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      Context

      
      Harold Pinter is one of the most acclaimed contemporary British playwrights, noted particularly for his early body of work.
         He was born in the working-class neighborhood of East London's Hackney (an ironic name for such an original writer) in 1930,
         the son of a Jewish tailor. He evacuated to Cornwall, England, at the outbreak of World War II in 1939, and returned to London
         when he was 14. He began acting in plays at his grammar school, and later received a grant to study at London's prestigious
         Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts. He left the school after two years, and spent most of the 1950s writing his published poetry
         (under the name Harold Pinter) and acting in small theater productions (often under the pseudonym David Baron). In 1957, he
         wrote his first play in four days, The Room, a sign of the prolific output to come. His first produced play—The Birthday Partycame a year later. The reception was unfavorable—it closed within a week—but Pinter's next full-length play, The Caretaker (1960), won more accolades.
      

      
      The Dumb Waiter, also staged in 1960, helped cement Pinter's status as a major theatrical figure. He frequently directed, and sometimes acted
         in, his growing body of work in the 1960s and 1970s, while disseminating his work into radio, television, and film. After
         1978's Betrayal, Pinter did not write another full-length play until 1994, but he continued writing shorter plays and adapting the work of
         others for the stage and screen. A conscientious objector of war when he was eighteen (for which he was fined by the Royal
         Academy), Pinter was motivated to be more political—both in his works and in his public life. He was particularly distressed
         by the dictatorial coup that overthrew Chilean President Salvador Allende in 1973. He has since become an outspoken advocate
         of human rights, and has criticized the Gulf War bombings and other military actions. His actions are not without controversy
         or contradiction—he attacked the NATO intervention in Kosovo in 1999, and in 2001 joined The International Committee to Defend
         Slobodan Milosevic, the former Serbian president arrested by the United Nations for crimes against humanity.
      

      
      Pinter's plays generally take place in a single, prison-like room. His works, which blend comedy and drama, often focus on
         jealousy, betrayal, and sexual politics, but it is his dialogue—and the lack of dialogue—for which he is known. Pinter's language,
         usually lower-class vernacular, has been described as poetic. His compressed, rhythmic lines rely heavily on subtext and hint
         at darker meanings. Just as important, however, are the silences in his plays. Pinter has spoken much on the subject, and
         has categorized speech as that which attempts to cover the nakedness of silence. His most obvious forbear is Irish playwright
         Samuel Beckett, who took silences to a new level, and other playwrights of the Theatre of the Absurd (a French dramatic movement
         in the 1950s), but whereas Beckett's silences hint at alienation, boredom, and the slow approach to death, Pinter's are ominous
         and violent. The true natures and motivations of his characters emerge in their silences.
      

      
      Despite Pinter's relative decrease in creative output, academic attention on Pinter remains as heavy as ever. The Harold Pinter
         Society was founded in 1991. It publishes The Pinter Review and organizes conferences.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Overview

      
      In a basement with a kitchen and beds Ben reads a newspaper while Gus ties his shoelaces. Gus walks to the kitchen door, then
         stops and takes a flattened matchbox out of one shoe, and a flattened cigarette carton out of the other. He puts both items
         in his pocket and leaves for the bathroom. There's a sound of the toilet chain being pulled without it flushing, and Gus returns.
         Ben reports to Gus a newspaper article about a truck running over an elderly man. Ben orders Gus to make tea. Gus hopes, "it
         won't be a long job." Ben reports on an article about a child who kills a cat. Gus asks if Ben has noticed how long it takes
         for the toilet tank to fill.
      

      
      Gus complains he didn't sleep well on the bed, and wishes that there were a window. He laments that his life revolves around
         sleeping all day in an unfamiliar, dark room, then performing a job, and then leaving at night. Ben tells him they are fortunate
         to be employed. Gus asks if Ben ever gets fed up, but they soon fall silent. The toilet finally flushes. Ben commands him
         to make tea, as they will go to work very soon. Gus asks Ben why he stopped the car that morning in the middle of the road.
         Ben says they were early. Ben tells Gus they are in the city of Birmingham. Gus wants to watch the Birmingham soccer team
         tomorrow (Saturday), but Ben says that there is no time and that they have to get back. Gus speaks about a Birmingham game
         they once saw together, but Ben denies it. An envelope slides under the door.
      

      
      Neither one knows what is in the envelope. Ben orders Gus to pick it up and open it. He does, and empties out twelve matches.
         They are confused, and Ben commands Gus to open the door and see if anyone is outside. With a revolver for protection, Gus
         finds no one. Gus says the matches will come in handy, as he always runs out. Ben tells him to light the kettle instead. They
         debate the phrase "light the kettle." Gus feels one should say the "gas," since that is what is being lit, or "put on the
         kettle," a phrase his mother used. Ben denies this and challenges Gus to remember the last time he saw his mother. After further
         arguments about the phrase, in which Ben reminds Gus that he has seniority, Ben chokes Gus and screams "THE KETTLE, YOU FOOL!"
      

      
      Gus acquiesces and tries to see if the matches will light. They don't light on the flattened box, but they work on his foot.
         Ben says, "Put on the bloody kettle," then realizes he has used Gus's phrase. He then stares at Gus until he leaves. Gus comes
         back, having lit the kettle, and wonders, "who it'll be tonight." He says he wants to ask Ben something, and sits on Ben's
         bed, which annoys him. Ben asks Gus why he barrages him with so many questions, and tells him to do his job and shut up. After
         Gus repeatedly asks who it's going to be tonight and a moment of silence, Ben orders him to make tea. After he leaves, Ben
         checks his revolver under his pillow for ammunition.
      

      
      Gus returns and says that the gas has gone out and the meter needs to be refilled with coins. Ben says they'll have to wait
         for Wilson. Gus says that Wilson doesn't always come—he sometimes sends only a message. Gus argues that since no one ever
         hears anything, Wilson must own all the places they go to; Ben says Wilson rents them. Gus also finds it hard to talk to Wilson,
         and says he's been thinking about the "last one"—a girl. He remembers the job was a "mess." He wonders who "clears up" after
         they leave. Ben reminds him that there are many "departments" in their "organization" that take care of other matters.
      

