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An Absence of Character
Subjectivity and Emotions
Martn Crimp

Mads Thygesen, DANISH NATIONAL
SCHOOL OF PLAYWRITING

The Briush playwright Marrin Crimp is well known for aes-
thetic innovation and new types of performative art, which
lead to the significant absence of character in his work. How-
ever, neither the precise textual nature of this absence, nor the
way it functions as the precondition for an intensified emo-
tonal response both on stage and also berween the stage and
the audience, have received the attention they richly deserve
in the analysis of Crimp’s plays. This article examines the
innovative structure of Fewer Emergencies (z005), in which

Crimp presents three short scenarios about fragmented identi-

ties, confronting us with a significant absence of character,
In the three scenarios, in which the act of storytelling is itself
dramadsed, Crimp moves away from a “solid” concepr of
character (defined by staged presence and embodied oneness)
towards a dissemination of su bjectivity in dialogues (assigned



stributed between n mft iple voices, this subjectivity re-

s a synthesising effort by the audience withour standard

wes to traditional types of characters or speech acts.

E%,E\;i\ nce is lefr with an enhanced emotional investment

lays, a formal appeal that Crimp, as we shall see, in-

vith strong thematic emphasis on emotions such as

or and anxiety. This dramaturgy of absence echoes the

round-breaking play Attempts on

nand style of Crimp’s g

57), and elaborates upon themes explored in his

ous work, including his persistent examination of sub-

ity in language. With his characteristic tone of voice and

eness of form, Crimp furthers Samuel Beckert’s vivid

erimental effore to rethink subjectivity in theatre and

rama; plays such as Atrempes on Her Life (1997), Advice to

(2004), and Fewer Emergencies (2005) paved

rms of both textual and

new ground for the theatre, in te

rmative aesthetics. The point I will make in this paper

that paradoxically, as it were, the type of absence evoked

actually leads to the presence of an enhanced emo-

Lrosponse,

acters are the persons, in a dramatic or narrative work, en-
dowith moral and dispositional qualities thar are expre

PV
bar chey say ~ the dalogue - and what t?'xcy do - the action.
distinction can > berween the two dominant ap-
haracter and ¢f crisation in Crimp's work: in plays
ated by the dramatic method - e.g. The Country (2000) and
08) - rirp racters ratking and acting

leaves the audience ro infer the motives and meaning behind
10 the chavacters say and do. In A tremeprts on Her Life (1997)
croer Emerge i), in which the act of storyre lfzw
amatised, the actors intervene authoriratively in order to
ibe, conjure and often evaluare the actions and motives of

eSO ¢

Uhe Criy (2

rcres (2

/

061 49-56); Middeke {2011 88-92); Dennewald (2004

Often shaped as fragments rather than stories, Crimp’s
plays illustrate his use of sh 1arp, satirical language in conjunc-
tion with strong images of human suffering to create social
and political critique free of common se nse and rhetorical
clichés. In Attermpts on Her Life (1997), for example, C rimp
subjects the conventional notion of char acter in theatre and
drama to meticulous deconstruction. In the course of the
seventeen scenarios, we are presented with different stories
about a woman called Anne (also Anya, Annie, Anny and
Annughka - perhaps it is the same name in different lan-
guages), but the rrue nature of her identity is never revealed.
Ax a whc)h,., the construction of her identity takes the form
of a “free play” of signification beyond the control of stable
mterpretation. Instead of a dramatic representation of actions
and characters, Crimp gives us multiple passages of dialogue
about “Anne”, who has different, incompatible identities: a
lover, an artist, a terrorist (of left and right persuasions), a
porn stag, a refugee, and even a brand-new car... And unlike
more conventional plays, where the identities of characters
are clearly marked, the dialogue abour this elusive dmmcmr
is voiced by a number of anonymous speakers (a dash at the
beginning of a line indicates a change of speaker):

=1 teel like a screen.

=~ She’s lying there, isn’t she, with the tube in her paor thin arm, look-
ing terribly ;mic whiter in fact than / the pillow,

= ‘Like a TV screen, she says, ‘where ev erything from the front looks
real and alive, but round the back there’s s just dust and a few wires.’

-‘Dust and a few wires.” Her imagination. ..

~ She says she’s not a real character, not a real characrer like you
gerin a book or on TV, but a lack of character, an absence she calls i,
doesn’t she, of character.

- An absence of character, whatever thar means. .,

(Crimp 20052: 226)
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g H N ey et tleed WA
s example, quoted from the sixth scenario entitled *Mum

17, the reality of the main character’s fragmented state

ik

ided to us: the characrer ("hictle Anmie”) feels like a dis-

reen, all surface and no depth. In fact, during the

course of the seventeen scenarios, Anne is continually

consistently defined by an absence in body and essence,

s to say without a recognisable appearance and identity.
z

only has a suspended presence in the unstable and float-

ch of others. If her body or essence is, at times, close

Oh!

to an embodied presence or to an identity, it only happens in

TASHIT

g and only in order 1o be d

wimantled in various ways;
oss of memory, loss of language, loss of place etc. This is the

ral logic of absence in Crimp’s work.

