
LIFE AND LETTERS

THE WHIRLWIND
How Kenneth Tynan re i n ve n ted theatre criticism—and himsel f.

BY JOHN LAHR

At Ox f o rd ,w h e re he became a post-
war legend, Kenneth Tynan cut a

gaunt romantic fig u re .He liked to ch a r-
a c t e ri ze himself to the Bright Yo u n g
Things as a kind of meteor who would
b l a ze across the English scene on ly to be
extinguished before his thirtieth ye a r.
“By then,” he said, “I will have said
eve rything I have to say. ” In fact,Tyn a n’s
s k yro cketing cra s h - a n d - b u rn scenari o
t o ok nearly twice as long to play itself
o u t . With his re p u t a t i on for bri ll i a n c e
m o re or less intact,he died too yo u n g,o f
e m phys e m a , in July, 1 9 8 0 , at the age 
o f fifty - t h re e . At the memorial serv i c e,
Tom St o p p a rd turned to Tyn a n’s thre e
ch i l d re n , Tra cy, R ox a n a , and Matthew.
“For those of us who were working in
the English-speaking theatre duri n g
those ye a r s , ” he said, re fe r ring to the pe-
riod between 1950 and 1963, w h e n
Tyn a n’s drama criticism was as mu ch an
event as the plays he rev i ew e d ,“for those
o f us who shared his time, your father
was part of the luck we had.”

C ritics do not make theatre ; t h ey 
a re made by it.Tyn a n’s luck was to be in
the right place at the right age with the
right cre d e n t i a l s , the right voca b u l a ry,
and the right impudent temperament 
to savor the new British theatri cal re-
s u r g e n ce— c e rt a i n ly the greatest flow e r-
ing of d ramatic talent in England since
E l i zabeth I. With his hard - w on intel-
lectual pre c o c i ty and his re b e llious in-
stincts (“Rouse tempers,goad and lacera t e,
raise whirlw i n d s ” was the quotation —
his ow n , as it happens—pinned above
his writing desk),Tynan was the old Bri t
and the new ro lled into one lanky, w e ll -
t a i l o red pack a g e .O f the many qualities
that made him an outstanding cri t i c —
qualities of w i t , l a n g u a g e, k n ow l e d g e,
s tyl e, and fun—perhaps the most im-
p o rtant and the most surp rising was his

p rofound awareness of d e a t h . It fed both
his vora c i ty for pleasure—for food, f o r
d ri n k , for sex, for talk (“Talking to gift e d
and/or funny people, ” he wro t e, is “ev i-
dence both of intense curi o s i ty and of
jaded palate”)—and his desire to memo-
ri a l i ze it.“I remember about thirty times
b e tween waking and sleeping and al-
w ays while I’m asleep that I am going to
d i e, ”he said.“And the more sca red I am,
the more pleasure and enlightenment I
want to squeeze from eve ry mom e n t . ”
For Tyn a n , writing was a hedge against
l o s s , a way of keeping the consoling dra-
matic pleasures alive inside himself b y
making them live for others. “I mu m-
mify tra n s i e n c e, ” he announced, at the
age of tw e n ty - t h re e, in the epilogue to
his first book , “He That Pl ays the King”
( 1 9 5 0 ) , an almost delusional ra n t , i n-
tended as an exe rcise in what he ca ll e d
“the athletics of p e r s on a l i ty, ”with which
he launched himself f rom Ox f o rd into
the waiting worl d .

Tynan fancied himself sui generi s .
He was his own greatest inve n t i on ,

and he loved his maker. When he told
his life story, he dow n p l ayed his hum-
d rum provincial Midland ori g i n s . “I n
a ny real sense of the word I was born 
at Ox f o rd , ”he said.“I have no more con-
n e c t i on with my early life and with
B i rm i n g h a m”—the city where he was
b o rn , in 1927—“than I have with Ti m-
b u c t o o. ”He wanted glamour, w h i ch was
not easy to excavate in the thre a d b a re
blandness of p o s twar England. “No
ca f é s .No good re s t a u ra n t s .Clothes were
s t i ll ‘a u s t e ri ty’ f rom the war, dismal and
u g ly. E ve ryone was indoors by ten,”
D o ris Lessing wro te—and that was ra f f-
ish Lon d on , not baggy Birm i n g h a m .

The deadliness leached into Tyn a n’s
ch i l d h o o d ,w h e re the unsolid ground of
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Po rtrait of an iconoclast:Tynan was poised, k n o w l e d ge a bl e, and spoiling for a fig h t .

