  Grea t  P eace  t e l l s  a  s t o r y  abou t  l i v i ng  i n  a  
burn ing  house  i n  wh i ch  she  bea t  ou t  the  f l ames  on  
he r  d re s s  w i th  one  hand  and nursed her kid w i th  the  
o the r ,  Bond  can  be  sa id  to  be  prov id ing  thematic 
and imagistic unity.  But when The Woman goes on 
about her chi ld gett ing 'used t ' the  st ink of  s co rch in  
and  charr in :  i t  d eve loped  a  l i t t l e  cough  f rom the  
smoke ' ,  i t  a l l  beg ins  to  sound contr ived .  Her 
conclusion, 'That's 'ow we nurse kids now', may w e l l  
e l i c i t  t h e  r e s p o n s e ,  ' N o  w e  d o n ' t '  ( W P 3 ,  p.28). 
Bond is making personal declarations of how he  fee ls  

about  the  wor ld  instead o f  demonstrat ing t h e s e  
i d e a s  i n  a  c o n c r e t e  a n d  d r a m a t i c  w a y .  

The  p rob lem i s  fu r the r  compounded  by  Bond ' s  
t endency  t o  p roduce  l ong  and  a rch  speeches .  The  
s t o ry  wh i ch  The  Woman t e l l s ,  f o r  examp le ,  i s  
ac tua l l y  submerged  in  no  f ewe r  than  se ven ty - s i x  
l i nes  ( i n  the  p r in ted  t e x t )  o f  so l i l oquy ,  mos t  o f  i t  a  
de l i r i ous ,  incomprehens ib l e  rav ing .  L ines  such  as  
the  f o l l ow ing  a re  me re l y  s e l f - indu lgen t ,  r edundant  
r i dd l e s :  

She  neve r  gave  me  you r  name  
16            

P e r ' aps  you 'd  be  be t t e r  o f f  a s  an  an ima l ?  
A  r abb i t  ' a s  fu r  -  tha t ' s  mo re  use  than  a  name  
B i rd s  f l y  ou t  o f  dange r  
A  f o x  ' a s  f ou r  l e g s  an  a  mouth  tha t ' s  ' a s  good  as  

a  ' and  
The re  used  t ' b e  f o x es  t ' e a t  b i rd s  an  b i rd s  t ' f l y  

ou t  o f  f o xes '  mou ths  
The  w ind  s t i l l  s ome t imes  uncove rs  t r a sh  a  f ox  

c ou ld  l i v e  on  ( p .  28 )  

L i t t l e  wonde r  tha t  M ichae l  Ra tc l i f f e  in  h i s  Obse rve r  
r e v i ew  thought  these  p l ays  rep resen ted  Eng l i sh  
l i t e ra ry  thea t r e  a t  i t s  mos t  e gg -bound  (9 )  - -  i r on i c  
in  v i ew  o f  the  f a c t  tha t  Bond ' s  o r i g ina l  invo l vement  
w i th  the  Roya l  Cour t  was  t o  ge t  away  f r om l i t e ra r i -
ness .  B rech t  rea l i z ed  the re  i s  no th ing  c l e ve r  o r  
p ro f ound  i f  you  can ' t  be  unde rs tood  (10 ) .  

W i thou t  doub t  Bond  i s  s ince re  and  genu ine  in  h i s  
f e a rs  f o r  the  f a te  o f  the  wor ld ,  bu t  th i s  dec lamato ry  
s t y l e  w i th  i t s  image ry  o f  i ncandescence  doesn ' t  f e e l  
r i gh t  - -  he  shouts  t oo  much  ( f o r  wh i ch  T ro t sky  
r ep r imanded  Mayakovsky)  'where  he should mere ly 
s p e a k '  ( 1 1 )  B o n d ' s  i m a g e s  r e s e m b l e  a  p r i v a t e  
nightmare to which we have 'privi leged'  access, and 
We i g h tma n ' s  r e ma rk s  ab o u t  L e a r  a r e  e v e n  m o r e  
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appos i te  he re :  ' the  horror  Mr .  Bond presents . . .  i s  
no t  symbo l i ca l l y  r epresenta t i ve  o f  the  e v i l s  o f  our  
soc ie ty  (12 ) .  