¢ this motif of absence is not restricted to Crimp’s mas-

e of 1997, It also defines the tragic fate of the charac-
nore conventional plays such as The Country (2000)
>8), in which characters (embodied by ac-

fined by actions and events. The principal issue

my analysis, however, is the way in which the theme of

¢, or absence itself, is married to the presence or evoca-

motion in Fewer Emergencies {2z005), which can be

vead as a follow-up to Attermpts on Her Life.

Emergencies explores an absence of character in a

it follows the epistemological path of poststruc-

and yer Crimp manages to combine this endeavour

s fragmented dramarturgy and its representation of wbj‘cgtw
1 contemporary society is akin to the philosophical critique
v Baudrillard. Both poine to lare modernity’s expulsion of
andd “rrach” in Favour of surface and contingency. In fact,
on Her Life opens with an epigraph taken from Baue
1 The Mirror of Terrarism™ of r9go: “MNo one will
ve divectly expertenced the actual cause of such happenings, bur

o

¥

L

IBEAY

the lens of contemporary drama theory, Crimp’s work can be
placed within the theoretical frameworks of Elinor Fuchs” The
Death of Character (1996} and Hans-Thies Lehmann’s con-
cept of Postdramatic Theatre {zoor}.4 But unlike Fuchs and
Lehmann, who both focus on the deconstruction of dramatic
character within contemporary theatre and drama in relation
to poststructuralist theories of subjectivity, and therefore tend
to dismiss the emotional content of contemporary plays, [ aim
to explore how the notions of subjectivity and emotion are
bound up with the form and content of Ferwer Epnergencies.

"

Subjectivity and emotion

The most direct path towards an understanding of the par-
ticular intersecrion between subjectivity and emotion in the
works of Crimp may be found by way of a detour through
his satirical short story When the Writer Kills Himself (200%)

When the writer kills himself, the other writers feel like they've heen
punched — just here - in the stomach. They’re up on the marble roof
of a cathedral ~ in Milan, as it happens —~ and when they hear the
news they stagger towards the edge and only just save themselves from
toppling off. So. The writer has killed himself! What a terrible thing!

everyone will have received an image of them” {Crimp 2005: 19§).
Following Baudrillard’s notion of simulacrum, Attempts on Her Life
revels in poststructuralism and consumer culture: the thought-pro-
voking scenario “The threar of international terrorism™” iy which
terrorism becomes a trademark on a par with “Vogue™”  “Dier
Pepsi™”, “Fantasy Barbie™”, “Fantasy Ken™”, and “God™” | is
a case in point (Crimp 2005a: 24 1-2.44).

4 Cf Poschmann 1997; Birkenhauer 2008; Worthen zoos. For an
insightful reading of Crimp’s work that is at once both clear about
the status of subjectivity within contemporary theatre and also
sensitive fo the structure of his plays, see Martine Dennewald’s “An
den Randern der Identitie: Uberindividuelle Figurkonzeptionen bei
Crimp, Kane, Abdoh und Foreman” (20041 43-71).

e




my punched - just here i the stomacht They gaze up at

stone suints on thetr pinnacles. The clear blue sky srarts spinning,

serimental theatrical works

of Crimp’s more ¢

(r
Vtternpts on Her Life, 1997), the events are narrated

1

by someone ourside the story, who refers to the characters as

“they”, or simply by their occu parion, ¢ “the writ-

“the erities™, and “the direcrors™. When the Writer Kills

s a story z;zbmzt a tragic suicide within the theatre

iz'm,> sa {‘ifﬁa& as the self-deception and hypocrisy

s are exposed ro ridicule and scorn.s

opening passage “the writers” experience the emo-

vact of their fellow writer's tragic suicide. Here we

another signature of Crimp’s style of writing, for the

ve distance is suddenly disrupted by the utterance “just

wing the reader’s a

enrion to the body of the sub-

ect of the utterance. Given that the verbal expression © just

wre” funcrions as a ;i’?'{}f\’ja‘l%d marker, understood in this in-

close to the speakey, the body of the speaker becomes

of the emotional imgmup [he writers, we are told,

i

teel like they have been punched in the stcomach. And as the
Story ps, this important motif intensifies, as the body

5 a site of sorrow, lament, envy, anger, and self-doubt.
for example, the writers “find themselves waking
ark with an unpleasant feeling in their mouths:
seen grinding their weeth. All this homage, all this

> the dead writer is ¢

etting on their nerves” (Crimp

And insofar as the work of the dead writer is now

undersrood” and reassessed by the critics in “long and

more on the issue of Crimp's satire, see Sierz 2006: 142156,

reverential reviews”, the artistic and existential significance
of the tragic event fin: ally dawns on the other writers: “How
sensible to die! Especially in the theatre! [...] We tao (they
think) would like to die — only we’re too old, and have too
many responsibilities” (Crimp 2005a: xii).