      
      They are interrupted by a sound from the wall. They investigate and find a box on a dumb waiter (a small elevator used for
         conveying food and dishes between stories of a building). Gus pulls a piece of paper out, and reads out an order for food.
         The dumb waiter ascends. Ben explains that the upstairs used to be a café, the basement was the kitchen, and that these places
         change ownership quickly. The dumb waiter descends again, and Gus pulls out another order for food. Gus looks up the hatch,
         but Ben pushes him away. Ben decides they should send something up, but they have only a little food. They put everything
         on a plate, but the dumb waiter ascends before they can put the plate on it. The box descends again with another order, this
         time for "high class" exotic food. They put the plate on and Gus calls up the brand names of the food. Ben tells him not to
         shout, as "It isn't done." Gus then discusses, without Ben's answering, his feelings of anxiety about the job and Wilson.
         Another order comes down the passage for more food with which they are unfamiliar. The packet of tea they sent up has also
         returned.
      

      
      Ben decides they should write a note telling them they can't fill the orders, but then they notice an intercom tube. Gus yells
         into the tube that there is no food. Ben gives Gus the instructions for the job. They must corner the target with guns when
         he or she enters the room. Gus excuses himself to the bathroom, where the toilet again does not flush, and returns. He asks
         Ben who is upstairs. They argue, and Gus wants to know why they have to play these "games." Ben hits him twice on the shoulder.
         Another order comes, they fight again, and then they retreat into silence, Ben reading his newspaper, as the dumb waiter goes
         up and comes down again. Gus leaves to get a drink of water, and the speaking tube whistle blows. Ben listens through the
         tube and confirms that it is time to do their job. He hangs up and calls for Gus. He levels his gun at the door and Gus stumbles
         in, vulnerably stripped of some of his clothes and his gun. He looks up at Ben, and they stare at each other through a long
         silence.
      

      
   
      
      Character List

      
      
         Gus - 
            Gus is a submissive junior hit man who is constantly bossed around by Ben. Both Gus and Ben are protagonists of the play,
            but the audience, also limited in knowledge, sees the play from Gus's point-of-view, and empathizes more with him. Gus is
            more sensitive, has a conscience about his job, and is bored by the stale routine of his lower-class life. He also questions
            the inner workings of their job more, especially with regards to the mysterious Wilson.
            
         

      

      
      
         Ben - 
            Ben is the senior hit man, the dominant foil to his submissive partner Gus. He runs their outfit, but pays strict attention
            to the demands of Wilson, their boss. He often broods silently, reads the newspaper, doesn't question their job, and evades
            Gus's probing questions.
            
         

      

      
      
         Wilson - 
            Wilson is a mysterious figure, the boss of Gus and Ben. He never shows up but the messages from the dumb waiter may be from
            him. He may also own the café in which the play is set. Regardless of his physical reality or lack thereof, he plays an important
            role in the other characters' minds.
            
         

      

      
   
      
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         
         Gus

         
         The audience is meant to sympathize with Gus, the well-meaning, slightly slower junior partner-in-crime to Ben. We are in
            the same position as Gus: like Gus, we are not familiar with the job they are going to perform, we don't know what exactly
            is happening upstairs from the basement, and Ben's betrayal should be as much of a shock to us as it is to Gus. Gus is somewhat
            child-like, pestering Ben with numerous requests, complaints about their environment, and questions. He is generally submissive
            to Ben's orders—everything from making tea to investigating outside the door—though he stands up for what he believes in,
            as with the "Light the kettle" argument.
         

         
         Gus is more sensitive than Ben to issues of traditional human concern. He often touches upon deeper issues Ben does not wish
            to contemplate—about death, the dull routine of life, and the nature of the elusive employer Wilson. He is concerned with
            the consequences of his job. He is haunted by the image of their messy murder of their last victim, a girl, and is anxious
            about this next job. He is fed up with the dull routine of life, but can do nothing to get out of it. His recurring trips
            to the bathroom underscore his imprisonment to routine, especially in contrast with Ben, who never goes to the bathroom. Unlike
            Ben, he has no hobbies, which accounts for his awareness of his static life.
         

         
         If one were to read The Dumb Waiter as an allegory of capitalist slavery, then Gus is the employee who, because life offers him so little, recognizes something
            wrong with the class structure. He sees cracks in the façade of Wilson—he is unafraid to yell and peer up the serving hatch
            to where the god-like figure reposes—but still feels uneasy in his presence, as most underlings do with their powerful bosses.
            He also places accountability on Wilson as the controller of the means of production; although Ben tells him otherwise, Gus
            believes that Wilson owns the café and should therefore pay for the gas meter (he is also miffed that Wilson, or the person
            upstairs, wants tea while they are hungry and thirsty). Gus's class-consciousness includes some shame about his poverty, but
            it is less than that exhibited by Ben. When they send their working-class food up the dumb waiter, Gus calls out the brand
            names as if announcing a fancy dinner menu. Many productions of The Dumb Waiter will give the actor playing Gus a Cockney accent to emphasize his lower-class standing, but little else is known about his
            background. We learn that he has not seen his mother in a long time, that he enjoys soccer, and is somewhat unfamiliar with
            the richer sport of cricket.
         

         
         By the end of play, Gus becomes somewhat resigned to his life enslaved to routine. He accepts Ben's instructions to kill by
            mechanically repeating them. When he realizes that Ben is betraying him, his silence does not seem like one of shock. Rather,
            he has turned into a dumb waiter—manipulated by others to carry out their directions, unable to speak for himself.
         

         
      

      
      
         
         Ben

         
         Ben is the more dominant of the two criminals. As such, they resemble the various couples in Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot, who also complement each other with submissive and dominant traits. Ben broods and reads his newspaper, and his silences
            are as much a feature of his character as his dialogue. Whether Gus is asking him about the job, Wilson, or if he ever gets
            bored with life, Ben refuses to enter into a meaningful discussion. Part of the reason, of course, is that he does not want
            to reveal the purpose of the job: to execute Gus. The other reason is that Ben's chilling silences are laced with a defensive
            violence. Harold Pinter has defined speech as a strategy designed to cover the nakedness of silence, and Ben is a prime example.
            He compensates for his naked silences with a constant aura of violence and intimidation. And just as he frequently checks
            his gun to maintain his potential for violence, his often-venomous speech further obscures his naked vulnerability. In the
            argument over the phrase "Light the kettle," the marriage of violent speech and violent action seems appropriate when Ben
            chokes Gus while screaming "THE KETTLE, YOU FOOL!"
         

