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Letterman

The transcript isn’t too bad although you don’t need punctuation or capital letters. To be honest, I think the actual analysis is a bit thin although the technical part is fine. I don’t really know what you mean by “advertising interview”. It’s an interview and interviews have multiple aims – it is not just a publicity stunt.

I like your comment about “playing a script” and you really needed to follow this up. You should have started with the description by Tolson which you quote on p.11 about Letterman being a show in which guests are licensed to transgress the preallocated role of traditional interviewer/interviewee and in which “performance” and playful gesture is important. You could then have explained everything you noticed about Chan in terms of this licensed performance.

Role of audience – you need to give examples to support what you say about applause and why it is the “right moment” and why this constitutes “manipulation”. You also needed to say more about laughter and the audience reaction; you only give one example but seeing as Chan is telling/acting out a joke, the role of laughter and how it is coordinated is very important.

Birthday Party

The technical analysis is fine but you do not really explain the stories in the context of the play. The differences between Stanley and Goldberg’s stories and storytelling styles is related to the way they behave during the play itself.

Story 1 - It looks like you didn’t know how to answer this. It’s gossip (see my analysis at the end)

Story 2 – yes, the contrast is between the inetraction at the start and Stanely’s monologue. There is actualy a lot more to say about the monologue especially its incoherence (I’ve done my analysis at the end).

Story 3 – What you say is perfectly true (the fear) but you needed to explain the turn-taking much better. In particular the preface is very long indeed (it is all preface and no story). In fact Meg does not want to hear it at all and you could have said more about the way he tries to interest her and the fact that she does not want to listen to the story.

Story 4 – Much better analysis because you explain the contrasting positions of the three characters. I like your comment about Goldberg being relaxed and accustomed to telling stories. What is interesting is that he tells a bizarre story but doesn’t get a response and doesn’t seem to mind. So everything is inappropriate – the story itself (bizarre), the lack of response from the listeners and Goldberg’s indifference to the lack of response.

Story 5 – Your point about the similarity between the two stories is true but you do not really explain this in the context of the play. Why does Goldberg tell the same kind of stories in the same kind of way.

Story 1

Gossip involves talking about recent events or commenting, often negatively, about people who are absent. This form of talk, which is also colloquially termed “small talk”, often involve some kind of storytelling. An increasing amount of linguistic research has been devoted to its narrative properties, particularly the social purposes it serves in forging bonds between speakers
. The same social function can be observed in the way it is deployed in drama. For example, Act 1 of The Birthday Party opens with a small story from Petey who is at the breakfast table:

Lady Mary Splatt

Meg:
What are you reading?

Petey:
Someone’s just had a baby.

Meg:
Oh, they haven’t! Who?

Petey:
Some girl.

Meg:
Who, Petey, who?

Petey:
I don’t think you’d know her.

Meg:
What’s her name?

Petey:
Lady Mary Splatt.

Meg:
I don’t know her.

Petey:
No.

Meg:
What is it?

Petey: (studying the paper). Er - a girl.  

Meg:
Not a boy?

Petey:
No.

Meg:
Oh, what a shame. I’d be sorry. I’d much rather have a little 

boy.

Petey:
A little girl’s all right.

Meg:
I’d much rather have a little boy.

Harold Pinter, The Birthday Party Act 1 

This exchange has all the hallmarks of the small story because it deals with local news – in this case something recently heard or read about. The news reported by Petey is enquired about and commented on by Meg in terms of her present knowledge (I don’t know her) and feelings (I’d much rather have a little boy). As already noted, it is not the information in gossip stories that is important but its use as a vehicle for creating rapport between speakers: thus in the second hand report in Lady Mary Splatt the speakers collaborate equally in its development, reinforcing their domestic intimacy.

However, it is unusual to find small stories in plays with this exclusively social function. Their presence usually needs to be linked with a wider dramatic purpose, as Freeman (2006: 134) notes: 

Works of literature are themselves filled with small stories; we generally think of them as “episodes.” But of course the episodes we find in such works do not stand on their own but only acquire significance by virtue of the larger constellations of meaning – the “plot” – to which they contribute. 

Freeman’s point is that the Lady Mary Splatt episode is a rarity in drama. In real life small stories can be produced to pass the time of day. In literary texts they can never be as inconsequential as they are in real life but acquire importance in the context of plot development. 

An example of this kind of wider significance is found at the end of The Birthday Party when Petey is alone with Meg in the same domestic context as at the start:

Belle of the ball

Meg:
Wasn’t it a lovely party last night?

Petey:
I wasn’t there.

Meg:
Weren’t you?

Petey:
I came afterwards.

Meg:
Oh.

(Pause). 

It was a lovely party. I haven’t laughed so much for years. We had dancing and singing. and games. You should have been there.

Petey:
It was good, eh?

(Pause).

Meg:
I was the belle of the ball.

Petey:
Were you?

Meg: 
Oh Yes. They all said I was.

Petey:
I bet you were, too.

Meg:
Oh, it’s true. I was.

(Pause).  I know I was.

