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Debauchery Next Door: The Boundaries of Shame
in Abigail@ Party

MIKITA BROTTMAN

Theplay thatbecameAbigail@ Party began life as an experimentdevisedby directorMike
Leigh with Pve actorsNincluding his then-wife, Alison SteadmanNatthe Hampstead
Theaterin London.Given basiccharacteoutlinesandsix weeksfor rehearsalthesepve
actorspartly improvisedthe original productionthat was laterusedasthe basisof Mike
Leigh@script for theBBC®Play for Today, brstscreenedn November5, 1977.Although
incidental details of time and placeinitially seemvital elementsof Abigail® Party, by
mostaccountghe play hasdatedwell, andtherehave beenregular revivals, includinga
highly-acclaimedecentperformancet the play® original venue the Hampstead heater
Whetheror not the audiencds familiar with the specibcsof classand culturethat mark
the setting of the playNan intimate get-togetheiinvolving three setsof neighborsNit®
impossiblenotto geta senseof thehorribletensiongyeneratedetweerhostesandguests
at13 RichmondRd., North London,andfor this reasorthe play remainsrelevant, horrible
socialtensionsbeing,of course commonto every class periodandculture.

Still, not everybodylik es Abigail® Party. As with mostof Mike Leigh®work, there
arethosecritics andreviewerswho have expressedn ethical ambiaenceaboutthekinds
of emotionsthe play provokes in its audience specibcallyaboutwhetheror not Leigh
is deliberatelysatirizing the aspiringlower middle classes poking fun at their pathetic
ambitions badtasteandmarital conRicts The caseagainst Abigail® Party was mademost
forcefully by DennisPotterin his review of the BBC production publishedn TheSunday
Times (London),November6, 1977:

This play was basedn nothingmoreedifying thanranciddisdain,for it wasa

prolongedieer, twitching with genuinehatred,aboutthe dreadful sukurban
tastesof the dreadful lower middle classes.. it sank underits immense
condescensionThe force of the yelping derision becamea single note of

contempt,amplibedinto a relentlessscreech As so often in the minebelds
of English class-consciousnessjore was revealed of the snobberyof the
obserers ratherthanof theobsered (35).

SinceOthaminebeldof Englishclassconsciousnesside so centralto Mike Leigh®
work, the bestanalysisof his bims, like thatof Ray Carnegy (2000)andMichael Covenegy
(1996) attendsmainly to ideologicalissues.n this brief paper however, | planto take a
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differentapproachRemainingawarethat,in thework of Mike Leigh,theboundarybetween
thepersonahndtheideologicahasalwaysalreadybeencrossed|@ lik e to look atsomeof
the psychologicadimensionf Abigail®@ Party, in orderto considemwhatit is aboutthese
particularcharacter@ndthis particularsituationthat provokessuchan anxiousresponse,
bothin hostilecritics like Pottey aswell asthosepeopleNlike myselfNwho bndthe play
morbidly compelling,mostly becausets makes me feelsouncomfortableln fact,though
maryNincluding Leigh himselfNmight bndmy approactperipherabor irrelevant, | think
it actually makes more sensethan brstimpressionsmnight suggestasthereis something
akinto freeassociatiorin dialoguethatis (or at leastwasoriginally) partlyimprovised,and
thereis somethingnot unlike grouptherapy in this nightmarishcircusof hatred,in which
the social facadeis lifted, andwe are shown the snobbery bullying, and humiliation that
lie beneath.

| needto start,of coursewith Beverly (Alison Steadmarin the original production),
becausein apsychologicakenseBeverly istheonly charactein Abigail® Party. Eachof
herguestexistsonly in so farasthey relateto Beverly, andin sofar asthey willingly alow
herto swallow themup, like Angela,or struggleto resistlike Sue.Sovoraciousis Beverly
that sheimmediatelycolonizeseveryonewith whom shecomesinto contact,subsuming
themwithin theboundarie®f hermonstrousego.