E n tries from Ty n a n’s previously unpublished journals sta rt on page 48.





his family life had a habit of s h i ft i n g.
An older sister had died at birt h . His 
f a t h e r, the taciturn , successful Sir Pe t e r
Pe a c o ck ,who was fifty-four when Tyn a n
was born , spent two days a week up 
the road in Wa r ri n g t on , w h e re he was
the mayor for six term s , and where, u n-
b e k n ownst to his son , he kept another
f a m i ly. Pe a c o ck had never married Ty-
n a n’s mother, R o s e, a kindly, d e p re s s e d ,
m o d e s t ly educated former laundre s s ,
who had aspira t i ons to re s p e c t a b i l i ty,
and from whose tastes and person a l i ty
Tynan felt incre a s i n g ly estra n g e d . I n
1 9 5 8 ,R o s e, unkempt and con f u s e d ,w a s
p i cked up by the Yo rk s h i re police ca r ry-
ing a suitcase on which was wri t t e n ,
“I d on’t know where I’m go i n g, but 
I’m going to those who love me.” Sh e
ended her life in a mental institution .
Tyn a n , h ow eve r, w a s n’t the type to fe e l
shame and self-loathing about having
a b a nd oned her there . “I could have post-
p on e d her death at the expense of m y
own absorp t i on in self a d v a n c e m e n t , ”
he wro t e . “I chose not to. ” As a teen-
a g e r, he turn e d to the wall the family’s
d é classé oil paintings of c ows in pasture,
but his sense of p a rental detachment 
was born out of issues deeper than taste.
“A cesare a n , a bastard and a con t e m p t-
ible object” is how Tynan ch a ra c t e ri ze d
h i m s e l f in infancy, in notes he made 
in 1962, d u ring his psych o a n a lys i s . “A

B o s w e ll ; at fift e e n , he addressed the
s chool litera ry society on “A rt and I”
( “a history of the Influences that have
G one to the Making of K PT” ) ; at sev-
e n t e e n , he played Hamlet; at tw e n ty -
t h re e,he published his first book of c ri t-
i c i s m ; and by tw e n ty - s even he was the
f a m o u s ,i c on o clastic drama critic of t h e
O b s erver.Tyn a n’s life was pro o f o f one of
his most famous aph o ri s m s :“A man who
s t ri ves after an effect not infre q u e n t ly
a ch i eves it.”

Tyn a n’s perf o rmance of p e r s on a l-
i ty—the fla m b oyant dress (pastel shirt s ,
d ove - g ray suits, and ve lvet coll a r s ) , t h e
m a n n e risms (cigarette held between the
t h i rd and fourth fin g e r ) , and the word
h o rde—embodied the notion of the ex-
t ra o rd i n a ry that he’d studied on stage
and scre e n .“H a ve a new pose: a r ro g a n c e,
bass voice, hanging lower lip. Wh i ch
re a d s O-R-S-O-N, ” he wro t e, in a letter 
to a friend in 1944, just five years be-
f o re buttonholing the bemused We ll e s
h i m s e l f to write the preface to his first 
b o ok . “This sad age needs to be dazzled,
shaped and spurred by the spectacle of
h e ro i s m , ”Tynan wro t e, and cert a i n ly he
needed it: big magic as an antidote to big
h u rt . “I was illegitimate and I was made
to know it by my father and my family, ”
he later wrote to his first wife, the Am e r-
i can writer Elaine Du n d y, w h om he 
d i v o rced in 1964, a fter thirteen tem-
pestuous years of m a r ri a g e . “I was the
b oy . . . at whom eve ryone smiled know-
i n g ly and despisingly, and I have pre-
tended ever since to be som e b o d y — a ny-
b o d y — e l s e . ” Tyn a n’s first published
piece of p ro s e, w h i ch appeared in the
King Edward’s School C h ronicle w h e n
he was fourt e e n, s p e lled out the credo by
w h i ch he would more or less live for the
rest of his life : “In eve ry com mu n i ty
t h e re exists a certain element of the in-
s i g n i fica n t , ” he wro t e . “The undistin-
guished person ; the person who neve r
a r g u e s , n ever shouts, and whose pre s-
ence is not immediately noticed. . . . A s
I watch the useless lives of these people,
so foolish, so wasted and so ord i n a ry, I
b e c ome afra i d , and try despera t e ly to
forget them.”

