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January 22, 1954 

My dear Mrs. Frank: 

I've at last had the freedom to settle down for a few days and consider 
at length the problems of dramatizing the Paton book, and IU m afraid 
the conclusion will be disappointing to both of us. I can't see the 
play. 

After my first reading of the book some weeks ago, I had 
fidence that a play could be made of it - although, as I 
wanted to be able to see the play in real terms before I 
self to doing it. After the second reading of the book, 
turbed by certain problems, but not at all disheartened. 
a third go-through, I have no confidence at all that the 
dramatized - or I should say, that I can do it. 
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There are three problems. Let me write about them in some detail, 
so that my thoughts can be of value to you. 

The first problem concerns the inwardness of the hero's life. This 
didn't trouble me at first. But as I come to think of the play in 
terms of specifics, it becomes a problem for me insuperable. 

It is basic to Paton's m •• thesis that the inhibitions of an inflexible 
society deny contact between people, and humane resolution. Too late 
comes a melting of the barriers between father and son. Never comes a 
lasting lowering of the barrier between husband and wife. The inhibi
tions are so enormous that the hero must nurse his secret in silence; 
had he been able to confide in one person-- and this is most important to 
both the structure of the story and the clarity of the thesis-- the 
tragedy would not have happened. A single conversation with Kappie, 
with Aunt Sophie, with the police captain, would have ventilated his 
soul, and destroyed the malevolent force that pursued him. 

I believe profoundly in the truth of this thesis. One has only to 
visualize a scene between Pieter and anyone of several characters, 
in which Pieter exposes himself, to see that such a self-exposure 
would lead to a train of events quite different from that of the b~ok. 
Either the affair with Stephanie would come to an immediate end; if 
it continued, it would be because Pieter was a quite changed and lesser 
figure. 

Pieter's unwillingness or inability to confide in another person - his 
absolute, total inability to speak - is the essential force that brings 
about the trage~y. And in the simplest terms, Mrs. Frank, I cannot 
write a three-act play about a man who cannot speak. 

You will notice that even Paton - working in the freer frame of the 
novel - had to make use of the not-too-convincing device of Pieter's 
memoirs~ 

I have hunted and hunted ~hrough my mind for some means of making overt 
Pieterfs inward life. I can find none. 
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This is no ordinary problem of adaptation from the novel to dramatic 
form. Always one encounters the difficulty of translating hidden 
thoughts to speech or action. But in this work not even the situa
tion can be spoken of, without violation of character or thesis. 

For example, I found the most exciting - even terrifying - moment in 
the book to be that piece of action wherein Pieter finds the note on 
his door; I SAW YOU. That moment, and the long sequence of action 
that follows until the wonderful and absurd revelation of his friend's 
prah~, make up what must be a most important section of the play. 
But what are we to do about the note on the door? It is implicit to 
the terror that none sees it but himself; that he speaks of it to no 
living soul; that it becomes a horrid red eye staring at t± him from 
the darkness of his consciousness. How shall we discover what he has 
found on his door? 

In my early thoughts about the book I said to myself, nOh, there'll 
be some way to do it." But when one gets down into the essential 
character of the book, one finds no way that will not destroy even as 
it reveals. He can speak to no white man, or the thesis is ruined. 
Supposing his servant finds the note first, and speaks the words aloud 
to him. Then the terrible dignity of the moment i s lost. Supposing 
we Jtretch a bit, and allow Stephanie to be with him. In her presence 
he could speak the words aloud. But then we instantly t create a re
lationship with Stephanie that to me, and I'm sure to Paton, wou}dbe 
unacceptable. What then are we to do with this moment? ((and a dozen 
others?) Well, he can address the audience. But in that case we are 
taking refuge in a kind of playwriting that I do not consider proper 
to this story. 

I have oonsidered at length those devices and ~noonventiona1 means 
whereby the inward thoughts and reactions of a character may be 
direot1y exposed.to the audienoe. There are many possibi1itiesu 
None satisfies me. All violate the essential reticence of the man, 
and the integrity of the thesis. It is as if in oonfiding to the 
audience ~he wall is brokBn as effectively as if Pieter spoke to a 
friend. And the overpowering oompression of the book is lost. 