In this passage, the ironical narrator suddenly changes from
the distanced third-person “they” to a far more engaged po-
sition of an inclusive “we.” Here, the narrator casts him or
herself in the role of speaker for the body of writers who
scem to share the same unwelcome thought. We ~ the read-
ers - are thus led also to believe that the narraror shares these
thoughts and emotions with the rest of the writers. In the last

paragraph of the text, this belief is developed even further,

when the change of the pronoun is made permanent, as the
collective body of writers is gathered for a final celebration
at the theatre: “We writers feel fresher and more alive than
we have for months. We ¢ -lap our hands. We pour out another
glass of wine — even if the white is by now unpleasantly warm.
Each of us looks at the fool opposite, and wonders wh hat that
smile means” (Crimp 2005a: xiv).
In this incisive satire about writers and critics, which
brings to mind Roland Barthes’ seminal essay about the so-
called “Death of the Author” (“La mort de Pauteur”) from
1968, the theme of absence, or absence itself, emerges from
the overwhelming experience of death. The text, however,
is not about the death of the author (in the strict sense of
Barthes essay), but about the experience of loss and death.
It is about the emotional state evoked by the image of death.
And the textual articulation of subjectivity, as I have stated
atr the
path o

beginning of this article, follows the epistemological
f poststructuralism in a manner that strengthens this
existential anxiety: Crimp’s mode of writing posits the hu-
man subject not as originator or sha per of the work, but as

a site of “enunciation” within the discursive framework of

o
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5

4

According to the theory of Emile Benveniste (and

Jar

“statement” {énoncé 1 “utterance” (énonciation).

1 concept of enunciation, in short, refers to the dis
and ys unique act by which the language is actualised

er (Barthes r977; Benveniste 1971: 11 7-222}. The

¢ discussed here, then, has to do with the capacity

of the speaker to posit him or herself as the “subject”. For

and Barthes, however, “writing is that neutral, COMPOs-

space where our subject slips away, the negative

identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the

7t 142). Asserting that “the author
rmore than the instance writing, just as I is nothing

n the instance saying 1” Barthes denies the pres-

author in the rext: “language knows 2 ‘subject’,
on’, and this subje

t, empty outside of the very
ion which defines it, suffices to make language ‘hold

r’, suffices, that is to say, to exhaust it” (Barthes r977:

ay redefines the subject as

1455 dn other words: Barthe:

an “effect” or “function” engendered by the internal play

of textual language. This is one of the central arguments of

“La mort de Pauteur”, when Barthes denounces the author

@ mvented by our society and critical discourse in

limits to the inherent free play of meaning in any

t. Crimp’s work is driven by an equally strong

al scepticism about the constitution of the hu-

tand a culture of criticism ty rannically centred

hor — “his person, his life, his tastes, his passions”

P 143).
wwical aspect of When the Writer Kills Himself, which

can be read as a commentary on Barthes’ POELICs, Or even as a

parody of it, gets right to the heart of Barthes’ seminal piece:
“When asked to give interviews about the dead writer, it is
only with extreme reluctance that they accept. When asked to
explain the significance of the work, they rub their eyes with
their knuckles as they patiently reply that its significance lies
precisely in its resistance to explanatory discourse” Crimp
zoosa: xit). In this passage, tragedy becomes satire as Crimp
deliberately manifests an attitude of amusement toward the
self-absorbed attitude of the writers. Formulated as a critical
observation of a certain type of person (writers, crivics, direc-
tars) or institution (the theatre community), Crimp’s satire
s also, and perhaps primarily, a method of critique. It refers
to someone or something as the “butt of a joke” that exists
outside of the work itself. His work always oscillates between
chillingly cold irony and the manifestation of strong cultural
anxieties, as in the narrator’s description of the reaction of
other writers and their attempts to diagnose the texts of the
dead writer as thinly veiled suicide notes: “When the sick
feeling has gone, the writers make their way back down the
spiral stairs and head straight for their bookshelves. They
pull out the works of the dead writer and examine them for
clues” (Crimp 2005a: xi).

However, we experience a strong sense of irony and satire
when the writers attempt to decipher and explain the meaning
of theatre texts by seeking traces of the man or woman behind
the work: “Hold the pages up to the light and it’s like a water-

mark or a security-feature in a bank note: each sheert of paper

turns out to be indelibly marked ‘suicide’” (Crimp 20084 K1),
In this comic passage, clues pointing to the reality of his tragic
fate — “suicide” ~ are indeed present, but the whole notion of
the hidden voice of the singular person, the author ‘confiding’
i us, is profoundly alien to the structure of Crimp’s satirical
narrative. On the one hand, there is a deep sense of irony and
a rejection of contemporary theatre culture and criticism. On

o
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the obier hand, however, the writing itself has a strong sense
of tragedve it springs from the experience of Joss; it obsessively
veturns o the unavordable image of deach.

Hlstration 1. Actars Steen Stig Lommer,

Tavmid st and Henrik Birch in Face to che
Wall (MAnsigtet mod caggen”, dirccted by Ju-
cob I Schokking, Cafe Teatret, Copenbagen
ook Photo: Thomas Petri.