Tynan arri ved at Magdalen Coll e g e
in 1945, and immediately plunged

into a whirlwind of public display that
i n cluded dire c t i n g, a c t i n g, wri t i n g, a n d
d e b a t i n g, and on ly intensified what he

b e d w e t t e r, I soiled my mother and she
punished me by refusing to feed me.”

In the end, like all narc i s s i s t s , Tyn a n
fed himself. His passion for intell e c t u a l
d i s t ra c t i on fended off what he ca ll e d
“my old meddl e s ome bugbear, s o l i t u d e . ”
And although his astonishing intell i-
gence bew i l d e red his pare n t s , t h ey in-
dulged his eclectic enthusiasms.Tyn a n’s
mother introduced him to music hall
and the “h i g h - d e fin i t i on perf o rm a n c e . ”
To g e t h e r, t h ey tra ve lled to Lon d on to
see Ivor Nove ll o, the Cra zy Gang, G i l-
b e rt and Su llivan opere t t a s , D on a l d
Wo l fit’s hectoring Sh a k e s p e a rean per-
f o rm a n c e s . For his ninth Chri s t m a s ,
Tynan asked for and re c e i ved a hundre d
b o oks from his pare n t s ; on another oc-
ca s i on , t h ey splurged on a mon o cle for
their little show o f f,whose large voca b u-
l a ry was marred by a permanent stutter.

I f it was hard for Tynan to be under-
stood at hom e, he was com p e lled to
make the rest of the world pay proper at-
t e n t i on . As a boy, he collected the auto-
g ra phs of s u ch con t e m p o ra ry heroes as
Wi n s t on Church i ll , Nev i lle Chamber-
l a i n , and Joseph Kennedy, but he soon
b e came his own star. “As long as I’m not
i g n o red you know quite well I’m per-
fe c t ly happy, ” the teen-age Tynan wro t e
to a fri e n d . At eleve n , he appointed a
chum at King Edward’s Sch o o l — w h i ch
he attended on a sch o l a r s h ip—to be his
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“Wo rking at home has been a mixed bl e s s i n g. ”

• •



ca lled his “s u p e ri o ri ty com p l e x . ”“No t h-
ing can ever top the sense of p ri v i l e g e d
e x h i l a ra t i on I felt then,” he said. By his
own ca l c u l a t i on , his experience at Ox-
f o rd amounted to seve n ty - two weeks,
t h ree hundred part i e s , and the equiva-
lent of five full-length volumes of e s-
s ays .Tyn a n’s tutor was C. S . Lew i s ,t h e
writer and pro fessor of m e d i eval and
Renaissance litera t u re, who taught him
h ow to deploy para d ox and how to
make his ve rbal fire p ower more accu-
ra t e . “Keep a strict eye on eulogistic &
d yslogistic adjective s — T h ey shd d i a g -
n o s e (not mere ly blame) & distinguish
(not mere ly pra i s e ) , ” Lewis wrote on a
Tynan essay about early English dra m a .
Tynan learned his lessons well . A stri p-
ling ae s t h e t e, he pro ph e s i e d , “My col-
lected works will bulk small but pre-
c i o u s . ” (His subsequent dashing and
i n c om p a rable œuvre is curre n t ly out of
p rint on both sides of the At l a n t i c . )

By the end of his three years at Ox-
f o rd , he was already attacking mem-
bers o f the British cri t i cal fra t e rn i ty 
and t h e i r i m p ove rished sensibilities. “A
s h a m n e cklace of bitter brevities or false,
h o ll ow eulogy will not do for cri t i c i s m , ”
he braye d , in the first chapter of “H e
That Pl ays the King. ” “The fixed quiz-
z i ca l g ri n , the bar-fly impre s s i on i s m ,
the epicene tartness which most cri t i c s
a f fect is no substitute for awe, h a t e, a n d
ra p t u re . ” He went on , “What I am say-
ing is that attack , not apology, p a s s i on ,
not sym p a t hy, should lie behind the
d e c o rous columns of our drama cri t -
i c s . ”C ri t i c i s m ,he added, “ca lls for gre a t
fle x i b i l i ty of re a c t i on and above all ,
g reat flair and cock s u re n e s s . ”What Ty-
nan was re a lly proposing as the Rx for
the parlous state of d ramatic cri t i c i s m
was himself.