         
         Ben's language denotes other parts of his personality, especially his shame over his lower class. He feigns understanding
            the names of the orders for exotic dishes sent down via the dumb waiter (where upstairs, presumably, someone of higher standing,
            physically and socially, presides). When they run of food in the basement, he tells Gus (who yells up the hatch) to observe
            decorum, then strains to make a formal apology. He is also immensely pleased when the person upstairs uses Ben's phrase "Light
            the kettle." Like Gus, Ben is a slave to the organization (one with several "departments"), but he does not have the same
            class-consciousness as Gus; his partner is more aware of their unfortunate lot in life, while Ben considers themselves "fortunate"
            and diverts himself with hobbies. He also accepts whatever Wilson tells him to do, making him as much a manipulated mute carrier
            of actions as Gus is to Ben—a human "dumb waiter." His betrayal of Gus at Wilson's behest is an unsettling reminder of what
            workers will do to gain the acceptance of their superiors.
         

         
      

      
      
         
         Wilson

         
         Wilson never appears in the play, but he is directly or indirectly behind the messages from the dumb waiter and speaking tube.
            His obvious theatrical corollary is Godot in Beckett's Waiting for Godot. Both are off-stage characters who exercise a powerful, god-like influence over the on-stage characters. When Gus suggests
            that Wilson is playing "games" with the men (the orders for food), it raises the possibility of Wilson's having a sadistic
            personality—a malevolent god. Not only is he going to execute Gus, for unknown reasons, but he will put him through an agonizing
            final day. Gus also mentions that Wilson put them through tests several years ago to prove themselves, so we know that Wilson
            may also be paranoid (a reasonable expectation for the head of a crime syndicate).
         

         
      

      
   
      
      Themes, Motifs, and Symbols

      
      
      Themes

      
      
      The Silence and Violence of Language

      
      Pinter's work is heavily influenced by Samuel Beckett, who used silence-filled pauses for a revolutionary theatrical effect.
         Pinter has spoken of speech as a stratagem designed to cover the nakedness of silence, and these aims are often evident in
         the dialogue of Gus and Ben. Ben's most prominent response to Gus's constant questions about the nature of their jobs is silence.
         Lurking underneath this silence is always the threat of violence, the anticipation of something deathly—the play ends as Ben
         trains his gun on Gus in silence.
      

      
      Gus's questions and lamentations are also deflected, delayed, or interrupted. Ben frequently changes the conversation and
         never replies with any emotional depth to Gus's more probing questions. In the same way, they both avoid discussing with any
         profundity the newspaper articles about death, skipping past them to more trivial matters, such as the malfunctioning toilet.
         Ben sometimes delays his response until they are interrupted—by the sound of an inanimate object, such as the toilet (which
         flushes on a delay) and the dumb waiter.
      

      
      The language itself is also tinged with violence, especially when the topic is something seemingly trivial. The men's argument
         over the phrase "Light the kettle" is filled with Ben's barbs that intimidate and shame Gus. Moreover, when Ben screams "THE
         KETTLE, YOU FOOL!" and chokes Gus, one gets the feeling that his words are intertwined with the act of physical violence.
      

      
      In a sense, the looming presence of Wilson is the most dominating silence in the play. Assuming Wilson is the one sending
         the men messages through the dumb waiter and the speaking tube (and Gus does say at one point that sometimes Wilson only sends
         messages), then the audience never gets a chance to hear him, but only hears him through a secondary mouthpiece as the men read or repeat his orders. His mysteriousness is one of
         the more sinister components of the play, for Wilson seems to be everywhere through his multi- tiered organization. He performs
         an off-stage role similar to that of Godot in Beckett's Waiting for Godot, but whereas Godot symbolizes a neutral god-like figure for whom the characters wait, Wilson is a malevolent god whom the
         characters wait for in violent silence.
      

      
      
      
      Anxiety Over Social Class

      
      Gus and Ben are both lower-class criminals, and most productions of the play emphasize their social status with appropriate
         dialects and accents. Some productions may even opt to give Ben a slightly higher-ranking accent, as he is more concerned
         with his standing. He repeatedly admonishes Gus for his "slack" appearance and habits, urging him to make himself more presentable,
         but Ben also seems more resigned to his lowly criminal life; he considers them fortunate for having jobs. His profound shame
         over his class emerges in interactions with those upstairs via the dumb waiter, and much of this shame is tied to language.
         The food orders from the dumb waiter are for increasingly exotic foods with unfamiliar names, and Ben pretends to know how
         to make them only to a point. When they decide to send up their cache of food, even Gus feels he has to impress those upstairs
         by announcing the brand names of their pedestrian foodstuffs. Ben also happily reports that the man upstairs, presumably of
         higher social standing, uses the same debated phrase—"Light the kettle"—as he does, and he warns Gus to observe decorum when
         talking to the upstairs, as he demonstrates with his formal apology. Ben is far more reverent of Wilson than the inquiring
         Gus, and his deference is attributed less to feelings of respect than to an overriding inferiority complex; Wilson is their
         leader for a reason, and he must obey him at all costs, even if it means betraying his friend. In this light, The Dumb Waiter can be read as an anti-corporate update of Beckett's Waiting for Godot, an allegory of in- fighting and what corporate workers will do to please their superiors.
      

      
      
      
      
      Motifs

      
      
      Repetition

      
      At the play's start and end, Ben expresses outrage at an article in the newspaper while Gus sympathizes. Similar repetitions
         mark the action throughout the play. Early on, Gus bemoans the dull sleep-and-work routine of his life, and various repetitive
         actions—from Gus's tendency to run out matches to his recurring trips to the bathroom—emerge as the basis of this cyclical
         fatigue. Language, however, is where Pinter's use of repetition points to violence and the nearness of death. Gus almost always
         has to repeat and rephrase his important questions to Ben, questions that touch upon darker issues Ben does not wish to reveal.
         Ben's mechanical instructions to Gus on how to execute their murder are repeated by Gus with similar detachment, and when
         Ben echoes through the speaking tube his own mission to kill Gus, it likewise echoes the previous interaction with Gus. Pinter
         has compared echoes to silence, and if one views the silences in his plays as indications of violence, then linguistic echoes
         and repetitive actions suggest violence as well.
      