Fesoey Fmeroencios
&

Fhe strong intersection berween subjectivity and emotions
suchastoss, horror, fear, and cultural and existential anxiety

as discussed e When the Writer Kills Himself is even more

evident in the theatrical works of Crimp, as can be seen
in his short play Fewer Emergencies (2005), a trilogy that
follows a similar path both in terms of form and content.
However, most of the dramaturgical principles 1 will explore
are not expressed in terms of a single narrative voice, but
through dialogue performed by shifting constellations of
actors.

Fewer Emergencies interweaves three short scenarios writ-
ten for the theatre: “Whole Blue Sky”, “Face to the Wall”,
and “Fewer Emergencies”.® Crimp’s triptych juxtaposes a
close-knit family in domestic crisis (*Whole Blue Sky™), un-
speakable public violence (“Face to the Wall™), and a surreal
account of a boy who is trying to protect himself from the
world outside his bedroom window (“Fewer Emergencies”).
The focus of each scenario revolves around a character that
we never see. The triptych format, which brings to mind the
favoured form of Francis Bacon’s grotesque paintings, pres-
ents three studies for a portrait of a single figure (a woman,
a man and a child}, set in one textual frame. In each scenario,
the portrait of the unseen character is discussed by a group of
nameless speakers, who meditate on the story of the isolated
figure. In fact, the three scenarios are “hinged” together by
the recurring motifs of suffering selves, set against a gloomy
suburban nightmare.

The first scenario, “Whole Blue Sky”, presents a story about
a premature marriage:

2 She gers married very young, doesn’t she,
3 Does whar?

6 Two of the pieces, “Fewer Emergencies” and “Face to the Wall™,
were onginally written and performed in 200z, In 2005, however,
Crimp decided to add a prequel, “Whole Blue Sky”, to complete
the trilogy.

413



s gets marvied very young, and immediacely realises-

s a miustaker

sethat 1y a mistake.

oy realises—y
EI Lt .
rlove hin

he toves him, she defirurely loves him, but its a mistake all

Crimp 2oosb: 7)

ors, the dialogue is a
conversation between three anonymous speakers. In fact, the

a group of speakers are cast in the roles of third-

person narrators; the speakers do not represent a character

i the events related but stand “outside” those even £s.7 As

ne progresses, we — the audience — must ask ourselves:

e ?;%IQ{‘M,’ narrators? Ar

they actors rehearsing a play?

working on a script? Or is this the internal dialogue

woman who suffers from depression and schizophrenia?

“

questions, however, remain unanswered. Furthermore

iion to the absence of named cha racters, the rime and

"

H

ber at the beginning of each

> 2005b: §), and the speak-

‘e marked as “blank” (Crix
imnply indicared by a num

imp emphasises that speaker number 1 must be

plaved by a female actor. The choice of speaker 1’s gender, I

e, is important because it establishes an ambiguous

tion between this female and the topic of the speakers’

rsation: a woman who presumably suffers the sad fate

i

ot an unhappy marriage. Indeed, at one point Crimp’s rather

ons quite deliberately emphasise this cor-

wvanng discourse above characrer and action, Crimp “displaces”
ary elements of drama in order to establish distance — or
chi called “Verfremdungseffekt” —~ in place of the illusion

¢ atmed at in conventional drama (Brecht 1963 155-164 )

relation as speaker 1 “silently counts, using her fingers”, the
years of her unhappy marriage (Crimp 2005b: £5).

In the beginning, the woman falls in love with a man. “She
definitely loves him,” we are told, “but it’s a mistake all the
same” (Crimp 2005b: 7). What starts as passion becomes
marriage, marriage becomes pregnancy, the baby “cements
the marriage” (Crimp 2005b: 9), and soon enough mother-
hood gives way to depression. She sees her whole life, we
are told, stretched out in front of her like a “corpse”, or
perhaps it is “more like a motorway at night—a band of
concrete stretched out in front of her with reflective signs
counting off the miles—mile after mile afrer mile” (Crimp
2005b: 7). And indeed, the story of her life is presented to
us like an unending slideshow of gloomy and depressing
images. Although we are initially told that the tamily “make
a picture of happiness” (Crimp zoosb: 9), the “Whole Blue
Sky” is soon clouded by images of domestic dispute and
violence. These images, which torment the soul of the main
character, seem to have a sickening reality but, in fact, we
see no trace of the real events. The horror is conveyed to us
through the dialogue of the three speakers, and everything
that happens takes place within the discursive framework
of the dialogue (or perhaps more accurately: the actions and
motives of the absent character are constructed during the
course of the dialogue between the three speakers). With
nothing but dialogue — a game of language played by the
three unnamed speakers — at his disposal, Crimp fills the
stage with the imaginative landscape of the life story of the
absent figure. However, the story itself and the performative
manner by which the woman’s identity comes to life through
discourse tell us that our knowledge of other people and the
world they inhabit is incredibly limited.