No one and nothing exists separatelyfrom Beverly. The very setof the play is a
representationf herinnerworld; ironically (sinceBeverly is a beautician) everything is
loud,fake andclashingn themostgarish70sstyle. Thecurtainsandwallpaperhave anasty
patternof hugebrown-and-orangewirls; there€asunhurstclock above thefake coal-efect
bre(soobviously plastic). Thesuite is paddedeatherOnoteatherette, DsistsBeverlyNa
perfectexampleof what Freuddescribesas Othenarcissismof small differences@45]).
Accordingto Leigh® set directions,\bove the setteeis a room-dvider shelf unit, on
which are a telephonea stereosystem,an ornamentabbre-light,a fold-down deskand,
prominentlyabar(§1). Theshehesdisplayasetof leatherboundoook-clubvolumes;in the
centerof theroomis asheepskirruglying next to amarble-toppedable. Mostsignibcanbf
all, the housecontainsNasBeverly proudly announceso her guestsNadownstairstoilet.
Having two toilets, as everyoneknows, wasthe consummatédeal of the aspiringmiddle
classesn the 1970s whenthe chasmbetweerthe classessomefelt, could be bridgedby
theluxury of an extraloo.

RayCarneg (2000)haspointedoutthattheunsettlingnatureof Beverly@performance
relatesto the fact that sheis neitherbeingdeceitful, nor trying to cover anything up; as
Carng putsit, Otherés no reality lurking in the depthseverythingis fake. Beverly@ideas
and emotionsare no differentfrom her jewelry: both are equally cheapknock-ofs. Her
mostprivate,innerexperiencesreas clichedasherexpressions{01).Carngy makesthe
casethat Otherés somethingartibcial,imitated,derivative or inauthenticaboutvirtually
everyline of dialoguethatBeverly utters.It all feelsGcriptedO@00D101)So while in one
respecBeverly istheonly charactein Abigail® Party, in anotherespecBeverly herself
doesnot actuallyexist: hercharacteis completelysynthetic;sheis all artibce.

Thepowerrelationsn Beverly@homeare cleat andherattemptgo exercisethis power
over eachvulnerableguestresultsn somekind of distortionin theirpersonalityTheguests,
in turn, lose not so much their power, but signibPcantaspectsof themselesNinitiative,
individuality, inquiry, and self-determinationThey lose their active personalitieso a
certainextent,as Beverley attemptsto strip eachof themof theiridentity andincorporates
the spoilsinto herown characteras additionaldimensionf heregotism.In otherwords,
like thewitch in thefairy-tale, shethreatendo eatthemall up.
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Mik e Leigh@political leaningsarewell-known, andwhile | don®believe thatBeverly
is basedn ary consciousor deliberateway on the bgureof Margaret Thatcher she does,
it is fair to say sharesome of Thatcher§lessappealingqualitiesNher theatricalvoice,
her matriarchabossinessher crassopinionatedchampioningof middle-classralues her
primped hair and powvderedcompleion. Thatcherdid not becomePrime Minister until
1979,but by 1977shewasbrmly establishedasleaderof the Consenative Party andwas
alreadyan intimidating bgurein British politics. Most of all, | think, Beverly resembles
Mrs. Thatcherin the wayNpart nanry, part bullyNshe colonizesher guests,a process
which causewvarying degreesof conRict,dependingn how mucheachvictim hasinvested
in theirindependensensef self.

Beverly® husband_awrence for example,remindsme of thosefawning OlittlemenO
who Rocked and fawvned around Mrs. Thatcherin the Tory Cabinet,insinuatingcivil
senants,who treatedher like a terrifying headmistres$o be Ratteredand obeyed, then
snickered at the momentsheis out of sight (in fact, thesemenNMichael Heseltine Jim
Prior, PeterWalkerNwere the brstto abandorThatcherafter shelostthe 1990election).

