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Aunt Edna is a part of a majority of audience for which true theatre
exists, and has always existed; while highbrow theatre, if there were
such a thing, would exist only for a minority audience, which is a
euphemism for a small audience, which is a euphemism for . . . a
play that should have been read and not acted, which is a
euphemism for a flop. (Rattigan, Collected Plays 3 xxv)
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It’s only Aunt Edna’s emotions that a playwright can hope to excite,
because we know for sure that she does bring those to the theatre.
But we can’t hope to excite her intellect, because, if she has one at
all, which is unlikely, she will almost certainly have left it behind in
her rooms, or forgotten it on the bus, or checked it in at the theatre
cloakroom . . . Laughter, tears, excitement. That is all she demands.
She is bored by propaganda, enraged at being ‘alienated’, loathes
placards coming down and telling her what is going to happen next,
hates a lot of philosophical talk on the stage with nothing happening
at all, enjoys poetry only when it is dramatic and fine prose only
when there is action to go with it . . . She is unchanging and
unchangeable, immortal and everlasting, and all she ever brings to

3) ‘=4 o|R7} op|gt Wl A ojgle] diel] el HIEAER FAE o
31 SITHRusinko 22-24; Young 122-29; Wansell 243-61; Darlow 307-24).
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the theatre is her undying love for it. (Rattigan, Collected Plays 3

XXVii)
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Tennessee Williams was the most successful, but then he was a
woman right through. I think the problem with Rattigan was that
even if he had the opportunity for frankness, his whole repressed
class background, the stiff upper lip of Harrow, would have made it
impossible for him. Deception and restraint are at the heart of that
kind of Englishman. I suppose it’s at the heart of me, heterosexual
as I am. (O’Connor 174 A|914)
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Like Terry himself, his plays are not what they seem. With his
perfect manners and impeccable dress, his background of Harrow,
Oxford, and the RAF, he appeared to be a complete model of the
conforming upper-class Englishman just as his works appear to be
perfect specimens of the well-made play. In reality he was not in the
least conforming and related more to the world of Joe Orton (whose
first play he backed) than that of Sir Harold Nicolson. There was a
deeply Proustian ambivalence at the heart of him that needs, as they
say, to be gone into. (Curtis, “Professional 23)
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I detect in his plays a deep personal, surely sexual pain, which he
manages at the same time to express and disguise . . . Not to batten
it down but to invest it with some expressive clarity that speaks
immediately to people, yet keeps himself hidden . . . I think
Rattigan is not at all the commercial middlebrow dramatist his image
suggests but someone peculiarly haunting and oblique who certainly
speaks to me with resonance of existential bleakness and irresoluble
carnal solitude. (Curtis, Rattigans Theatre; Darlow 13 A|<18)
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ANNE. If all I wanted to do was to make my husband a slave, why
should I specially have chosen you and not the others?

JOHN. Because where would your fun have been in enslaving the
sort of man who was already the slave of his own head gardener?
You wanted bigger game. Wilder game. None of your tame
baronets and Australian millionaires, too well-mannered to protest
when you denied them their conjugal rights, and too
well-brought-up not to take your headaches at bedtime as just
headaches at bedtime. ‘Poor old girl! Bad show! So sorry. Better
in the morning, I hope. Feeling a bit tired myself, anyway.” No,
Anne, dear. What enjoyment would there have been for you in
using your weapons on that sort of a husband? But to turn them
on a genuine, live, roaring savage from the slums of Hull, to make
him grovel at the vague and distant promise of delights that were
his anyway by right, or goad him to such a frenzy of drink and
rage by a locked door that he’d kick it in and hit you with his
fist so hard that you’d knock yourself unconscious against a wall
—that must really have been fun. (108)
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My lack of understanding of it is probably a shortcoming in me. The
Major presumably understands my form of lovemaking. 1 should
therefore understand his. But I don’t. So I am plainly in a state of
prejudice against him, and must be very wary of any moral
judgements I may pass in this matter. It’s only fair to approach it
from the purely logical standpoint of practical Christian ethics, and
ask myself the question: “What harm has the man done?” Well, apart
from telling us a few rather pathetic lies about his past life, which
most of do anyway from time to time, I really can’t see he’s done
anything to justify us chucking him out into the street. (147)
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You wouldn’t guess, I know, but ever since school I’ve always been
scared to death of women. Of everyone, in a way, I suppose, but
mostly of women. I had a bad time at school—which wasn’t
Wellington, of course—just a Council school. Boys hate other boys
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to be timid and shy, and they gave it to me good and proper. My
father despised me, too. He was a sergeant-major in the Black
Watch. He made me join the Army, but I was always a bitter
disappointment to him. He died before I got my commission. I only
got that by a wangle. It wasn’t difficult at the beginning of the war.
But it meant everything to me, all the same. Being saluted, being
called sir—1I thought I’'m someone, now, a real person. Perhaps some
woman might even—(He stops) But it didn’t work. It never has
worked. I’'m made in a certain way, and I can’t change it. It has to

be the dark, you see, and strangers, because — (155)
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A Re-reading of Terence Rattigan’'s Separate Tables:
A Post-war State-of-England Double Bill

on Class and Sexuality
Abstract Park, Heebon

This paper reassesses Terence Rattigan’s 1954 double-bill, Separate Tables,
comprising the self-contained yet closely linked Table By the Window and
Table Number Seven, and attempts to reappraise Rattigan and his dramatic
work as chronicling the turbulent times of post-war society in Britain, leading
up to the so-called 1956 revolution on the English stage. Rattigan was an
acclaimed British playwright from the mid-1930s to the mid-1950s, but his
plays were neglected and even disregarded for the next two decades,
mistakenly seen as advocating the kind of middle-class values symbolized by
his invention of a representative audience member, ‘Aunt Edna.” However, this
study argues that Rattigan’s two one-act plays describe the prejudices and
sweeping changes taking place within the shaken society of post-war Britain.
In so doing, Separate Tables exposes deep-rooted emotional repressions and
the hypocrisy of sexual taboos, while functioning as a plea for social tolerance
of aberrational behavior. Separate Tables realistically portrays the battle of the
sexes, class tension, social alienation, loneliness, and the emotional damage and
pain of social outcasts living in a morally inflexible and restricted society, and
dramatizes the disguises, evasions, and distractions devised by alienated
members. Rattigan also highlights an underlying commitment to personal
integrity, as he focuses on the interdependence of individuals and society,
suggested refreshingly at the close of each play by mutual reconciliation on

the basis of common sympathy and humanity. Building on renewed academic
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and popular interest in his work since the 1970s, when his craftsmanship and
dramatic insights began to be re-appreciated, this paper concludes that Rattigan
should be re-read, not only as a major twentieth century dramatist, but also as

a sounding board for the mid-century British theatrical renaissance.

Key Words Rattigan, Separate Tables, Table by the Window, Table Number
Seven, class, battle of the sexes, homosexuality, social alienation,

tolerance, humanity, Aunt Edna
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