At the end, the story suffers the same fate as the main char-
acter, who finally succumbs to a mental state characterised

S
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PR ¥ D N o Ty N - i i M M
wirderstood: 1 dont want to hear you ralk abour it ever again.

f the puests.

af the guests. In front of anyone

Not tonight and not ever

s whonnot rouight and not ever again.

Lhays who? Says Mammy.

s Mummy,

[N S s N i S g i
P Not says Munimy, sweethears, nor says Muammy: savs the

(Crimp 2005b: 20}

ce, “Face to the Wall”, is a story about a mas-

imary school - much like the high-school mas-

lumbine in 1999 or later killing sprees of the same
ind = told by four speakers, who attempt to re-enact the
s, At the |

o recollect the shocking actions of the killer, in order

eginning of the piece, the speakers

wd the maotive behind therme

itys the teacher, How can [ help vou?

¢ shoors him through the hearr

teacher right through the heart,

vdont understand-rhey dons imniediarely grasp whart’s

i-what’s happened to their reacheri=they don’t understand-

ke this has ever / happened before.

> this has ever happened before-but they do understand-ol
sunderstand-theyve seen this on TV-they've stayed up lare
and they've seen this on TVethey know exactly what’s
ang on and this is why they back away-mstinctively back away.

y back away-the worst thing they could do-back awa e

caway-rhey back away against the wall,

2 Against their picrares on the wall-"My house’,
3 My car’.

3 ‘My house’, “Me and my cat’, ‘Me in a tree’, and iUs interesting ro

and my car’.

the way thar some of them / hold hands.

(Crimp 2005b: 2.5-26)

In this lucid example, Crimp’s dramarturgical approach and
sensitivity to violence resemble one of the characteristics of
Greek tragedy, namely the presentation of terrifying events,
not to the eye of the audience, but to the ear by the report of
a messenger. And, just like the conventions of the tragic mes-
senger scene, Crimp’s evocation of violence through dialogue
functions as a dramaturgical device thar triggers a powerful
emotional response in the audience. Because we are definitely
not spared any details of the horror evoked, either in this
shore exchange or elsewhere. Moreover, Crimp amplifies the
effect of terror and pity when he juxtaposes the horrifying
images of violence with the children’s innocent drawings of
houses, cats and trees. In short, the sensations of horror oc-
cur when the comforting notion of “home” is shattered by

the contingency of violence. In the narrative of the speakers

¥
the children “instinctively hold hands” as they flinch away
from “the warm metal of the gun” (Crimp 2005b: 26-27),
but the killer shows no sign of conscience or remorse when
he shoots the children one by one. Indeed, the tone of the
speakers is equally callous: “He shoots child A-in the head
{...] He moves on to child B. He shoots child B-in the head”
(Crimp zoosb: 27).

The lack of empathy — and, more importantly, the lack
of motive — which is much debated by the speakers is left
to hang unexplained for the whole scene: “Life’s treating
him very well”, “His job is fine~well paid and rewarding”,
his wife is “charming and tolerant”, and his “children are

-
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und wound/story that can justify or explain the ran-
t of violence: “So he’s not a sympathetic character,”
W

BN e N

“He's never suffered”, “Experienced war”, “Experienced pov-

3 concludes, s

e can’t feel for him™, “Cry for him”

Torrure” (Crimp 2005b: 32). This theme of (lack

s speakers into a debate :

dom ideas for potential motives are brought to the point of

irdity when speaker 1 suggests that the killer feels angry

v the postman is sometimes late: “It’s not the postman’s

~he knows it’s not the postman’s fault-sometimes there
blems sorting the letrers~the machine for sorting the
broken down, for example, and the letters have

{ by hand-or perhaps there are lots of parcels and

-~

every parcel means a conversation on the doorstep” (Crimp

<y

Stmilarly, the scene of violence is located nor as something

S€E, but

space” known and evoked by the nameless

speakers: “He moves to child O

hild C tries to duck away.

10 avail. But to no avail. He shoors child C—good-in

-

wrimp 2005b: 27). The violent event irself is
w “collective” imagination of the speakers, but

shysically absent is made e

1 more present in the
t the mind’s eye. In his lucid reading of Crimp’s
works, Martin Middeke observes that this “deflec-

on o narrative excellently succeeds in divert-

representation and perception of graphic violence

the realm of imagination ~ a strategy that does not

¢ violence seem less disturbing but rather creates an
- of spellbinding emotional mntensity” (Middeke

This important relationship between the structure

of the play and the emotional content is also sketched out
by Aleks Sierz: “Crimp’s innovative trilogy of short plays
Fewer Emergencies (Royal Court, 2005) uses a radical form
to tell three familiar stories ~ an unhappy marrtage, a school
massacre and a street riot. In each case, a small group of
unnamed speakers narrate the stories, all of which collapse
under the weight of their own emotional content” {Sierz
zort: 60). In other words: “Whole Blue Sky”, “Face to the
Wall”™ and “Fewer Emergencies” all share this dramaturgi-
cal approach to the aesthetic experience of violence: the
emotional impact of violence is triggered through dialogue
and narration, not by visceral images or physical actions,
and the violence itself has no reality outside of the instance
of discourse that defines it.