Laurences ahenpeckd,obsequiougstateagentwho speaksmainlyin cliches(O¥s,
Mrs. Cushing,Qve overhearhim saying to a client on the phone,Owehave run him to
ground,and you® be hapyy to know 1Omin the throesof retrieving the key!. . .|0Omat
your service,Mrs. Cushing,he who paysthe piper calls the tune. You namethe hour,
and | shall appear!O)Laurenceis almosthystericalwith stress,unableto relax at all
in the compaly of his monstrouswife. The couplehasonly beenmarriedthreeyears,
but they have nothingin commonand are already sick to deathof eachother Laurence
hasbeengrounddown into a pitiful wreck of a man with a hugechip on his shoulder
reducedo themiserablepleasure®f cheappedantryandpettyone-upmanshig-e likesto
correctothers complainsNwhile glaringrudelyat his neighborsNthatthe Oneighborhood
is going downhill,Othe Oclas®f peopleCand the Qone of the areaChave changedand
it@ becomelnixed, more cosmopolitan.®le boaststhat he buys a new car every yeat
even thoughit® always a Mini: Olbndthe Mini economical efbcientand reliable,Che
proclaims Oandhemostsuitedto my purposes.8is philosoply is QLife is abPghtNpeople
always seemto be agpinstyou.OHis feebleattemptsat self-assertiorinvolve pitting his
bougeoisidealsagainst his wife@ lower-classtastes:she likes Demis Roussoshe likes
Olightclassical@Beethwen®ninth); shelikesOerotiart,the likesLowry andVan Gogh
(which he pronouncesvith a @Gsohardthathealmostchokesoniit).

In essencehowever, Beverly andLaurencehave muchin common:Laurencefdeaof
Oculture®justas spuriousandsecond-handsBeverly@ideaof Otaste®lis leathetbound
collectionsof Shalespeareand Dickens,which he shavs off proudlyto Sue,arejustfor
shav (ORrt of our heritage, e boasts,adding, Oofcourse,it@ not somethingyou can
actuallyREADO)Lik e Beverly, Laurencés trappedby his narcissisticlefenseto taking
on the trappingsof arole he needsto playNa role thatincludedmarryinga womanwho
is only interestedn his mongy. OIfl wantarythingNmakeup,new hairdo,new dresshe®
very generousthemong/®there, BaysBeverly whenasked abouthermarriage Olt other
thanthat,it@justboring.O

Angela,the haplessnursewith jamjar glassesis too passve andignorantto put up
ary kind of resistancdo hurricaneBeverly; in fact, sheis gratefuljust to have someone
to talk to. Shelets Beverly patronizeher and RBirt with her brooding husband blithely
twittering away even during the play® most awkward moments not becausehe®trying
to soothethe tension,but becauseshe simply hasnOnoticedit. Angelais the kind of
working-classwomanwho hascometo take her husband€angry contemptfor granted
(Ohefhot violent, he®justa bit nastyOshetells Beverly. OLile, the other day, he said to
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me,he@Ilik eto cellotapemy mouth.And that®notvery nice,is it?0) Sheopenlyexpresses
herfeelingsof inferiority to Beverly, neatlycaughtn heradmirationof herneighborénew
suite. OVe®e justboughta new three-piecesuite,but oursisn®realleather lik e thisNitGs
Oleathelook,0Ghetells Beverly, who repliescondescendinglyOOh the LeatherLook?
Great.G80 harebraineds Angelathat shethinks the mock-Tudor housesn the streetare
actually Tudor, muchto Laurencefdlisdain;later, sheconfesseslopily to Beverly that Ol
never thoughtl@ getmarriedor livein ahouse.O

Tony, on theotherhand,is moreguardedhanhis wife, anddoesnubmit to Beverly
withouta struggle.A formerCrystal PalacePlayer Tony is now a computeroperatorwho
works GhiftsGandremaingproudof hisworking classroots,askingfor PaleAle ratherthan
gin. Boredby thepartyandhatefultoward hiswife, Tony spendsnostof theeveningsitting
seethingin the corner aways, it seems right on the edgeof violence,despiteAngela®
blithe assurancedBothemotionallyandliterally inarticulate herespondso Beverly@inane
guestionswith monosyllabicgrunts.He is willing to feelherup whenthey dancebut not
to talk to her, although,like Laurencehe lets her orderhim aroundwhenthere®0nen®
workOto be done(moving the sofa, going next-door to checkon the party, push-starting
Laurence€ar).We canseewhy Beverly hasnousefor OVemen€LibO she&so obviously
theboss.

