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Abstract:

The present article sought to offer a semiotic analysis of Pinter’s The 

Caretaker

at studying the play’s dramatis personae as loci of multi-coded expressions, 

Using semiotics as an analytical method, the author explored the linguistic 

and paralinguistic features of the characters’ discourses as signs in relation 

to the play’s pivotal themes, their kinesic and body expressions as indexical 

analyze The Caretaker’s characters can yield positive outcomes in terms 

of comprehensive analysis and interpretation of the characters as dynamic 

Keywords: Pinter, semiotics, dramatis personae, linguistic, kinesic, 
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1. Introduction:

Ever since it premiered at the Arts Theatre in London in 1960, The 

Caretaker has been read and interpreted from a variety of critical perspectives, 

ranging from the biographical to the sociological, the psychological, the 

of Pinter’s critics tend to agree that the play’s characters are particularly 

deciphering of the processes of meaning-production even in the most 

the analysis of The Caretaker

quite informative for a systematic exploration of the capacious signifying 

potential of the characters’ actions and the symbolic meanings attached to 

The Caretaker and the 
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As stated above, The Caretaker has been studied from myriad 

The Caretaker revealed some kind of accord among critics and 

journalists on the play’s instant success and its being the play that established 

The Sunday 

Times

that approached the play from the perspective of literary pragmatics and 

The 

Caretaker

The Incommunicability of Language in Harold Pinter’s The Caretaker by 

The 

Caretaker

basis of their manipulation of deictic expressions as suggestive indexical 
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The Caretaker

the increasing recognition among drama critics of the role semiotics can 

study of The Caretaker that uses semiotics as theoretical method for the 

analysis of the characters’ linguistic, paralinguistic, kinesic and proxemic 

the hypothesis that semiotics offers an integral and inclusive method for 

of the characters’ actions as signs lead to a better understanding of The 

Caretaker

relation to other stage signs have for a broad understanding of their 

The Caretaker and as an endeavor 

to increase the range of systematic applications of theatre semiotics to the 

2. Methodological Framework:
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Cambridge 

Dictionary 

term semiology to refer to the study of language as a sign-system based 

-

semiotics to refer to the study of meaning-production, sign processes 

semiology 

is created through difference, Peirce’s triadic semiotics is seen as a more 

interdisciplinary model that is suitable for the study of different systems 

cognitive semiotics, social semiotics, zoo-semiotics, generative semiotics, 

bio-semiotics, organizational semiotics, literary semiotics, semiotics 

of architecture, semiotics of music, semiotics of theatre and drama
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Evidently, it is the last branch or category of semiotics that constitutes the 

The semiotic approach to The Caretaker’s dramatis personae is centered 

classed into four categories: the linguistic, the paralinguistic, the kinesic and 

the discourses of The Caretaker’s characters, their gestures and their 

one another are indexical of their attitudes and states of mind as shall be 

important theoretical component in the proposed model for the interpretation 

and understanding of The Caretaker The 

Semiotics of Theatre
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correspond to three main divisions: the actor’s actions as signs, the actor’s 

It is these types of signs that shall be subject to interpretation in this article 

staged realizations of the play and on the basis of actual instructions given 

are markers of the characters’ personalities, states of mind, relationships to 

other characters, positions in the social hierarchy, and relationships to the 

signs that are typically expressive of the characters’ moods, psyches and 

emotional stances, and proxemic signs that are characteristically suggestive 

of the characters’ relationships to one another and to the physical space 

deontic

assertives, commissives and directives to interpret the characters’ psyches, 

thoughts, beliefs, states of mind and attitudes in their dialogic exchanges 
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3. A Semiotic Analysis of The Caretaker’s Dramatis Personae:

In staged realization, the actor is usually the focus of attention of the 

The Caretaker’s dramatis personae in this 

This is faultlessly true of Pinter’s The Caretaker

plays’ in The Cambridge Companion to Harold Pinter,

plurality of meaning in connection to verbal and non-verbal language that 

has made The Caretaker accessible to a plethora of critical perspectives and 

has made it sometimes too complex for critics to be handled from a single 
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3.1. Linguistic signs as indicators of characters’ personalities. 

