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DIRECTOR’S NOTE

James M. Barrie has called The Admirable Crichton a fantasy in four acts. It is at once a comedy and a
tragedy and when it was first performed, in England and in America and even in Paris, it was hailed as one
of the most penetrating dramatic social pamphlets of the day. But it needs to be enjoyed as a comedy and
not as an attack on the social order.

Perhaps the most intelligent attitude to take toward the plays of Barrie is unconditional surrender. If one
unreservedly yields one’s mind and heart to their unfolding charm, then one will understand them. Other-
wise never.

In The Admirable Crichton Barrie’s wit has a field day with the British caste system. He makes stereo-
types of his characters, painting them originally in only one dimension. In doing so, he is able to exaggerate
and emphasize certain traits, both personal and social. In this way, he assures us that his characters are
typical: Loam is a typical stuffy aristocrat, suffering from various delusions about social equality; Crichton is
a typical British butler (who knows his place); Lady Mary is a typical British lady; and Ernest, Loam’s neph-
ew, is a typical British rotter.

In using the old device of stranding his characters on a desert island, Barrie can accentuate the follies of
their former social habits, and bring out Crichton’s elitist theory which says men assume through their in-
born abilities that place in the system which nature has suited them for.

Barrie is a great playwright because he understands human nature, knows how to repeat it in conversation
and in action, has an enormous sympathy with his characters, and what is equally important, has enormous
sympathy with the audience. His plays are full of action, and yet the story of each play can easily be given
in a few sentences.

It is doubtful that we shall ever penetrate to the last significance the final essence of The Admirable
Crichton. Its philosophy contains a disturbing challenge to the audience, as every good drama should do.
Instead of a manufactured puzzle with a trick solution—a common notion of what plays should be—it leaves
the spectator unsatisfied. Instead of merely drawing their attention to the characters in the story, it directs
imperiously our attention to the structure of society, to life itself. It may be unreal, it may be fantastical, but
its thought is realistic. It is founded on the basic traits in human nature, and on the history of the devel-
opment of human society. There is a price for everything, and that price must be paid. Remember the stress
laid on the word “natural” throughout the play—it is Crichton’s touchstone for truth, and the reason why
this comedy is a tragedy is not because either Crichton or Lady Mary falters at the essential moment, but
because the traditions of life make their mutual happiness impossible.

With the confrontation in the last scene between Crichton and Lady Mary, Barrie brings the play to an
end on the verge of a sentimental scene, but his restraint at this point is an impeccable judgment.

Unique among his plays, The Admirable Crichton endures, relevant and sparkling as the day it was writ-
ten. It is Barrie’s comedic masterpiece.