The Pnalguest,Sue,is by far the mostunsettlecby Beverly® narcissisticattemptsto
subsuméneridentity, partly becauséy thetime shearrives thetensionis areadypalpable
(andsheis areadyanxiousaboutthe party next door),andpartly becauseheis the polar
oppositeof Beverly. Beverly speaksn anasawhine;Suehasalow, quietvoicethatis hard
to hear Beverly wearsa low-cut red dresswhile Sueis dressedn a conserdative blouse,
skirt and sensibleshoes;she brings a bottle of Beaujolaisto the party, and sits with her
handbagat herfeetlike a talismanof deceng. From Beverly® pusly questionsyve learn
thatSueis divorced,with two children,oneof whom, Abigail, is a punkwith a pink streak
in her hair (very up-to-datefor 1977).Nerwusandrigid, mortibedby Beverly@ intrusive
crassnesandsexualinnuendo Suedoesherbestto be polite, butin theendis forcedto take
theonly optionavailableNshe escapeso thebathroom(thankgoodnes$or thatdownstairs
l00).

In herrole asso-calledOhostess Eeverly systematicallybullies, belittlesandakuses
herguestsstufbngthemunappetizingdnibbles&ichasolives,which sheherselfdescribes
asOhorrible,@ncouragingdony andAngelato smoke eventhoughthey have justgiven up,
insistingthey all dancevhennobodywantsto but her, andforcing Sueto drink gin until she
vomits. Beforelong,Beverly@Blittle get-togethehasdescendeihto akind of grouptherayy,
or moreappropriatelyperhapgsincenothingis beingresohed),akind of sharednadness
or masshysteria,in which thevariouspersonalitiesn theroomstruggleto resistBeverly®@
domination,working togetherand against eachother forming and breakingalliances,
projectingtheir own anxietiesandinsecuritieson to eachother Eachindividual is bound
up affectively with the others,linked to thememotionally whetherthroughacceptancer
resistance.

The two marriagesve seein Abigail® Party are, like mary marriages situationsin
whichbothpartieshave agreedo akind of folie a deux acollusive, mutualrepressiomf the
real conditionsof their marriage.This reality thenemepgesin a situationthat,in the guise
of a socially sanctioned)get-togethgdallows themto indulgein binge-drinking,marital
humiliation, escalatinghostility, and sexual overtures.In Beverly® world, the dominant
values are thoseof egotism, pride, competitvenessand the will to mastery Thatcher®
version of leadershiplike Beverly®, espousedhe virtuesof privatization,stretchingthe
boundariesof individual power to see who could subsumethe most. Notoriously Mrs.
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Thatcherrewarded narcissism ejecting public corporationsin favor of American-style
competition,placingproudemphasion the notion of a coherentandautonomougprivate
identity, both on the personaklndthe nationalstage OutsidersNthoseof a differentclass
or raceNwere experiencedas contemptibleand hatevorthy, asarethose,like Laurence,
who opposeBeverly with their own senseof self. Beverly cannotunderstandhe needsof
otherpeople.Sheexhibits no altruism,no sympatly or compassiorxceptwhenbasedin
narcissistiddentibcation.

In this light, Abigail® Party is certainly not a satire. What thesecharactersevoke,
emotionally is not mockery, but pity. Desperatdo expresstheir uniquenessn a society
whoseonly acceptableneansof expressioris commodityfetishism Beverly andherguests
are reducedto afbrming their existencethroughtheir tastein massproducedfurniture,
popularmusic and Oeroticart.Olf we cringe, like Potter at her bad tasteand monstrous
narcissismit is becausave are feelingon herbehalfan emotion Beverly doesnot seento
know: shame.