The dialogue constitutes the basic building block of
Crimp’s plays. It is worth noting that each scene is a Spo-
ken exchange, an argument, between multiple anonymous
speakers. It is also worth noting that there is a fair amount of
beautifully crafted repetition and intentional redundancy in
Crimp’s dialogue, perhaps partly because he wishes to add a
sense of confusion and spontaneity to the scene. In fact, there
are numerous examples of verbal redundancy and uncertain
speech patterns, during which the speakers are working out
what they wish to say. In the three separate scenarios, then,
redundancies and repetitions expose and eXPress meanings
and emotions that would otherwise be imperceptible to the
audience. In The Full Room {2002}, Dominic Dromgoole
captures an important aspect of Crimp’s dialogue when he
asserts: “The accuracy with which he catches the insecuri-
ties of modern speech, its need for affirmation and terror of
exposure (the ‘isn’t it?’, ‘doesn’t it?", ‘don’t we?’, that lurk
atter every phrase are never spoken here, but always felt),
that accuracy becomes strangely transfixing, and beautiful”
(Dromgoole 2002: 62-63). And, certainly, Crimp’s characters

fLad
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strange love for phatic speech patterns, saying things

to communicate meaning but to keep the conversarion

1", these phatic patterns become

- when the SpeaKers rantly correct, comment

UGN, Or oven I'fj”'l\’(ff’ifﬁ the sL¢

oty as if they were in fact situ-

in the middle of a brainstorming session. The phatic

ether with the self-ref-

ements when the verbal exchange is ar its most

emotional state. Notice, for example, how speaker 1

repeats himself during one of the most horrific

she-or the sound of the distressed children when his head

the white pillow-on the white pillow-don’t help me~when his

was on the white pillow picruring the scene—bur now-don’t help

)

nd theres

D UT now 1S clear-now the prerure is clear another

s that ather soundi=don’t help me, don’t help me~the sound

NEArT-NO-Yeg—ye

he sound of his heart-the sound of his own

C

wl of the killer’s heart sounding in the killer’s head-that’s

good-which he hadn’t foreseen~he hadn’t foreseen the

own heart in his own head-filling his head~his own heart

head with blood-popping his ears-popping his ears with

&

NE A SWINHTIEr-TIOT swimmer-—don’s help me~like a diver—this

g nto blood-he’s like a diver diving into blood-that’s

oy

s-very pood-down he goes-down he goes away from

into bload-popping-popping his ears and whart are Vol
whi-ehi-what are you staring ati~turn 2 way-look away—
| S R . S s e e . P : N 3

nacs right—turn away or you’re next-be quiet or you're

- that’s good-you saw what happened to child A, you

appened to child B, you saw whar happened to child C-you

dage directions, the gender of speaker 1 s indicated as “male”

SN

saw what happened to child C-you saw whart happened 1o child Cono-
yes—-no-don’t help me.

“apse.

Don't help me-

4 You saw what happened to child I3,

t Don’t help me-you saw what happened to child A, you saw what
happened to child B, you saw what happened to child C~you saw what
happened ro child D, so-so~you saw what happened to Child D, so~
4 S0 shutthe / fuck up.

1 YOU SAW WHAT HAPPENED TO CHILD D, SO SHUT THE FUCK
UP CUNT. CUNT. LITTLE CUNT. { SAID DONT HELP ME.
Long pause

3 50 he's not a sympathetic character.

{Crimp zoosb: 30-31).

Here Crimp is showing a struggle against the loss of memory.
Speaker 1 seems to have forgotten what to say. Losing track,
he constantly interrupts and questions himself (e.g. “is this
right?~this is right”), but stubbornly refuses to be prompred
by the others, hence the repetition of the utterance “don’t
help me”. In fact, speaker 1 explodes when another speaker
takes over. Again, it is open to interpretation whether he
has forgotten his lines or is suffering from true emotional
distress. In terms of both identification and the theatrical
state of enunciation, it is important to notice how speaker 1
gradually dives into the mind of the killer.

To articulate his gory vision of the killer’s fractured con-
sciousness, he constructs an overwhelming series of symbolic
images. Like most creations of the mind in the world of
Crimp’s sinister and morbidly humorous plays, these images
seem to have a strong emotional impact on the speaker: he
slowly takes on the role of the killer. And when he finally
addresses the absent victims (in performance, I would add,
the outburst is likely to be directed at the audience and/
or actors for dramatic effect), the growing uncertainty and

Ead




contlicting emotions are reflected in the violence of his out-
burse: “\UU SAW WHAT HAPPENED TO CHILD D, SO
SHUT THE FUCK UP. CUNT. CUNT. LITTLE CUNT. |
SATH D(ﬁ'):\""’i“ HELP ME”. This dramaric transformarion,
wowhich Crimp — as in the case of “Whole Blue Sky” — es-
tablishes an ambiguous correlation berween speaker 1 and
the central character of the killer, is immedi lately juxtaposed
with the hilarious and somewhat redundant conclusion from
speaker 3 “So he's not a sympathetic character™ (Crimp
roosh 3.