As  we l l  as  overb lown speeches  o f  g ra tu i tous  horro r ,  
another  major  fa i l ing  i s  Bond 's  l ove  o f  a rcane  
symbo l i sm.  Both  these  fau l ts  can  be  seen  as  
products  o f  Bond 's  increas ing  urgency  over  the  
years  to  ' t e l l  the  t ru th ' .  But  th is  ' t ru th ' ,  he  
demands ,  must  be  unsu l l i ed  by  ' appearance ' :  ' The  
dramat is t  cannot  con f ront  the  aud ience  w i th  t ru th  
by  te l l ing  a  s tory .  The  in te rpre ta t ion  i s  
counte r f e i t ed  by  soc ie ty… our  language  i s  f ou led  by  
i t s  invo lvement  in  that  soc ie ty… '  (13 ) .  However ,  in  
t ry ing  to  d is tance  an  aud ience  f rom appearances ,  
Bond loses  a  major  po int  o f  contac t  w i th  them,  as  
can  be  seen  in  the  second p lay ,  The  T in  Can Peop le .  
We  f i r s t  mee t  the  surv ivors  in  th is  p lay  in  what  i s  
ca l l ed  a  'parad ise  in  he l l ' ,  parad ise  because  the  
surv ivors  have  managed  some  semblance  o f  l i v ing  
owing  to  the  ex is tence  o f  f i ve  fu l l y  in tac t  ware -
houses  fu l l  o f  t in  cans .  La te r ,  a f t e r  the  warehouses  
have  been  des t royed  and the  s t ranger  inv i t ed  in to  
the  new communi ty ,  Bond has  one  o f  h i s  charac te rs  
de l i ve r  the  fo l l ow ing  summing  up  speech :  

A  t r e e  g rows  bu t  i t  doesn ' t  own  i t s  own  f i e l d .  
The  owner  can  come  a l ong  a t  any t ime  and  cu t  
i t  and  bu rn  i t .  I t ' s  the  same  w i th  us .  When  
th ings  we  need  t o  l i v e  a re  owned  by  s omeone  
e l s e ,  we ' r e  owned  - -  we  can  be  cu t  down  and  
bu rned  a t  any t ime .  Now  no  t i ns  -  s o  we  can  
on l y  own  wha t  we  make  and  wear  and  use  
ou rse l v e s .  Tha t ' s  the  o n l y  d i f f e r e nce  -  b u t  i t  
means  tha t  a t  l a s t  we  own  ourselves. (WP1&2, 
p. 51) 

Tin cans represent a fool 's  paradise,  a  s i tuat ion in 
wh i ch  peop le  a re  possessed  bu t  do  no t  r ea l i z e  i t .  In 

The  Pope 's  Wedding,  Bond's  f i rst  p lay,  the  f inal  scene  
cons is ts  o f  the  dead  body  o f  the  o ld  hermi t  
surrounded by hundreds of tin cans. Bond recently described 
this as 'representing an affluent society with a dead centre' (14), 
while the mention of trees possessing f ie lds recalls  The 
Worlds (1979) :  'A man buys a house. Does he own i t? 
No,  because to keep it he must get more money. He 
must obey the laws of money .  And  so  the  house  owns  
h im '  (15 ) .  What  i s  suggested,  there fore ,  is  that  th is  
p lay  is  a  parable  o f  o u r  s i tu a t i o n .  B u t  t h e  l i n k  w i t h  
o u r  wo r l d  i s  tenuous; i t  is  only those famil iar with 
Bond's ideas and previous work who will  be able to 
make much of it .  The t in cans appear to be an attempt 
by Bond to 'make  the  t ru th  phys i ca l '  ( 16 ) ;  y e t  a l l  
t he y  do  i s  s e r v e  a s  p h y s i c a l  s y m b o l s  o f  B o n d ' s  
p e r s o n a l  notions, and without a concrete context they 
become a b s t r a c t  a n d  s i m p l i s t i c .  F o r  t h e  m e s s a g e  
m i g h t  read:  Let 's  have our own ' t in can r iots ' ,  burn 
down the supermarkets and al l  go and l ive in 
communes. Th e  a b s t r a c t  s y m b o l i s m  d i s t r a c t s  f r o m  
t h e  r e a l  material  problems of l iv ing (what Bond might 
reject as 'appearances' ) and unfortunately reduces the 
real insights Bond has -- such as the way 'the 
commodity' is  imbued with a fa lse magic and the 
possession of  the  possesses  in  consumer i sm.  