What is shame?Shameis the sensewe have of our own human failings, our
incompetenceugliness,andlossof self-control.Shameregulatesthe tensionbetweerthe
privateand public aspectf self. Olndifferentcultures,@ccordingto Levy andRozaldo
(1983),Qhereareto befounddifferencesn thenatureof whatis privateandwhatis publicin
theself conceptemotionsandrelationshipandthereforegherewill bedifferentexperiences
of shame@131).In shame we withdraw from the gazeof the otherwho is experiencedas
moreworthy. Accordingto Malcolm Pines(1987),this Gnay be the unconsciousmplicit
other or may be anactualreal otherwith whomwe areengagedat thatmoment,but who
alsoreactvatesearlierrepresentationsf shamingpersons(0).

Essentially shameis a statein which we are madeaware of our bodily experiences,
allowing usto recognizea senseof debcieng in the self. Whenthis happensthe senseof
self suddenlymoves from backgroundo foregroundawarenessandthe personis caught
up in a state of subjectve self-consciousnessxperiencedas a painful intrusioninto a
previously quiet, smoothly operatingsenseof self as backgroundcontet, or framework
for experienceSpeige1959)hascalledthis the ORy-wheel@ackgroundensef self, that
alwaysoperatesmoothlyuntil it is disrupted andwe thenbecomesuddenlyandpainfully
self-consciousBursten(1973)haswritten that:

Shamexperienceglisruptthe silent andautomatidunctioningof the senseof

self,andshames consideredo bethebasicform of unpleasurén disturbances
of narcissism.The grandioseself is viewed as evolving compensatory
formationsinstigatedin large partsby primitive shame=xperience$287D300).

In other words, most of us, as children, becomeacutely aware of our smallness,
weaknessandrelative incompetencén the lamger schemeof things,andsowe develop a
proportionatesenseof shame In thecaseof anarcissistik e Beverly, however, the senseof
shamds so greatandsodeeplyrepressedhat, wereit to cometo consciousness, would
causethe senseof self to collapseanddefRateso completelythatit mustbe consistently
defendedhgpinstwith ever-expandingfantasie®f grandiosity

In onesensewhatallows Beverly to dominateher party guestsso ferociouslyis her
totalabsencef shameShamaslinked to self-esteemto feelingsof inferiority andfailure,
andhenceto narcissismThe pain of shameis linked to the failure of thatwhich we are
andthatwhich we would wish to be, eitherfor ourseles,or for others.In psychoanalytic
terms,this is expressedss the ego idealcontrastedo the ego, theideal self contrastedo
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the actualself, or the grandioseself as relatedto the centralself. All theseare concerned
with somenotionof ratio, ameasuremendf oneagainstthe other(Pines 21).

Apartfrom Beverly, the charactersn Abigail® Party aredistinguishedy the various
degreesof shamethey manifest.In fact,they displayawholerangeof shadesandnuances
of shamealongwith lesssubtledimensionf the feeling.Beverly humiliatesLaurence,
in bothsenseof theword; Angelais socially avkward; Tony is deeplyembarrassedy his
wife, andsimultaneouslhself-consciousindproudof his working-classorigins; Sueis so
mortiPedby thesituationthatshecanhardly move.

Shameasrepressedrandiosity andgrandiosityasrepresseghamethesecouldbethe
Englishnationalemotions Whereother nationsseento have no problemexpressingheir
pridein andlove for their country for the English, any expressiorof patriotism,from the
UnionJackto thenationalanthemgvokesthespectef ashamefulcolonialpast whenthe
English,aspopularlyconceved,dividedtheworld into themselesandOJohmpForeignerO
Thesedays,the English, like the Germanshave greatdifpculty expressingtheir national
pride. That proverbial self-deprecatiorso beloved in such British actorsas the repugnant
HughGrantmorecommonlyturnsup asadeeprootedsensef self-loathingandcynicism;
afterall, asDanielDefoewrotein his 1701essay(rhe True Born Englishman,@ve are all
descendantsf an Oamphibiousl-born mob.OEnglishculturetodayhasalmostanentirely
negative identity, at leastamongthe English, partly aby-produciof Thatcher€privatization
of nationalresourcesandher privileging of the individual over the massesNthebasisof
herfamousclaim that Othere®o suchthing as societyO

Accordingto Freud,Oshamegisgustand morality are like Watchmerwho maintain
repressiong45)O yet as Freudalso sayselsavhere, whatever is represseavill strive to
return. It returnsin the form of dream,desireand fantasyNin this case,in the form of
Abigail®@ Party, the off-stage,unseen OOther@arty that exists only in the charactersO
imaginationsandthe odd glimpsesof activity reportedbackby thosewho are sent next
doorto sene as realwatchmen.