      
      
      
      
      Symbols

      
      
      The dumb waiter

      
      The dumb waiter serves as a symbol for the broken, one-sided communication between Gus and Ben. If messages are to be sent
         via the dumb waiter, then only one person at a time can send them, and one cannot simultaneously speak and listen through
         the dumb waiter's speaking tube. Correspondingly, Gus and Ben never have a fully open dialogue—minimized even more by Ben's
         knowledge of his impending betrayal of Gus—and whenever Gus tries to bring up something emotional, Ben refuses to speak with
         him. This disconnection is the essence of their relationship. They do not speak with, but to each other. They are like the dumb waiter—mute carriers of information, not sharers of it. Moreover, Ben, especially, is
         manipulated by Wilson in the same way that the dumb waiter is controlled by its system of pulleys.
      

      
      
      
   
      

      
      Part One: Beginning Until The Envelope

      
      
      Summary

      
      The setting is a basement with two beds, a serving hatch, a kitchen and bathroom to the left, and another passage to the right.
         In silence, Ben reads a newspaper on his bed while Gus ties his shoelaces on his bed. Gus finishes and walks to the kitchen
         door, then stops and shakes his foot. Ben watches as Gus takes a flattened matchbox out of his shoe. After he and Ben exchange
         a glance, Gus puts it in his pocket. From his other shoe, he takes out a flattened cigarette carton. They exchange another
         look, and Gus puts the carton in his pocket before he leaves for the bathroom. There's a sound of the toilet chain being pulled
         without it flushing, and Gus returns.
      

      
      Ben angrily relates to Gus a newspaper article, which reports on an elderly man who tried to cross a busy street by crawling
         under a truck, which then ran over him. Gus agrees that it is abominable. Gus again tries to flush the toilet, but it doesn't
         work. When he returns, Ben orders him to make tea. Gus admires the dishware. He asks Ben for a cigarette, and hopes, "it won't
         be a long job." He remembers he wanted to ask Ben something, but is interrupted by Ben who reports on an article about a child
         killing a cat. Gus then asks if Ben has noticed how long it takes for the toilet tank to fill. Ben suggests that it is a "deficient
         ballcock."
      

      
      Gus complains that he didn't sleep well on the bed and then sees a picture on the wall of cricket players entitled "The First
         Eleven." Neither he nor Ben knows that the "first eleven" refers to a school's top cricket players. He wishes for a window
         in the room and laments that his life revolves around entering a dark room he's never seen before, sleeping all day, doing
         a job, and then leaving at night. Ben tells him that they are fortunate to be employed only once a week and tells Gus his
         problem is a lack of interests. Ben, for example, has woodwork and model boats, and never stays idle. Gus asks if Ben ever
         gets fed up, but they soon fall silent. The toilet finally flushes, which Gus comments on before further criticizing the basement.
         Ben commands him to make tea, as they will be "on the job" very soon. As Gus takes out a tea bag and examines it, he asks
         Gus why he stopped the car that morning in the middle of the road. Ben says that they were early. Gus asks if they were too
         early to move in, which explains why the sheets seemed dirty to him.
      

      
      Gus has forgotten what town they are in and Ben tells him that they are in Birmingham. Gus says that it is an industrial city,
         the second-biggest city in Great Britain. Gus wants to watch the Birmingham soccer team tomorrow (Saturday), but Ben says
         that there is no time and that they have to get back, even though they used to stay over after a job. Gus speaks about a Birmingham
         game they once saw together, but Ben refutes the details that Gus remembers. An envelope slides under the door.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      The influence of Irish playwright Samuel Beckett on Harold Pinter is apparent in this play, and numerous similarities and
         allusions to Beckett's Waiting for Godot crop up in this section. As with Godot, there are two characters, one dominant, one submissive, who share the amount of letters and syllables in their names (although
         Pinter's Gus and Ben are simpler names—and simpler characters—than Beckett's Vladimir and Estragon). Gus's difficulty in putting
         on his shoe corresponds to a similar problem with a boot in Beckett's play. In both plays, moreover, the characters have been
         stranded in one place with an unclear purpose, at least from the audience's perspective. The single location is a staple of
         Pinter's other plays, as well.
      

      
      Pinter's use of repetition and silence also harkens back to Beckett's work. Beckett's primary use of these is to suggest the
         ideas of alienation and the approach of death, but Pinter fashions them with a more sinister, violent touch. Pinter has said
         that silence is a form of nakedness, and that speech is an attempt to cover this nakedness. Gus keeps wanting to ask Ben something
         but is interrupted, an exchange that will repeat throughout the play. The dialogue in between is often Ben's attempt to delay
         answering Gus's question—here, a trivial matter about the toilet. Ben also uses silence to deflect the potential for more
         intimate probing from Gus. Not only are Ben's delays and interruptions a form of silence, but even they are interrupted—Ben's
         reports of the death of the elderly man and the cat, serious matters of mortality, are quickly aborted in favor of more mundane
         concerns. The men do not break the silence themselves usually. Rather, the sound of an inanimate object—the toilet—jolts them
         back into discussion.
      

      
      The toilet serves as a base for Gus throughout the play. It represents repetition, and the futility of repetition. Like the
         choppy dialogue, the toilet works on a delay—the flush is preceded by a long pause—solidifying the notion that repetition
         effects little change. Just as Gus transfers the flattened matchbox and carton (both defective objects) from his shoes to
         his pocket—one receptacle to another—the receptacle of the defective toilet transfers human waste to the receptacle of the
         sewers. The waste, however, does not disappear; it will return in some form, and is part of the cyclical nature of life that
         bores Gus, the dull repetition of work and sleep.
      

      
      The characters' complete separation from the upper class is also introduced and will be explored in further depth later. Their
         unfamiliarity with the sporting terms of posh cricket and their affection for the more working-class game of soccer immediately
         defines their social standing.
      