The most fundamental weakness of The War Plays is 
t h a t  t h e y  a r e  u n d r a m a t i c .  I n s t e a d  o f  c o n c r e t e  
c h a r a c t e r s  a n d  s i t u a t i o n s  t h e r e  a r e  a  s e r i e s  o f  
i n t e l l e c t u a l  a b s t r a c t i o n s ,  a  k i n d  o f  ' s y m b o l i c  
l og i c '  f o r  the  s tage .  Howeve r ,  as  Pe te r  Brook  has  
adv ised,  'we  cannot  assume that  the  audience  wi l l  
assemble  devout ly  and at tent ive ly .  I t  i s  up to  us  to  
cap ture  i t s  a t t en t i on  and  compe l  i t s  be l i e f '  ( 17 ) .  
Bond 's  second p lay,  Saved ( in  which the  murdered-
c h i l d  m o t i f  w a s  f i r s t  u s e d ) ,  p r o v i d e s  a  u s e f u l  
compar ison .  Unl ike ,  say ,  the  s tage  symbo l  o f  The  
Monster  or  the  extended metaphor o f  the  t in cans,  
this play does 'make the truth physical'. Here Bond  

18                   19 



d ra ma t i z e s  r e a l i t y  r a t he r  t h a n  p a cka g i n g  u p  h i s  
ideas about the world in abstract symbols. The idea 
u nde r l y ing  the  image ,  tha t  an  u nna tu ra l  so c i e t y  
c r i p p l e s  c h i l d r e n ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n d  e m o t i o n a l  
deve lopment,  is  demonstrated.  The  c laustrophobic 
' d e s e r t  o f  b r i c k s '  i n  w h i c h  t h e  a c t i o n  i s  s e t  
dominates  the p lay - -  not  in  terms o f  s tage se t  but  
through the dialogue and the events that re fer to i t  
and f rom which i t  is  in ferred.  The  d ia logue  reveals  
only  separateness ,  as  do  sexual  re la t ions  between 
c ha r ac t e r s .  E ac h  c ha r ac t e r  i s  a l way s  s e e k in g  t o  
g rasp  and  possess  bo th  space  and  ob j e c t s .  The i r  
a lmos t  ca sua l  a gg re ss i on  s e ems  ine v i t ab l e  g i v e n  
the i r  s i tuat ion .  When the  baby  i s  s toned  to  death  
the suggestion is very much that growing up in this 
world would have been a progressive death, while the 
stoning itsel f  is  perpetrated by other dead beings. 