Harold Pinter, The Birthday Party Act 2 

The impact of the Belle of the ball narrative is entirely different from that of Lady Mary Splatt. Although it is still local news about a recent event (the party), it is more than mere gossip. Its dramatic impact is radically altered by the fact that the audience has already witnessed the events which are being recounted. It starts in typical small story fashion with Meg inviting Petey to share in the previous night’s events and then describing what happened when she realises he had not been there. Meg’s summary expression (I was the belle of the ball) is thus not designed as a self-aggrandising comment but comes across as a sentimental afterthought. Meg and Petey collaborate strongly in the construction of the story as they did in Lady Mary Splatt. Although Petey encourages Meg with questions (It was good, eh? and Were you?) and a comment (I bet you were, too), her narration is hesitant. Both of her main storytelling turns – It was a lovely party … and I was the belle of the ball are self-selected after marked pauses. This hesitation is accompanied by an unusual interpretation of the events themselves. The fact that she paraphrases the traumatic events of Act 2 as dancing and singing and games, omitting the details of Stanley’s brutal treatment at the hands of Goldberg and McCann, reinforces the impression that Meg’s mental world is only precariously attached to her interactional present. If we compare the Lady Mary Splatt and Belle of the ball small stories, their dramatic purposes could hardly be more different. Lady Mary Splatt, which occurs at the start of the play, brought an element of comedy and domestic familiarity, whereas Belle of the ball, which ends the play, leaves the audience with a sense of desperation that the main characters have failed to understand what has happened in their own house in the course of the play.

Story 2

Stanley shows himself to be a hesitant storyteller who fails to use or respond to the conventions of story construction.

Unlike text 1, in which Stanley was the story initiator, the story in text 2 is initially prompted by Meg, After her initial question about Stanley’s piano-playing history, she gives him a prompt (a concert?) inviting him to expand on his story. From this point on, however, the co-construction of the story ceases. Meg’s next question (what did you wear?) is not answered by Stanley and the stage directions (reflectively and To himself) indicates that Stanley is no longer addressing his story to Meg and that it is becoming progressively self-directed. Having elicited the storytelling, Meg does not participate any more in the development of the story. Stanley is signalled by Pinter as directing the story to himself and although he makes one attempt to address Meg listener with “you know what they did?, it is not followed up. Indeed having narrated the sequence of events which concludes “they’d locked it up”, he removes his glasses and after which no more events are narrated. This is confirmed by the fact that after taking off his glasses Stanley makes an evaluation of the events he has just recounted – “ a fast one  … they pulled a fast one – and then addresses an imaginary listener called Jack in the present tense – “all right Jack I can take a tip. Thus, in the course of the story, the audience for the storytelling has changed from Meg to Stanley himself to Jack. After putting on his glasses he asks an unspecified listener to look at Meg and then addresses Meg “you’re just an old piece of rock cake”. 

The removal of the glasses thus seem to signal that Stanley is moving out of a storytelling mode in which he narrates past events to Meg and to himself and into an evaluative mode in which he addresses Jack. When he puts on the glasses again he seems to move back from the imaginary world inhabited by Jack into the conversational mode which existed before his story

addresses Meg 





addresses Meg 

(played the piano? …)
    STORY BEGINS


(you’re just ..)

addresses himself 

(I had a unique touch …) STORY ENDS
removes glasses

addresses Jack (all right Jack …)

puts glasses back on

If we consider the story to be the stretch of talk between played the piano and locked it up the bulk of it bears the hallmarks of realistic storytelling behaviour. There is a great deal of repetition, both of individual keywords such as unique … absolutely unique and phrasal verbs such as came up to me … came up to me and carved me up …carved me up as well as a reformulation – it was all arranged, it was all worked out. and a false start - I-I. There are an increasing number of pauses and markers of hesitation as the story progresses. Hesitancy is a feature of storytelling, as Norrick (p.   ) notes, and in this case contributes to the impression that this is a realistic storytelling episode.

However the realism in the way in which the story is told conflicts with the vagueness of the content, as it becomes increasingly difficult to follow the thread of the narrative. There is a lack of reference for some of the pronouns. It is unclear whether the pronoun “they” in “they came up to me” and “you know what they did” refers to the same individuals and to which individuals it refers. The context of the second concert (somewhere else …there) is not defined at all. In the words of Brown and Yule Stanley’s story would appear to be a text which is “cohesive but not coherent”.

This is thus a story which sounds very much as a story should sound. However from an interactional point of view the story it is a failure. Stanley is unable to maintain contact with his listener and his narrative becomes progressively less coherent.
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� In anthropological studies (e.g. Jones 1980) the term “gossip” is used to refer to informal communication between members of a social group, whereas linguistic studies have defined it in terms of evaluative commentary about absent parties. Most commentators, however, agree that it is particularly important for social cohesion since it provides people with information which is important for the conduct of their daily social lives (Emler 1998) and helps to establish group membership. Dunbar goes so far as to argue that “language evolved to allow us to gossip” (1994: 78). Its social importance derives partly from the contents of the stories themselves, which reflect the cultural values of a particular community, and partly through the cooperative and socially cohesive way that it is carried out. Sociolinguistic studies have also examined the way in which gossip is differently practised by men and women. Cameron (1997) has hypothesised sports talk to be a form of male gossip whereas the female version tends to be concerned with more personal issues - see Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003: 99-101) for a discussion of gender-related research on the subject.