      
      
   
      
      Part Two: From the Envelope to Ben's Gun

      
      
      Summary

      
      Neither Ben nor Gus knows what is in the envelope. Ben orders Gus to pick it up and open it. He does, and empties out twelve
         matches. They are confused, and Ben commands Gus to open the door and see if anyone's outside. With a revolver from under
         his pillow for protection, Gus investigates but finds no one. Gus says the matches will come in handy, as he always runs out.
         Ben reprimands him for probing his ear with a match, telling him not to waste them and to light the kettle instead. They debate
         the phrase "light the kettle"; Gus feels one should say the "gas," since that is what is being lit, or "put on the kettle,"
         a phrase his mother used. Ben will have none of this, and challenges Gus to remember the last time he saw his mother (he can't
         remember). After further arguments about the phrase, in which Ben reminds Gus that he's the senior partner, Ben chokes Gus
         and screams "THE KETTLE, YOU FOOL!"
      

      
      Gus acquiesces and tries to see if the matches light; they don't on the flattened box, but they work on his foot. Ben says,
         "Put on the bloody kettle," then realizes he's used Gus's phrase, and looks at Gus until his partner leaves. Gus comes back,
         having put on the kettle, and wonders, "who it'll be tonight." He says he wants to ask Ben something, and sits on Ben's bed,
         which annoys him. Ben asks Gus why he barrages him with so many questions, and tells him to do his job and shut up. After
         Gus repeatedly asks who it's going to be tonight and a moment of silence, Ben orders him to make tea. After he leaves, Ben
         checks his revolver under his pillow for ammunition.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      Ben's dominance and Gus's submission intensify in this section. Ben continually bosses Gus around, and even puts him in danger
         when he tells him to open the door. It is becoming clear that they are hit-men—the "who" in "who it'll be tonight" refers
         to their victim—and Pinter contrasts the violence of their jobs with their commonplace language and concerns. In ways, The Dumb Waiter is a precursor to a major conceit of modern gangster films, such as those of Quentin Tarantino, films that juxtapose, often
         to comic effect, the violence of the criminal's job with his banal, but revealing, small talk. The argument over "light the
         kettle" is seemingly trivial but divulges key information about the men: Gus no longer sees his mother, and Ben is the senior
         partner.
      

      
      The debate also produces the men's first physical confrontation after much verbal build-up. It is no accident that Ben screams
         and chokes Gus at the same time. Pinter is known for the innate violence in his characters' language, violence that lurks
         beneath the clipped structure of the language, and Ben's dialogue is a part of, and nearly causes, the physical violence. The violence is offset by the comic effect, which occurs after the confrontation, when Ben unconsciously
         uses the same language as Gus. Moreover, his comical use of Gus's phrase after displaying intense hostility to it implies
         that repetition of language can dull its effect, and that it can mechanically flow between people as an unconscious transaction.
      

      
      Pinter reinforces the mechanical feeling with his use of repetition. Gus twice says that he doesn't know what the envelope
         is, and twice that "no one" and "nothing" were outside. These last two statements both express an absence—both of knowledge
         and of the physical presence—that constitute a type of silence, and Ben's repetitive queries try to cover this naked, fearful
         mystery with extraneous speech. He later deflects Gus's question referring to who they will victimize, answering with silence
         and then ordering Gus to make tea. The other theme behind repetitiveness in the play is how it dulls life into a cyclical
         routine, and we can view Gus's running out of matches as a symbol of how life continually burns down and then refuels. Ben's
         scolding Gus over not wasting the matches is almost pointless. Sooner or later, they will be wasted, but their supply will
         be replenished.
      

      
      
   
      
      Part Three: After Ben Checks his Gun

      
      
      Summary

      
      Gus returns and says that the gas has gone out, as the meter needs to be refilled with coins. Ben says they'll have to wait
         for Wilson. Gus says that Wilson doesn't always come—that he sometimes sends only a message—and complains about not having
         a cup of tea "before." He believes that, as it's his place, Wilson should pay for the meter. Ben denies this, saying Wilson
         has only rented it. Gus is insistent, arguing that since no one ever complains or hears anything, Wilson must own all the
         places they go to. He also finds it hard to talk to Wilson, and says that he's been thinking about the "last one"—a girl.
         When Ben reads his newspaper instead of answering him, he and Gus get into an argument. Gus continues talking about the girl.
         The job was a "mess," he recalls, as women don't "hold together like men." He wonders who cleans up for them after they leave.
         Ben reminds him that other departments take care of those matters.
      

      
      A clattering sound from the wall between their beds interrupts them. With guns in hand, they investigate and find a box on
         a dumb waiter (a small elevator controlled by pulleys that delivers food or other goods between floors, usually in restaurants
         or hotels). Gus pulls a piece of paper out, and Ben tells him to read it. It lists an order for food. The dumb waiter ascends.
         Ben explains that the upstairs used to be a café, the basement was the kitchen, and that these places change ownership quickly.
         Gus loudly wonders who has moved in. The dumb waiter descends again, and Gus pulls out another order for food. Gus looks up
         the hatch, but Ben pushes him away. Ben decides that they should send something up, but they have only a little food. Gus
         keeps revealing more food, however—a cake, and a bag of chips. They put everything on a plate, but the dumb waiter ascends
         before they can put the plate on it.
      

      
      They decide to wait until the dumb waiter returns. Gus wonders how it could be a café if the gas stove is so inefficient.
         The box descends again with another order, this time for "high class" exotic food such as "Ormitha Macarounada." Ben pretends
         to know how to make the dish. They put the plate on the dumb waiter and Gus yells up the hatch, announcing the brand names
         of the food. Ben tells him that he shouldn't shout. Ben warns Gus not to lose sight of their job and tells him to get ready
         and polish his gun. Gus wonders about the possibility of another nearby kitchen, which Ben supports. Gus then discusses, without
         Ben's answering, his feelings of anxiety about the job and Wilson. Another order comes down the passage for more food with
         which they are unfamiliar. Much to Ben's chagrin, the packet of tea they sent up has also returned, perhaps because, as Gus
         suggests, it isn't teatime.
      