As a cri t i c , Tynan emerged on the
English scene almost fully form e d . H e
was poised; he was know l e d g e a b l e . H e
was also—and alw ays—spoiling for a
fig h t . He inherited a moribund theatri-
cal scene, w h e re, as he wro t e, “ two out of
t h ree Lon d on theatres were inhabited
by detective stori e s , Pi n e roesque melo-
d ra m a s ,q u a rter-witted farc e s ,d é b u t a n t e
c om e d i e s , ove rweight mu s i cals and un-
rev i ewable rev u e s . ” He wrote as a man
o f the theatre,not as a man of t h e re a d i n g
ro om , and his style blasted prolix Vi c t o-
rian waffle from cri t i cal discourse. H e re,
for instance, writing on Sh a k e s p e a re’s

“H e n ry IV” in 1946, is James Agate, t h e
leading theatre critic of his day, w h o s e
s tyle Tynan mocked for its “b re a t h l e s s
p u n ch - d runk dow n ri g h t n e s s ” :

“England,” announces the program. And
who is to set the first half of this great play 
in its country and period. Not, one thinks,
the wan and shaken King, nor yet his prig-
gish, pragmatical son; and surely the Perc y s
and the Mortimers, Douglases and Glen-
dowers have long been piffle before the wind
of time.

Instead of the highfalutin, Tyn a n
d eveloped an art f u l , p u n g e n t , s ly ton e,
w h i ch might be ca lled “l ow f a l u t i n . ”H i s
p omp had a knock d own wink in it.
O f Rodgers and Hammerstein’s exc u r-
s i on into con t e m p o ra ry Chinese cul-
t u re in “Fl ower Drum Son g, ” Tyn a n

wro t e, “Pe rhaps as a riposte to Joshua
Lo g a n’s ‘The Wo rld of Su zy Won g, ’
Rodgers and Hammerstein have give n
us what, i f I had any self c on t rol at all ,
I would re f rain from describing as a
w o rld of w o o zy son g. ”

In pri n t ,Tyn a n’s wit and limpid styl e
p resented him to the world as a speci-
men of p e rfect individualism without
wound or worry.“I know nothing of a r-
dour and am not dogged: to wri t e, f o r
m e, is not n e c e s s a ry as gunpowder n e e d s
to explode, ” he wrote in “He That Pl ays
the King. ” “I do this because I ca n , n o t
b e cause I have to. ” Tynan protested too
mu ch .He did have a need, and that was
to align himself, in a kind of s ym b i o t i c
w ay,with the extra o rd i n a ry souls whose
w o rk onstage he tried to match with h i s
own litera ry perf o rm a n c e . “The study



o f actors should be a full-time task,”
he wro t e, “w o rt hy of the same passion-
ate scholarship which lepidopterists de-
vote to butterfli e s . ” His stunning ev o ca-
t i ons of p e rf o rmers worked a kind of
s ympathetic magic that bound their
g l o ry inextri ca b ly to him. Fa m e, and 
the celebrated com p a ny he kept, g a ve
him legitimacy.

Tynan had a language beyond the
usual lit-crit stammer, and it conveye d
the subtlety of a cra ft that was undergo-
ing profound sociological ch a n g e s .T h e
1945 Educa t i on Act had enabled many
talented young people, i n cluding Tyn a n ,
to get scholarships to universities and
acting schools that before the war had
been the privilege of the ri ch . This cre-
ated a dynamic new pool of w o rk i n g -
class talent—actors like Rita Tu s h i n g-
h a m , Peter O’To o l e, Tom Court e n ay,
A l b e rt Fi n n ey, and Rich a rd Burt on ,w h o
came to the stage with diffe rent ener-
g i e s , d i f fe rent behaviors, d i f fe rent con-
n e c t i ons to British experi e n c e, and who
in a short time would re q u i re a diffe re n t
kind of p l ay. Tynan was on their wave-

l e n g t h . And because he understood
glamour and the discipline of p l a n t i n g
the idea of s e l f in the public mind and
keeping it there, these stars, and others,
found themselves decon s t ructed by him
with unusual fin e s s e . “To be famous
young and to make fame last—the se-
c ret of c ombining the two is glandular:
it depends on energy, ”Tynan wrote with
p a rticular pre s c i e n c e, in an account of
Noël Cow a rd’s famous night-club dé-
but at the Café de Pa ri s .