The  murde r  o f  a  ch i ld  i s  symbo l i c  and  assumes  a  
deeper signi f icance only because the total  act ion of 
the play has already prepared for i t .  In Saved Bond 
has created a world which penetrat ingly re f lects an 
aspect  o f  the  soc ie ty  we  a l l  share .  I t  shows human 
be ings  ac t ing  in  a  spec i f i c  mate r ia l  and  economic  
m i l i e u ;  a n d  i t  i s  t h i s  m a t e r i a l  s i t u a t i o n  w h i c h  
pervades each word  and  ac t ion .  I t  i s  imp l ic i t  that  
t h i s  d e e p e r  r e a l i t y  - -  t h e  B r i t a i n  o f  t h e  ' s i x t i e s  
s t i l l  wa i t ing  fo r  the  soc ia l i sm promised  in  1945 -  is  
responsible  for  the deaths of  both the  chi ld  and the 
murderers, not individual human viciousness. In 
d i re c t ing  the i r  a t t en t i on  to  a  re cogn i zab le  soc ia l  
r e a l i t y ,  B o n d  r e q u i r e s  t h e  a u d i e n c e  a t  l e a s t  t o  
e n ga ge  w i t h  t he  i d e as ,  r e ga rd l e s s  o f  t he i r  s o c i a l  
p e r s p e c t i v e .  A s  t h e  u p r o a r  w h i c h  f o l l o w e d  i t s  
p remie re  in  1965  t e s t i f i e s ,  th i s  p lay  d id  ac tua l l y  
challenge an audience, whereas The War Plays are a 
r e che rché  p i e ce  o f  i n t e l l e c tua l  t e as ing .  

O c c a s i o n a l l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  a  g o o d  l i n e  d o e s  s h i n e  

through the  knot ted  mess  o f  images and  speeches  
which is  The  War  P lays .  We are  becoming,  or  have  
become,  'Deadmen… tra ined  to  per form the  one  
a c t i o n :  p r e s s  w i t h  t h e  b u t t o n  f i n g e r '  ( W P 1 & 2 ,  p . 
47),  the 'Chorus'  in The Tin Can People declares. I t  i s  
a  su gge s t i v e  im age ,  n o t  o n l y  o f  sup e r p o we r  leaders  
w i th  the i r  f inge rs  on  the  but ton ,  but  a lso  a s  a  
c a r i c a t u r e  o f  a n  i n c r e a s i n g l y  p u s h - b u t t o n  society, 
where America's Star Wars Programme becomes almost 
innocently excit ing to those who spent their youth  
p lay ing  'Space  Invaders ' .  Bond  draws  a t tent i o n  n o t  
o n l y  t o  t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  a  n u c l e a r  e x c h a n g e ,  
b u t  a l s o  t o  t h e  i d e o l o g i c a l  e f f e c t s  o f  ' The  Bomb ' ,  
tha t  nuc lear  po l i t i cs  i s  i t se l f  des t ructive whether the 
bomb falls or not. 

T h e  g o o d  q u a l i t i e s  o f  B o n d ' s  i d e a s  l o o k e d  a t  i n  
abstract ion emphasize  the  fa i lure  o f  th is  t r i logy to  
communicate them. The mult i - layer ing of  imagist ic  
themes,  a long wi th  the  dec lamatory  speeches  and 
p r i v a t e  i m a g e r y ,  d e t r a c t  f r o m  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  - -
especia l ly in performance in the theatre .  The ideas 
Bond presents are accessible only when reading these 
p l a y s  a s  t e x t s .  H e  i s  t r y i n g  t o  c ha l l e n g e  u s  i n t o  
thinking more deeply about our society and making 
connect ions  on  d i f f e rent  l e ve ls  - -  the  f i r e  a l ready  
w i t h i n  u s ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  i m p l i c i t  r e l a t i o n  
b e t we e n  n u c l e a r  p o l i t i c s  a nd  consu me r i sm  ( t i n s  
possess us which suggests ghosts; bombs turn us into 
c o r p s e s ,  b u t  w e  s t i l l .  l i v e ,  w h i c h  a l s o  s u g g e s t s  
ghos ts ) ,  and  so  on .  Dav id  H i rs t ' s  r e cen t  book  on  
Bond (completed before The War Plays were produced) 
speaks  o f  Bond ' s  deep ly  poe t i c  s ty l e ,  bo th  ve rba l  
and physical  images having 'a  precis ion of  complex 
o r ches t ra t i on '  ( 18 ) .  Th i s  i s  a  good  desc r ip t i on  o f  
The  War  P lays ,  but  in  the  theat re  th is  complex i ty  
was reduced to a stream of confused and confusing 
words  tha t  qu ick l y  became  mono tonous .  The  
Woman ' s  in t e rminab le  c r yp t i c  so l i l oqu i z ing  began  
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t o  seem l i ke  a  b r i ck  wa l l  on  wh i ch  I  kep t  bea t ing  
my  head .  F o r  H i r s t ,  B o n d ' s  p o e t i c  d r a m a s  ' y i e l d  
o n l y  a  f r a c t i o n  o f  t h e i r  q u a l i t y  i n  r e a d i n g ;  
o n l y  b y  e x p e r i e n c i ng  th e m  i n  p e r f o r m a nc e  d o e s  
t h e  f u l l  r i c h n e s s  o f  t h e i r  t e x t u r e  m a k e  i t s e l f  f e l t '  
( 1 9 ) .  R i c h n e s s  o f  t e x t u r e ,  p e r h a p s ;  b u t  i t  i s  o n l y  
b y  reading them that one has the slightest idea of what 
i s  go ing  on .  As  for  the  per formance ,  two  l ines  d id  
ca t ch  my  a t t en t i on :  