      
      
      
      Analysis

      
      The influence of Beckett's Waiting for Godot deepens in this section, in which it becomes clearer that Ben is perhaps not telling Gus the complete truth about their operation—they
         are certainly in the kitchen of a working café, not merely a basement, and something is odd about their interaction with the
         person or people upstairs. In Godot, the two men wait around for a man named Godot who never arrives, yet who exercises great power over them. In The Dumb Waiter, Ben and Gus are at the beck and call of Wilson, a mysterious character who dominates the duo even when he's not around—or
         perhaps especially when he's not around. Ben is more reverent of Wilson, while Gus is wary of their relationship to the mysterious
         figure. It is therefore not surprising that Gus is the one who looks up and wants to shout up the hatch—investigating the
         god upstairs, so to speak—and not Ben, who seems fearful of angering the gods and who is anxious to please them. He is noticeably
         embarrassed when the tea is returned. Gus also seems to hold a greater sensitivity to his job. He is not only disturbed about
         their murder of the girl, but he wonders who has the task of cleaning up the remains.
      

      
      The characters' anxiety over their lower-class status hangs over the food sequence. It begins with their inability to pay
         for the meter, which inhibits their ability to make their own food, or at least to brew their own tea. Their anxiety amplifies
         when they feel they need to send more food back up the hatch, and then with the orders for increasingly fancy food with which
         they are not familiar. Much of this class tension is bound up in language. Gus tries to dress up their own standard food by
         announcing the brand names associated with the items, names that pale in comparison to the exotic names of the ordered dishes,
         such as "Ormitha Macarounada." Ben noticeably tries to cover up his lower-class status by pretending that he knows how to
         make the dish. The characters' dialect is also distinctly lower class, abrupt sentences peppered with idiomatic utterances
         like "Kaw!" Many productions of The Dumb Waiter emphasize Ben's and Gus's different relationships to class by giving Ben an accent of a slightly better-off Englishman, while
         Gus often speaks in a lower-class Cockney accent. American audiences may not be able to distinguish between the particular
         accents so readily.
      

      
      Interruptions and abbreviations continue to play a significant role in this section, as Gus's continuing questions about the
         nature of their job and the café are twice broken by the sounds of the descending dumb waiter. As of now, Ben and Gus's communication
         with the upstairs via the dumb waiter has been based on written notes with abbreviated sentences at that. This limited communication
         will assume a more symbolic form in the next section.
      

      
      
   
      
      Part Four: Speaking Tube until End

      
      Ben decides that they should write a note telling the people upstairs that they can't fill the orders and, while looking for
         a pencil, he finds a speaking tube (an intercom-like device for communicating upstairs). Gus whistles into the tube, to alert
         the people, and says, "The larder's bare!" Ben takes the tube from him and more formally states that they are out of food.
         He listens into the tube and reports to Gus that the food they sent up was stale or went bad, and apologizes through the tube.
         When he hangs up, he informs Gus that the person on the other end used the phrase "Light the kettle" when he asked for a cup
         of tea. They then realize that they can't light the kettle, for there is no gas. Gus is upset because he is thirsty and hungry,
         while the man upstairs, who probably has food, wants tea from them.
      

      
      Ben, quietly and with fatigue, gives Gus the instructions for the job, instructions that Gus repeats out loud. Ben instructs
         Gus to stand behind a door, but to not answer a knock on the door. He must shut the door behind the man who comes in without
         exposing himself (Gus), allowing the man to see and approach Ben. When Ben takes out his gun they will have cornered the man.
         At this point, Gus reminds Ben that so far he hasn't taken his own gun out, but Ben then includes that Gus should have taken his gun out when he closed the door. Moreover, Ben states,
         the man—or girl—will look at them in silence.
      

      
      Gus excuses himself to the bathroom, where the toilet again does not flush, and returns. He paces about, looking troubled,
         and asks why they were sent matches if the man upstairs knew there was no gas. He repeats the question and then asks Ben if
         he knows who is upstairs. They argue, and Gus reminds Ben that he told him who owned the place, and wants to know why he's
         playing these games. Ben hits him twice on the shoulder. Gus wants to know why they're being toyed with since they passed
         their tests years ago and proved themselves. Another order comes, accompanied by a whistle from the speaking tube. Gus reads
         the order and yells into the tube that they have nothing left. Ben pushes Gus away and slaps him, ordering him to stop.
      

      
      They retreat into silence—Ben reading his newspaper—as the dumb waiter goes up and comes down again. Ben expresses outraged
         amazement at a news article, and Gus, in increasingly lower tones, concurs. Gus leaves to get a drink of water, and the speaking
         tube whistle blows. Ben listens through the tube and repeats out loud the order that the man has arrived and they will be
         commencing their job shortly. He hangs up and calls for Gus, and shifts his jacket to obscure his gun. He levels his gun at
         the door and Gus stumbles in, stripped of some of his clothes and his gun. He looks up at Ben, and they stare at each other
         through a long silence.
      

      
      
      Analysis

      
      The dumb waiter, with its accompanying speaking tube, becomes an agent for murder as the play ends, but the device is also
         a metaphor for the type of communication that has already split apart Ben and Gus. Whenever Gus broaches an important topic—here,
         especially, Wilson and his "games"—Ben deflects the question or descends into silence. They communicate as if with a dumb
         waiter; one says something, it travels to and registers with the other, and then a reply is made (if at all). It is impossible
         for both men to speak their minds at once, just as the dumb waiter restricts language (either in the form of a note or the
         speaking tube) to one person at a time; its very name indicates muteness. They do not converse in true dialogue with one other.
         Rather, they speak to each other, not with one another. Fittingly, when he finds the speaking tube, Gus ironically says, "Funny I never noticed it before." He and Ben
         have had a block in their communication with each other that is highlighted by his reference to the tube used for communication.
      

