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It started out like a normal day for the man of the house. He had breakfast with his wife. She 

was no warmer or cooler towards him than she had been for a long time. He read the morning 

paper, donned coat, picked up his briefcase and started to leave for the office. 

She reminded him that there was no office anymore. He had to acknowledge that all that is 

now part of "the past." Putting aside momentary chagrin at the loss of anticipated freedom he 

feels safe. There will be no more journeys into the outside world. 

He and his wife relapse into a conversational sortie we know they have ventured into often 

before, their discourse, though completely Australian, throws up the cliches and truisms of 

everybody wisdom and in almost Pinteresque way introduces echoes of Oscar Wilde's 

sublime parable "The Happy Prince." 

A telephone rings but nobody answers. It has no dial - like the clock face in Bergman's "Wild 

Strawberries." 

There is an unexpected knock at the door and a man with failure written all over him seeks 

admission. He has about him the air of a failed vaudevillian/cabaret performer. Like T. S. 

Eliot's narrator, he has seen the moment of his greatness flicker...but..."I am not Prince 

Hamlet..." 

The dialogue is cryptic, enigmatic, redolent with oblique references to poems, books and 

cultural assumptions, skirting banality while continuing the Pinteresque reference to the daily 

metaphors which have been the clichés while still retaining their nugget of "the truth" and 

providing many moments of genuine "comedie noir". 

Another visitor bursts in, this time no stranger. Stinky Radford is an actor, lover, a forceful 

extrovert character, beloved by both Man and Wife. Asked about his life, he bravely lies 

while we see that he too is not Prince Hamlet, nor was he meant to be. 

While the husband muses upon the remembrance of the past, Stinky makes love to his wife, 

who was once his wife too. Then, girding up his loins, he leaves to...try again?...to solve the 

riddle?...face the music? 

By the time the audience have accepted the essentially metaphoric nature of this work of 

cinema: the room is none other than the stage on which Sophocles presented his vast and 

mighty tragedies, or Aristophanes his satires: the same stage which Shakespeare saw as 

emblematic of the world, "on which stars in secret influence comment". 

Another visitor - a youth, streetfighter, violent, working-class poet and thug - shades of Jean 

Cocteau here - bursts in and now we are given our first inkling of the exact nature of the 

metaphor we have been watching. Despite his bravado and overt displays of machismo, he is 

terrified by the wife's advances. We are justified at this point feeling that perhaps all of the 



male characters are aspects of the husband's psyche and that we are witnessing a revelation of 

Everyman/Everywoman in a decidedly contemporary encapsulation. 

A plain clothed detective arrives. Perhaps he is in pursuit of the streetkid but doesn’t reveal 

his quest, as he attempts to interview each of the people present. But the more he strives to 

get to the bottom of things, the lower the foundation of his beliefs and world descend.  

The wife reminisces volubly about a lover, a lawyer with an earring in one ear. 

Stinky Radford returns, having failed to discover anything. The streetkid wants to go back but 

Stinky assures him "there's nothing out there." 

The husband has already asserted "we are kindred spirits," and "this is the room of the lost". 

Finally, Music and Light and the mysterious opening of a door heralds the moment when 

Man and Wife must Face the Music in an upper room (the Upper Room?). He is the Happy 

Prince, denuded now of all his finery, and she, the Swallow who will not leave him. As they 

ascend the stairs together, they are translated into Light. 

Immediately they are gone, another figure bursts through the front door, demanding 

explication. He is obviously the Lawyer who had been the wife's lover, and in the manner of 

lawyers he threatens to sue everyone until "you'll wish you were dead!". 

As his three auditors laugh and laugh we now know exactly where we are and the form of the 

piece, which has been hovering at the corner of our consciousness now snaps into place - and 

everything makes sense. 

"The Final Stage" is, at its deepest level a work of art covering, in an original and ground-

breaking way, the same philosophic and metaphorical terrain covered by Jean Paul Sartre in 

"No Exit." It is also a funny, sad, poignant, piquant, witty and disturbing story which amuses 

us while it reminds us of the - dare we say? - eternal verities of Life and Death. 

Because of the way "the story" unfolds - similarly to the creative method employed by Peter 

Carey in his best short stories - the play is decidedly out of the ordinary - its unusualness and 

the charm and variety of the performances, induce us willingly to suspend our disbelief. 

Those familiar with poetry, the theatre, and great literature will find echoes of those forms 

and discovery of such connections gives this work its delightful tension. Theatre-goers will 

fully appreciate the theatrical edge to the dialogue. But everyone should be able to see that 

"The Final Stage" makes a significant, even historical contribution to our understanding of 

theatre form in the deepest sense. 
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