Tynan was never shy about shive ri n g
the timbers of the English acting es-
t a b l i s h m e n t . On Vivien Le i g h’s Cleo-
p a t ra , for instance:“Taking a deep bre a t h
and re s o l u t e ly focusing her peri w i n k l e
ch a rm , she launches another of h e r
ca reful re a d i n g s ;a b ly and passion l e s s ly
she picks her way among its great ch a l-
l e n g e s , p resenting a glibly mown lawn
w h e re her author had imagined a jun-
g l e . ” St i ll , Tyn a n , who aspired to be a
s p e ll b i n d e r, was at his most com p e ll i n g
when he was under the spell of o t h e r s :
M a rlene Dietri ch “s h ows herself to the
audience like the Host to the con g re g a-

t i on and delivers the sacred go o d s ” ;
Ka t h a rine Hepburn is “wide open ye t
with no bre a ches in her arm o u r” ; J u d y
G a rl a n d , at the Pa l a c e, “embodies the
persistence of youth so com p l e t e ly that
we forbid her to deve l o p. . . . E ven in
young middle age, she must continue to
sing about adolescence and all the pain
and nostalgia that go with it. When the
voice pours out, as ri ch and pleading as
eve r, we know where, and how move d ,
we are—in the presence of a star, a n d
e m b a r rassed by tears.”

Tynan never succumbed to what he
ca lled “the cri t i c’s scourge: a t ro phy of
l ove . ” He was passion a t e,n ow h e re more
so than in his rev i ew of J ohn Osborn e’s
“Lo ok Back in An g e r” ( 1 9 5 6 ) . “I doubt
i f I could love anyone who did not wish
to see ‘Lo ok Back in An g e r.’ It is the
best young play of its deca d e, ” he wro t e .
But theatre is a re ca l c i t rant beast; eve n
with Tyn a n’s pro d d i n g, it didn’t m ove
q u i ck ly in the dire c t i on he wanted. At
the end of the fift i e s , he con cluded that
English theatre was “d e s p e ra t e ly enfe e-
b l e d” and that “the strongest and most
unmistakable influence on our drama in
the last ten years has been tra n s a t l a n t i c . ”
In 1958, Tynan took himself o f f for an
i n f u s i on of Am e ri can energy, and was
the senior drama critic of this magazine
for two ye a r s . B u t , as the sixties wore
on , he found himself with less to say
about Bri t a i n’s writers (Pi n t e r, O rt on ,
B ond) and more to say about the estab-
lishment of a Na t i onal T h e a t re, w h e re
the sprouts of their theatri cal re n a i s-
sance could be pro p e rly nurt u re d .

In 1962, having just attacked the
n ew ly appointed head of the Na-

t i onal T h e a t re, Sir La u rence Ol i v i e r, f o r
his season of p l ays at the Chich e s t e r
Festival T h e a t re, Tynan wrote to Ol i v-
ier asking to be made the Na t i on a l
T h e a t re’s first dra m a t u r g e . “H ow shall
we slaughter the little bastard ? ” Ol i-
vier fumed to his wife, the actress Joan
Pl owri g h t , who nonetheless liked the
i d e a , b e cause young audiences would
be “ t h ri lled with the mixture of you and
K e n . ” In a letter inviting Tynan to work
as an in-house critic and to help plan
the season s , as well as take charge of a ll
published materi a l , a position Tyn a n
held from 1963 to 1973, Olivier added
a postscri p t : “G O D—A N Ything to get
you off that O b s erver. ”“I love that your politics stink.”



Over time, t h o u g h , the increasing mo-
mentum of his fame led to a sort of
d i s i n t e g ra t i on . His emphysema com-
pounded a lassitude that he could nei-
ther con t rol nor quite understand. “I
used to take Dexamyl to give me enough
c on fidence to start work , ” he wrote in
1 9 7 1 . “Now I take it to give me enough
c on fidence not to. ” The frequent high
s p i rits in Tyn a n’s sad tale make his jour-
nal all the more poignant. “Was Elaine
a tri a l ? ” the critic Cyril Con n o lly asks
him about his first wife . “No. M o re of a
j u ry, ” Tynan answers.

On his deathbed, he whispered the
w o rds “a small talent for bri ll i a n c e . ” I f
he was speaking of h i m s e l f, his judg-
ment is too harsh. The journal he left
behind bears witness to his own advice:
“Be light, s t i n g i n g, i n s o l e n t , and mel-
a n ch o ly. ” It demon s t rates both his bri l-
liance and his struggle to find a place 
in the world for his intelligence to
s h i n e . U nw i t t i n g ly, in its accounts of
Tyn a n’s restless and way w a rd sexual 
e x p l o i t s , it also tra cks a larger human
t h e m e, w h i ch “Oh! Calcutta!” t ried and
failed to dra m a t i ze—what one of Ty-
n a n’s famous fri e n d s , Tennessee Wi l-
l i a m s , once ca lled the “mad pilgri m a g e
o f the fle s h . ” ♦