Ow  much  l onge r  does  th i s  g o  on?  
Round  an  r ound  ins ide  a  sku l l  (WP3 ,  p .  43 )  

The  Grea t  Peace ,  a l as ,  wen t  on  beyond  l lpm so  I  
c o u l d n ' t  g e t  t h e  d r i n k  I  n e e d e d  a f t e r  B o n d ' s  
onslaught of wild and whirling words, words, words. 

The  f a i lu re  o f  The  War  P l ays  i s  the  f a i lu re  o f  Bond  
to recognize an audience.  And without people  there i s  
n o  p o l i t i c s .  T h e  t r i l o g y  i s  i n  m a n y  r e s p e c t s  
' c l a m o r o u s  o f  r e a l i t y '  - -  d e a l i n g  w i t h  i m p o r t a n t  
t h e m e s  - -  b u t  t h e  c l a m o u r  i s  ' i n a r t i c u l a t e .  Th e  
'ac id test in theatre ' ,  as expressed by Peter Brook,  i s  
wha t  r ema ins  a f t e r  the  pe r f o rmance  i s  ove r ,  the  
' c e n t r a l  i m a g e …  i t s  s i l h o u e t t e '  ( 2 0 ) .  T h a t  
Michael Bil l ington understood Bond's central image t o  
be  one  o f  op t imism in  the  ashes  ind i ca tes  the  
obscur ing  power  o f  Bond 's  s ty le .  For  my part ,  the  
c e n t r a l  i m a g e  w a s  a n  e m p t y  c h a t t e r i n g  i n  t h e  
wi lderness --  The Woman wandering aimlessly  in a 
wasteland, chattering incoherently to a non-existent 
b a b y .  M r  B o n d  i s  t a l k i n g  t o  h i m s e l f ,  a n d  t h a t  
h a r d l y  c o n s t i t u t e s  e f f e c t i v e  p o l i t i c a l  d r a m a .  

The  f au l t  l i e s  no t  in  Bond ' s  po l i t i c s  bu t  in  h i s  'art’. 
He once said, 'The artist's job is to make… publ ic  images in 
which our species recognizes i t s e l f  a n d  c o n f i r m s  
i t s  i d e n t i t y '  ( 2 1 ) .  B y  t h i s  c r i t e r i on  The  War  P l ays  
f a i l .  Bond  h imse l f  has  fallen victim to what he once 

warned others against; h e  h a s  b e c o m e  ' s h u t  u p  i n  
p r i v a t e  f a n t a s i e s ,  experiments in style,  unrewarding 
obscurities'  (22). 
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