From the mstant we hear abour the killing, we are waiting
tur the obligatory moment when the motive is revealed. Crimp
does two things to prevent this from happening. Firstly, he
delays it in the course of the diafogue the speakers lose track
ot alt the possible explanations, and consequently they fail to
uncover a convincing motive. Secondly, in a final twist, the
seengly inevitable culmination of the dialogue is interrupted
in a fwelve-Bar Du[zwrv Blues song:

Sut san, vour daddy’s not well

SOR s vour DADDY'S A SHELL

There’s anather person

Speaking these lies

Phaves another person

Fooking ow through my eves.

Sowsan, e’y Bling reports

Sotson, hes PROMPTING MY THOUGHTS.

{Crimip 2005b: 55

Hlustration 2. Actors Steen Stig Lommer,
Tammi Ost and Henrik Birch in Face to the
Wall (“Ansigtet mod vaggen”, directed by Ja-
cob E Schokking, Café Teatret, Copenbagen
2008). Photo: Thomas Petri.

In the end, then, we find a thematic pattern that “hinges”
the first two scenarios together: both characters (woman
and man) are terrorised by internal voices “prompting” their
thoughts. Whar is most striking about “Whole Blue Sky” and
“Face to the Wall”, however, is not the dissemination of sub-
jectivity into an anonymous murmur of voices {(embodied by
actors), but the way in which Crimp approaches the juxta-
position of absence and emotion. As we have seen in both
plays, Crimp’s writing - despite the distinctive humour and
-
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tive irony - strives above all else for an emotionally
ialogue, in which the all-y

rvading sense of absence

C L0 @ certam terror and d

w%m l“}mthxm trapped in his own miniature

away by his overprotective parents, Bobby

if wounded and trapped in the house, while vio-
ets. Given that Bobby is also the name
of the woman’s first-born child in “Whole Blue Sky”, we

H

conclude thar this s

Hario

ses another fragment
motif of the story now, how-
tepression, but a state of fear and paranoia. It
s with a simple conversation about the situation in
shbourhood: “Well things are improving. Things
ng day by day,” we are told (Crimp 2005b: 471).
y married parents have locked Bobby in at home,
'~ just like the parents in “Whole Blue Sky” - have

¥ v N &y 1., - e O N A " .
gone for a boar ride. And, as we E"\;i‘v’é} come to expect, the

carion of simulation and anxiety, which resemble central

etk fow

Ao seena I'”lvi}\"w[,y S5O0 energes fi’(l&i}'l

e smiling~that’s righe-in spite of themselves. Or rarher-no—cor-

10y lwmw theyre g mimw fffff bur (”q{, atly ﬂwv E’m)w the }»amd of

v bean sav thar again, but what §ean sy s vhar they soll sing tha

air at the core of

t They do, they do, they siill sing that little song like something you
hear w the supermarker.
3 Or in the DIY superstore, or on the porno film-when the swollen cock
on the porno film goes into the swollen cunt.
x 5o things are looking up.
1 Things are definitely looking up-brighter light-more frequent boar-
mg-more confident smile—things are improving day by day-who ever
would've guessed?
& Mmmi

(Crimp 2005b: 42-43).

Here, the use of explicit language is designed to shatter the
simulation of happiness. And as the secret song that the
woman refuses to sing to her child in “Whole Blue Sky”
reappears within the context of “Fewer Emergencies”, the
narrative correlations between the two separate scenarios
thicken. Just like the parents, who are trapped in a simulation
of contentment as “the two of them could set sail like that to-
wards the world’s rim” (Crimp 2005b: 43), Bobby is trapped
in the dreamlike world presented to us by the speakers. For
Bobby, however, the more frequent boating means more ab-
sence. The child is locked in “for his own protection” (Crimp
2005h: 43 Furthermore, despite the many improvements
to Bobby’s neighbourhood, which, for example, include the
removal of ‘unwanted” elements suc:h as “Mexicans”, “Serbs”,
and people who don’t clean up “their own dog-mess” (Crimp
2005: 44), the streets are filled with the imminent danger of
violence, riots, and emergencies. In fact, speaker 1 determines
that: “Things are improving-less rocks are thrown-less cars
completely overturned-less shots fired~there are fewer emer-
gencies than there used to be-bur all the same, there’s an
emergency on right now. It’s on right now. And I'm sorry to
say that one of those shots came through the kitchen window
and caught poor Bobby in the hip” (Crimp 2005b: 46-47).
To the extent that this scene is also concerned with the stag-
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rbal exchange, a game of langy age played by three