      
      This lack of communication heightens the sense that Ben has been withholding information from Gus and perhaps even betraying
         his partner. Whenever Gus strays too close to the truth—a truth Ben seems to be more aware of—Ben withholds and alters crucial
         information (such as his lie about the café's changing ownership), almost as if he were retracting the evidence on a dumb
         waiter and adjusting it for the return trip. His language throughout the play, then, stands on its own as a betrayal, a closely
         monitored transaction of information that takes pains not to give too much away. Betrayal is a constant theme in Pinter's
         work—he has a play titled Betrayal—and here we must take Ben's word that the job is about to commence, but we do not know if it will be carried out the way
         he originally indicated or whether he will end up actually shooting Gus.
      

      
      But the repetitive, mechanical quality of language is the ultimate murderer here. The characters' repetition of their newspaper
         routine—an act that surely occurs every day—is part of the slow approach to death that Gus spoke of at the start of the play
         when he bemoaned his dull, cyclical life. Ben's instructions, which Gus repeats, similarly drain the life out of an act that
         itself seeks to end life. Gus's toneless echo is actually a form of silence that seeks to avoid having to perform the horrifying
         act.
      

      
      
   
      
      Important Quotations Explained

      
      
         
         
            
            "He might not come. He might just send a message. He doesn't always come."

            
         

         
         
         Gus says this in Part three in reference to Wilson, for whom Ben says they must wait. Wilson is similar to the god-like Godot
            in Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot, who also keeps two characters in suspense as they wait for his arrival. Wilson's power is greatly derived from his very absence,
            similar to the way silence functions in the work in terms of the absence of language. Wilson is a mystery to both of them,
            and Gus, particularly, feels uncomfortable around him. The fact that Wilson sometimes sends messages indicates that the later
            messages through the dumb waiter and the speaking tube may be from him, or at least through one of his henchmen.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            "�you come into a place when it's still dark, you come into a room you've never seen before, you sleep all day, you do your
               job, and then you go away in the night again."
            

            
         

         
         
         Gus laments the boring repetition of life in Part 1. For him, life is a dead-end of routine. He recognizes that he and Ben
            will never escape from their lower-class roles, yet he cannot help but be a creature of habit—he constantly goes to the bathroom,
            and he always needs to replenish his dwindling supply of matches. Ben, on the other hand, thinks they are "fortunate" to have
            their jobs, which only requires them to work once a week (though they have to be ready at all times). He embraces routine
            and likes nothing better than to read the newspaper and scoff at the same outrageous stories each day (an action that opens
            and closes the play). To break up his routine, he diverts himself with hobbies, which he urges Gus to take up, but these are
            only temporary methods to distract himself from his static position in life.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            "THE KETTLE, YOU FOOL!"

            
         

         
         
         Ben screams this as he chokes Gus in Part 2. It is the culmination of their debate over the phrase "Light the kettle." More
            important than the actual debate is the way Ben's language gradually becomes more menacing as he insults and intimidates Gus,
            challenging him to remember when he last saw his mother and calling attention to his own seniority. The act of choking physically
            cuts off Gus's ability to speak, making Ben doubly powerful, as his voice grows in power and Gus's diminishes. Ben may also
            harbor some resentment about Gus's lower- class phrase, and perhaps his hostility springs forth from this. Ben later expresses
            delight when the more sophisticated man upstairs uses the phrase, "Light the kettle," just as he does.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            "Do you know what it takes to make an Ormitha Macarounda?"

            
         

         
         
         Ben says this in Part three during the dumb waiter sequence, when the men receive several orders for increasingly fancy food
            from upstairs. Ashamed of his own poverty and his lack of refinement, Ben pretends he knows how to make the foreign dish to
            save face in front of Gus, even though he later concedes ignorance for even the simple preparation of bean sprouts. Gus, too,
            feels he has to prove somewhat his sophistication for the upstairs people, announcing the brand names of the working-class
            food they send up. In both cases, language is tied to class, and most productions of the play augment the characters' working-
            class dialect with appropriate accents, such as Cockney, which a British audience would identify as lower class.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
         
            
            "BEN: If there's a knock on the door you don't answer it. GUS: If there's a knock on the door I don't answer it."

            
         

         
         
         This exchange occurs near the end of the play, in Part four. Ben states a series of instructions to Gus (who repeats each
            line) as to how they will carry out their job, which ends with their cornering the target with their guns, be it a male or
            female victim. Pinter directs the actors playing Ben and Gus to deliver their lines with a mechanical detachment, and the
            effect is that the ghastly deed of murder becomes drained of human emotion and sympathy. Gus is merely an echo, and the echo
            is much like silence, reinforcing Gus's status as a human "dumb waiter," manipulated and without any voice of his own. In
            the directions, Ben also has a lapse when he forgets to tell Gus to have his gun ready. Gus reminds him of this and he corrects
            himself, but it is a clue that Ben, or Wilson, intends the instructions to mislead Gus.
         

         
         
      

      
   
      
      Key Facts

      
      
         Full title · 
            The Dumb Waiter
            
         

      

      
      
         Author · Harold Pinter
         

      

      
      
         Type of work · Drama
         

      

      
      
         Genre · Drama/comedy
         

      

      
      
         Language · English
         

      

      
      
         Time and Place Written · 1960 in London, England
         

      

      
      
         Date of First Production · January 1960
         

      

      
      
         Publisher · Grove Press
         

      

      
      
         Narrator · No narrator; drama
         

      

      
      
         Climax · The climax occurs when Ben pulls his gun on Gus
         

      

      
      
         Protagonist · Both men share the role of protagonist, although the audience may empathize with Gus primarily
         

      

      
      
         Antagonist · Wilson and, eventually, Ben
         

      

      
      
         Setting (time) · Modern day
         

      

      
      
         Setting (place) · The basement of a café
         

      

      
      
         Falling action · Gus and Ben stare at each other in silence
         

      

      
      
         Tense · Play; present tense
         

      

      
      
         Foreshadowing · There are a few clues that Ben will betray Gus, such as his slip-up when giving directions to Gus; the messages from the dumb
            waiter show that the café is not defunct, as Ben says it is
         

      

      
      
         Tone · Violent, comic
         

      

      
      
         Themes · The Silence and Violence of Language; Anxiety Over Social Class
         

      

      
      
         Motifs · Repetition
         

      

      
      
         Symbols · The dumb waiter
         

      

      
   
      
      Study Questions and Essay Topics

      
      
         
         Study Questions

         
         
            
            
               Language is often echoed in the play as one character is forced to repeat the words of another. Discuss.
               