Well, I believe I've said enough abou t this particular problem. One 
cannot write a play about a situati o n which the hero cannot refer to, 
and which none is conscious of but himself. ~y ingenious feats of 
technique and oblique reference one can perhaps establish the situa
tion; but one oannot develop it. What happens to a man who gets into 
such a sit~ation? One is forbidden to speak. 

It is almost academic to speak of the other two problems, since the 
first is so drastio. For the record, however, let me put them down. 

The problem of the wife, strictly in my terms, I find distressing. 
Another author might not be so conoerned. But I find something less 
than the proper inevitability in Nella' s contribution to Pieter's fall. 
This contribution will neoessarily se e m larger in a play than in a 
novel, by the simplification of motive s that the play form brings 
about, and Ne1la u s contribution is her own inadequacy. 
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One may argue that Nella'. inhibitions are a projection of the larger 
inhibitions of the inflexible society; or one may say, she is just 
a country girl; or one may say, But it's true~ it would be just this 
way~ None of these reasons is encugh. 

Pieter is a truly tragic character. His father is an equally tragic 
character, and their relationship is one of tragic illumination. But 
Nella is not tragic. She is merely pathetic. And she reduces the sit
uation to her own pathetic level. 

I believe that in Nella is a very great weaknes s in the book itself. 
Nella's weakness is not a product of the particular inflexibilities 
that ~fflict Pieter and his father. She is merely weak. She would be 
an inadequate woman in any society. I can have very great sympathy for 
the woman who finds herself unequal to a shattering situation. But such 
a woman is pathetic, no more. And when she becomes the last cause to 
bringing about a tragic situation, she makes commonplace the situation 
itself. 

I believe that Nella could be remedied in writing. I would not reject 
the book on this ground alone. But when you add to the problem of a 
man who can not say what he is doing, the problem of a woman who doesn't 
know what she's doing - then all gets much too thick. 

There is a third problem which might be important if the other two 
didn't exist. This is the simple, technical problem of place. It was 
a problem which failed to impress me at first. Now I regard it as 
considerable. 

Where is the action of the play to be laid? Pieter's assignations 
cannot occur in his house. It would be a frightful violation of his 
character. Neither can they be assigned to an entirely off-stage. 
action. Likewise, it is compulsory that certain scenes take place in 
the police station. They can occur nowhere else, and they cannorn 
simply be referred to. Also, to me it would seem that the parents 
home is necessary. From the quality of this home springs the con
viction of the society - indeed the sympathy. If we were to see the 
father only in Pieter's home, we'd never understand him. 

Look at another difficulty in the locale problem. After Pieter re
ceives the terrible note, everywhere he goes h~ suspects that he is 
watched. Who wrote the note? Who knows his secret? Wherever he 
goes, he misreads into the odd actions of others their antipathy for 
him. This is one of the great passages in the book, understandable to 
a memb e r of our society. But what do we do for locale? He cannot 
stay in one place and have people come to him with their .f odd 
behavior. The story is destroyed. Ee must go to them. He must pursue 
a natural course in his daily life, a course which because of his 
guilt becomes strange and frightful. 

Well, there are such things as the abstract stage. But to me this would 
deny the conventionality which is integral to the thesis. Neither is 
a use of many sets (impracticable to begin with) proper to the inward
ness of the story. We should end up with what Dick Maney once referred 
to as a triumph of lumber over art. 
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I don't know the answer to this one. Perhaps there is no answer 
and I should find it if I were not already distracted by the first 
two problems. Let me say. though, that I donUt think the answer is 
easy. 

Well, this is my analysis of the play. And I must conclude it with 
the obvious statement that I don't know how to do it, and therefore 
must put it out of my mind. 

I say this with a regret quite inexpressible. I have never been 
80 moved by the desire to make a play out of another' ~ man's work. 
It is a high disappointment that I must •••• t •• % conclude that I oanQt. 

What a film it would make - if such films were possible. There is 
not a problem that the camera wouldn't solve; and Nella could be kept 
in a seCUre place. It's a screenplay that I oould start tomorrow; 
and I should have only the minor problem that no one would make a 
the movie, when I'd finished. 

This has turned out to be a very long letter. I have every hope 
that someone else may find answers to the problems that I cannot 
solve. 

With every good wish, and every regret, 

Sincerely, 

(ISigned) ROBERT ARDREY 
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