“’?}C?é;iix’&ifl“& this utterance gains the performative effect

ty within the context of the dialogue.? By way of po-

aSIon ;u:td convincing repetirions, the others are led

> by speaker 1 that a seray buller does injure Bobby

¥ instance, h.mnp ¢ Em ate Ey and wif»m;* E@ctéwiv
es of actions, spaces mi eInoti emai SEates.
cencies, this game of invention is taken to

textrenie when we are rold abont the key to use in

hat’s right-of precious wood installed by joiners for all

ngs—all of the things Bobby will need in life for pleasure

s of matches, fresh figs, gen-
f h;zz‘z‘uia of oil. Bur there’s also a shelf full of ook trees,
rwhere pine forests border a mountain lake. 1§ yOu press
knob a secret drawer pops open-inside is the island of
SAnd i you pull the drawers out s spilling the bone-handled
ens oato the floorn spilling out the chainsaws and the
is, there ar the back, in the dark space at the back, is the city

with a cloth over it to k

the dust our. There’s a wardrobe full

and another full of cobalt, Bobby’s suits are h anging over

K;srxt‘i;; 1woa; Benvendste rgv e De
2and Language”, Emile
v of performarives, but
nent is nothing outside

ida 1998, “Analytical
HSLE sup pom«d Jho Aus-
demonstrated that a performa-
of the circumstances that male it
sative, A performative utrerar nce, as Benveniste ptm i, 18 an
tauthority. Anvbody can shour “I declare a general mobiliza-
iste explains, but if the pro per 4 uthority is lacking, such
- Without authority, {hm the
self co furile clamor, childish Ness,
T (Benveniste vov 1 2361,

coutteranog Oy (.’fd%}(ifi%

(S35 I

-by-saying” when speaker 1 takes on the role of

a Japanese golf course, His shoes share boxes with cooked prawns. On
one little shelf there’s a row for universities—good ones-separated by
restaurants where chefs are using the deep-fryers to melt gold and cast
it into souvenir life-sized Parthenons. And hanging from the shelf, like
the Beethoven quarters and fertility clinics, is the key, the key ta use in
emergencies, the key to get our of the house.

(Crimp zoogb: 45).

In this example, the infinite topography of the drawer hides
an unreal landscape of madness and imagination. Or to put it
metaphorically: there is a secret world inside Bobby’s “house”
- a huge and varied world full of landscapes, islands, cities,
monuments, objects, etc. - but Bobby is trapped, despair-
ing, in this world. He wants to reach the key. He wants to
open the door. He wants to share his secret world with the
dangerous people outside his house. “He must be mad,”
are told (Crimp 2005b: 47). In the end, the wounded child
attempts to climb the spiral stairs, desperately reaching for the
key, but never quite reaching his goal: “That’s right, Bobby-
boy. Watch the key. Watch the key swinging” (Crimp 2005b:
49). This supreme moment of bathos epitomises how C rimp,
through the conjuring of an absent character and indeed even
absent world, evokes powerful emotions — here the cathartic
emotions of terror and pity — simultaneously tinged with
underlying humour derived from the Eudwmm«;nm&; of the
image depicted solely through the spoken word.

In conclusion

In this article we have seen how the specific absence of charac-
ter in Crimp’s Fewer Emergencies brings particular emotional
landscapes into play: depression (“Whole Blue § Sky™), terror
(“Face to the Wall”), and paranoia (“Fewer Emergencies™).
Itis in these three short plays ~ seen collectively as the study

w5




stered features of characters - that Crimp has
sen to present his gloomy vision of the constitution of

human subject. These three scenarios stand out, there-

s a sequence of stories abour “absent” characters and

whow, meaningless lives. They do not, however, offer

us a consistent three-act narrative, according to traditional

[SEREES

practice. They offer a juxtaposition of emorional

(depression, terror, paranoia), but in spite of, or rather

se of the absence of an embodied subject on stage to
they can be permanently attached, the emotions emerge

raordinary mrtensiry because tbc’v can only be locared

viewer. Oscillating as he does in his plays between very

nd comical lang

-

ge m;g:% %z;x“m ges of the utmost rer-

Cni mp finds in this dramarurgy of absence
a stimulus more potent and em wtmz;élw charged than that

which traditional dramatic form can normally offer.

Fhis exploration of the absence of contentment and fulfil

dern life is not just restricted to Crimp’s more

%smgmmw work, such as Fewer Emergencies and

Life. T also ¢ aic fate of the char-

actery m more cw;wmmwmi plays s

Y

he Country (2000

}
d

(z008). Whether Crimp writes about a marriec

who succumb to a mere simulation of love, as in The
( rays a writer who — just like
y of “invented characters”, as in

2}, his work never fails to evoke a terror and
t the core of modern life. Consequently, the aesthetic
of Crimp’s plays does not lie merely in the absence

werers or the deconsiruction of conventional dramartic

Nor does it derive solely from the constant oscillarion

cen irony and pathos. It emerges from the cruel, dense

and meticulously controlled dialogue that holds a m;tmm#k;% ble

iy 1o engage the andience

simultaneously in enthralling

> spaces and heighrened emortional states.

&
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