            

            
            
            Pinter's dialogue deploys in terse rhythms that, while easy on the ears, often suggest the mechanization of language, the
               use of words as nothing but muted carriers of information. Words no longer have any emotional impact on the speaker. The very
               title of The Dumb Waiter highlights this notion of language as nothing but an emotionally silent conveyor of something out of the speakers' control.
               The characters are actually "dumb waiters," manipulated by someone more powerful (Gus by Ben, Ben by Wilson) to do his bidding.
            

            
            Pinter compares echoes to silence, and when Gus and Ben echo the words of their superiors, it is as if they have been silenced.
               This is no more clear than in the two instances of verbal echoing. Gus repeats the instructions for murder from Ben. Gus breaks
               form on two occasions that point to Ben's eventual betrayal of Gus, most notably when Gus accidentally repeats "He won't know
               you're there" instead of translating "you're" into "I'm." This suggests that Gus ("he," the actual victim) won't know that
               Ben ("you're") is there (that Ben is betraying him), and when he reminds Ben that he hasn't been given instructions yet to
               take out his gun (showing that Ben wants Gus to be unarmed). The instructions are also delivered mechanically to counterpoint
               their horrific nature. Similarly, when Gus is catching on to the betrayal as Ben makes comments about newspaper articles,
               itself a mechanical ritual that drains the importance of deaths and other tragic news, he responds to the stories with detachment.
               However, when Ben receives instructions to execute Gus through the speaking tube, he repeats the words without any notable
               distress. He has already become desensitized to violence, and the murderous words are mechanical from the start for him.
            

            
            
         

         
         
            
            
               Other than his potentially small bladder, what are some reasons for Gus's frequent trips to the bathroom?
               
            

            
            
            Gus bemoans the dull routine of life, and nothing is more mundane and repetitive than the act of going to the bathroom; one
               fills up, then empties out. Moreover, the waste itself returns in some form, so even that is recycled. He cannot escape the
               routines of life and is thus highly aware of them, especially in the way they relate to his poverty. Ben, on the other hand,
               does not go to the bathroom throughout The Dumb Waiter and seems less concerned with his own repetitive station, and feels they are "fortunate" to have their jobs. Finally, the
               toilet flushes on a delay, so that after each trip to the bathroom there is a silence from the toilet—one that complements
               the many silences in conversation—and then it often interrupts the men later—one of the frequent interruptions by objects
               (the dumb waiter, speaking tube, and envelope are the others).
            

            
            
         

         
         
            
            
               What is the effect of having the play set in one place without time stoppage?
               
            

            
            
            Many of Pinter's plays take place in one location. As in Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot, the single location takes on the form of a prison for the characters, a space from which they either cannot leave or are
               afraid to do so. Rather than bore the audience with lack of variation, the repetitive actions that come along with the single
               space generally constitute one of Pinter's (and Beckett's) main themes. The environment also assumes attributes beyond its
               scope. The serving hatch, for instance, becomes a symbolic channel to a higher power, or God, whom Ben fears, while the bathroom
               develops into a place of mundane repetition for Gus (see second question above). The basement also functions as part of the
               mystery and betrayal of the The Dumb Waiter. Who owns the building? Is it still a café? Is Wilson inside?
            

            
            
         

         
      

      
      
         
         
            Compare the silences of Ben with the silences of Gus, especially with respect to Pinter's belief that speech covers the nakedness
            of silence. Are both vulnerable? Do their silences protect this vulnerability, or hide it?
            
         

         
         
            Discuss the use of props in the play (guns, matches, sheets, the photo of cricket players, etc.).
            
         

         
         
            How do Gus's and Ben's attitudes toward money and class reveal themselves? How might a production of the play accentuate their
            positions?
            
         

         
         
            Compare Ben and Gus with Vladimir and Estragon from Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot. Do the men in The Dumb Waiter complement each other in the same way that the tramps do in Godot? Are their conversations similar?
            
         

         
      

      
   
      
      
         
         Quiz

         
         
            1.	How does Ben communicate with the person upstairs, other than through the dumb waiter?

            
               A.	By yelling
B.	Through the speaking tube
C.	By running upstairs
D.	Via telephone
               

            

         

         
         
            2.	Who is the men's boss?

            
               A.	Johnson
B.	Spalding
C.	Wilson
D.	Dennis the Menace
               

            

         

         
         
            3.	What town are the men in?

            
               A.	Birmingham
B.	Nottingham
C.	London
D.	Istanbul
               

            

         

         
         
            4.	Harold Pinter is heavily influenced by which Irish playwright?

            
               A.	Sean O'Casey
B.	James Joyce
C.	Oscar Wilde
D.	Samuel Beckett
               

            

         

         
         
            5.	What, according to Pinter, is designed to cover silences?

            
               A.	Noises
B.	Speech
C.	Actions
D.	Echoes
               

            

         

         
         
            6.	Which of the characters has not seen his mother in a long time?

            
               A.	Ben
B.	Gus
C.	Wilson
D.	All of the above
               

            

         

         
         
            7.	What does Gus say he always runs out of?

            
               A.	Underwear
B.	Food
C.	Matches
D.	Water
               

            

         

         
         
            8.	What prevents Ben and Gus from making tea?

            
               A.	They have no tea packets
B.	They have no water
C.	They decide it's "too British"
D.	They don't have money for the gas meter
               

            

         

         
         
            9.	What is "The First Eleven"?

            
               A.	A British convenience store
B.	A school's top cricket players
C.	The volume control for heavy-metal bands
D.	Ben's favorite book
               

            

         

         
         
            10.	What dish does Ben pretend to know how to make?

            
               A.	Ormitha Macarounda
B.	Bean sprouts
C.	Pheasant under glass
D.	Macaroni and cheese
               

            

         

         
         
            11.	What sport does Gus like to watch?

            
               A.	Cricket
B.	Football (American soccer)
C.	Soccer (British football)
D.	Foot (English sock)
               

            

         

         
         
            Answer Key:

            1: B; 2: C; 3: A; 4: D; 5: B; 6: B; 7: C; 8: D; 9: B; 10: A; 11: B
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