We don®know whatis happeningat Abigail® housewe know thatonly that Abigail
is 15, with a pink streakin her hair. We know she wearsQeanswith patcheson, and
safety-pinsright down the side, and scrufy bottoms;Qwve know she sometimeswears
Oplumbesdveralls,Gandrideson the backof herfriend®motorbike. We know thatthisis
her brstunsupervisegbarty We also know that her parentsare divorced,which Beverley
feelsis usuallytheresultof Opermissenessandall this wife-swappingbusiness@ndthe
badinRBuenceof PIm stars (Olmean,to a bim stat getting divorcedis like going to the
lavatory, if you® pardonmy French,@hesaysto Sue).

The brst time Laurenceand Tony are sent next door, they returnwith a reportthat
Otvo coloredchapsanda girl roaredup in a Ford CapriOthe secondime, Beverly goes
with them,andcomesbackwith the news that Oitéell happeningatyour place,Sue.Bhe
excitedly describes Gat bloke wedgedn your baywindowOwith athin girl Odrapecound
him.. andthey@e snoggingawaybO)L aurencealso mentionsOacoupledown the side of
thehouse,@ndOdew in theporch.(rhisis enoughpnthepartof Beverly andherguests,
to evoke fantasiesof lust and violence,dangerousand anti-socialacts, the unrepressed
impulsesof oversexed teenagersininhibitedby theimperativesof middle-classhameand
guilt.

Beverly herselfrefersto the partyasOabit of arave-upGanda Greak-out,dmagining
therewill beplentyof GpiritsCandOoldeboys.G010mot sayingtherebe ary trouble,O
shewarns,(but, with teenagershey have adrink, andthey getover excited. . .Nthen they
Pndtheir way to the bedrooms.@hen Tony fails to reappearBeverly jokes to Angela
thatOHesprobablybeingrapedby aloadof bfteen-yeanld schoolgirls!@Ang, | canjust
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seeit, right, the music®thumpingaway andyour Tone®lying on the Roor, andthere®
all thesegirls, right, you know, piling on top of him...0.She expressesa particularly
gleefulpleasurest thesefantasiestauntingthefaint-heartedsuewith voyeuristicimagesof
adolescenmayhemjndulgingherown exhibitionistimpulsesandsexual fantasiesOThg
don®wantMum sitting there castinga beadyeye on al thegoings-ongdo they?CGshesays
to Sue,lasciiously. This, afterall, is whereBeverly is leadingher own guestsNirviting
themto join herin obliteratingthe shamethat restrainsthem from acting out their own
forbiddenwishes,compensatingdor their own patheticandinadequatéives(Angelasays
Tony Oturnsover andgoesto sleepwhen| leapon him,Oand when Laurencedescribes
Beverly@ OerotipictureGasOcheamornographidrash!Gheretaliatereah well, you@e
deadfrom thewaist down anyway, let@faceit!O)

Thetitle of the play is appropriatethen. Abigail® party is the focusof the drama
in thatit weaselsits way into the imaginationof Beverly and her guests teasingthem,
conjuringup phantomsof lascvious mayhem sexual freedom,a frighteningandexciting
placewithout the stiRing charadeof social etiquette:cocktail napkins,pineapplechunks,
and party sausage®n sticks, Onibbles@nd Olittle bllups.OFor Laurence the external
stressesf his job, combinedwith the pressurdrom his hostile,domineeringwife Pnally
take their toll. Nothing happenst Beverly® partyNand that®exactly the point. The orgy
of sex andviolenceconjuredup by Beverly makesherown get-togetheseensuffocatingly
strait-lacedNsosuffocating,in fact, thatit actuallyproves lethal.
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