The job increased both Tyn a n’s pub-
lic prestige and his private fru s t rat i on .
O f the seve n ty-nine plays mounted on
his watch ,a c c o rding to his second wife,
Kathleen Tyn a n , “ t h i rty - two of t h e s e
p ro d u c t i ons were Ken’s ideas; tw e n ty
w e re chosen with his coll a b o ra t i on . ”
This kind of d e fe n s i ve scorekeeping is
typ i cal of the dra m a t u r g e’s dilemma;
the successes or failures of the thea-
t re may be of his choosing but not of
his accom p l i s h i n g. Neither odium nor
g l o ry fall s , fin a lly, to him: both inside
and outside the theatre, the cri t i c’s ro l e,
Tynan knew, was one without ri s k . “I
t o ok the safer course and became a full -
time cri t i c , ” he wrote in his journ a l .
“That is why, t o d ay, I am eve ryb o d y’s
a d v i s e r — R oman Po l a n s k i’s ,La r ry Ol i v-
i e r’s , M i ch ael Wh i t e’s—and no on e’s
b o s s , not even my ow n . ”

“ Su ch is serv i l i ty, ” he wrote in 1972,
when Olivier had gone behind his back
to ask the director Peter Hall his opin-
i on of a play that Tynan had suggested.
And when Olivier accepted Hall as his
s u c c e s s o r, rather than nominating on e
o f his colleagues at the Na t i on a l ,Tyn a n
wro t e, “He has passed a vote of no con-
fidence in us all . . . . He has hired us,
stolen our kudos, and now shows no
c om p u n c t i on about disca rding us.” T h e
Na t i onal kept Tynan busy but did not
a ll ow him to accomplish his mission .
In the theatre’s tenth-annive r s a ry ye a r,
Tynan noted in his journal that it had
“d i s c ove red one new play wright (Tom
St o p p a rd) and no new dire c t o r s . ” H e
a d d e d , “I t’s a sad re fle c t i on on the way
in which I’ve occupied my time for the
past deca d e . ”

Over the next seven ye a r s , Tyn a n’s
sense of re g ret and self-loathing

g rew. He heard himself d e s c ribed as
the greatest English theatre critic since
George Bern a rd Sh a w, b u t , u n l i k e
Sh a w, he had no other forum in which
to express himself. R e n own re q u i re s
d e e d s , and where were Tyn a n’s? He
t ried and failed to float the idea of h i m-
s e l f as a stage and film dire c t o r. H e
could manage the sprint of a new s p a p e r
column but not the long-distance ru n
o f a sustained piece of w o rk . None 
o f the books for which he took ad-
vances got wri t t e n . (He got halfway
t h rough a study of Wilhelm Reich 
but dropped it.) The routine of rev i ew-

ing had pall e d , and the anomie it had
once kept at bay now fil t e red deeper
into his life : “The sensation of v a n i s h-
i n g. Nothing registers on me: I re g i s t e r
n o t h i n g. ” He seemed unable to cl a i m
n ew, m e a n i n gful terri t o ry for himself.
T h e re were alw ays causes to debate and
to keep him in the middle of t h i n g s :
Vi e t n a m , sexual libera t i on , c e n s o r s h i p
(he was the first person to break the
BBC sound barrier by saying “f u ck” ) .
He produced two West End show s ,
w h i ch failed, and a sex rev u e, “Oh! 
C a l c u t t a ! , ” one of the top three lon g e s t -
running mu s i cals of a ll time. B u t , as his
j o u rnal show s , Tyn a n’s self-lacera t i n g
s p i rit was incre a s i n g ly ch a n n e lled into
s a d om a s o chistic sexual obsessions (he
had an appetite for spanking and whip-
p i n g ) .M o re and more, he smiled at the
w o rld with cold teeth.

At the beginning of Tyn a n’s ca re e r,
when he was still inventing himself i n
“He That Pl ays the King, ” he turn e d
his emptiness into a kind of h e roic self-
a d ve rt i s e m e n t , depicting himself v a ri-
o u s ly as a “s o ft blotting-pad,” a “s h e ll , ”
a “s p yi n g - g l a s s , ” a “ch a m e l e on , ” a n
“e ch o. ” As a cri t i c ,he hitched that emp-
tiness to stars and to pro d u c t i ons whose
e n e r gy he absorbed and re flected back .
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“This is where things sta rted getting really we i rd. ”

• •