The linguistic sign in The Caretaker, as in other plays by Pinter, is 

help for the analysis of the expressive, secretive and ostensive aspects 

of linguistic signs in relation to the play’s characters and the meanings 

The Caretaker

seem to be highly suggestive of their personalities, their states of mind, 

their ontological ordeals, and the psychological strain that mutilates their 

anxieties as a result of being caught in a seemingly hostile environment, and 
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is extremely revelatory of his reclusiveness, estranged self, disordered life, 

directives

deontic modality

On the one hand, it places him above his interlocutor in terms of social 
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to like

The Caretaker

It is only through this long speech that the audience comes to realize 

and the fragments of sentences are signs of his fractured self, his trouble 

to communicate, his deteriorated social condition, his fear of the external 

having been attacked several times, having lost his job, having lost his 



Revisiting Harold Pinter’s The Caretaker: a Semiotic Study of the Dramatis 

Personae  (41-74)

12 University of Sharjah Journal for Humanities & Social Sciences, Volume 16, No. 1 (B)   June 2018

state that can be described as a condition of angst

Angst

especially from the lack of purpose, concern, or meaning in the universe’ 

commissive speech acts 

directives and constatives

committing the speaker to the truth of the proposition asserted as used 

commissives

typically revealing his eagerness to evade ontological estrangement, and 

exhortation about going to Sidcup has become a linguistic ritual that recurs 
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Similarly, his use of expressives

interlocutors by means of polite

superiority and sublimate, in psychoanalytical terms, his failure to realize 

• . 
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• . Pause.

• . 

• . 

Pause.

• . 

• . The 

Caretaker

sense of implicature, these expressions are intended to achieve certain 

perlocutionary effects such as humiliating the old tramp, moving him to 
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Closely related to the indexicality of the linguistic sign in The Caretaker 

drama insofar as they serve to orient the listener’s or interlocutor’s attention 

used by the dramatis personae, for instance, serves to actualize the dramatic 

accurately, Elam states: 

deictic reference presupposes the existence of a speaker referred 
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it does not, in itself, specify its object but simply points, ostensively, 

In The Caretaker

deixis of normal dialogic exchange: 
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an active agent rather than a passive receiver victimized by space as in the 
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The 

Caretaker are discursive markers informing about the characters’ 

ontological anxieties, disillusioned visions, tormented psyches, evasive 

linguistic signs even more disjointed and sterile are the abundant pauses 

paralinguistic signs that orchestrate the unfolding of linguistic signs and 

The Caretaker, pauses hesitations, 

3.2. Paralinguistic signs as indicators of characters’ states of mind.

hesitation, pitch, rhythm, laughing, crying, shouting, sobbing, yelling, 
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The paralinguistic suprasegmental features might be said to be an 

Paralinguistic signs are of extreme importance for the understanding 

didascalia

The Caretaker, for instance, 

the most notable paralinguistic signs that orchestrate the actors’ dialogic 

exchanges are pauses and hesitations, bearing in mind that long silences 

such as extent and the introduction of pauses as playing an important role in 

emphasize particular expressions, to segment the utterance to manageable 

This is exactly the case in The Caretaker

their utterances and emphasize their expressions, but also accentuate 

paralinguistic features have received the attention of many commentators 
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to describe and interpret the semiotic functions of the speaker’s vocalic 

Pinter’s pauses have become, journalistically, his trademark, and it 

signs par excellence, pauses and silences should be construed as part of 

In Aston’s speeches, for instance, pauses and hesitations are clearly 

indexical of the ontological and psychological strain he lives in, the 
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hallucinations, they… I used to get the feeling I could see things … 

everything used to get very quiet …everything got very quiet … all 

… I couldn’t think at all … I couldn’t … get … my thoughts … 

The 

Caretaker

once more, to Aston’s neurotic state of mind and his asymptotic relation 

Such an asymptotic and skeptical relation to the environment, as 
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about not being able to get his identity papers back and regain his sense 

paralinguistic signs, they point to the fact that he is under the strain of a 

a true iconic simulation, to use the language of drama critics, of real-life 

Carrying this logic of analysis a bit further, one may note that the best 

illustration of these paralinguistic features is through consideration of the 

turns back to the window. Pause.

I do? Pause. Pause.

Pause.

remains still, his back to him, at the window. Listen … if I … got 

Long silence   

The Caretaker
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has reached the uppermost state of crisis, has exhausted all possible 

means to gain the sympathy of his interlocutors, and has literally become 

the terror of sadistic monologues, the terror of offensive others, and the 

and scrupulous analysis of signifying details, semiotics can account for the 

smallest signifying detail, be it linguistic or non-linguistic, such as kinesic 

3.3. Kinesic signs as indicators of characters’ psyches and attitudes.

the fact that all kinesic signs in the theatrical act are necessarily indexical 
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demonstrated earlier that linguistic and paralinguistic signs are typically 

indexical of the characters’ personalities and attitudes through examination 

In staged realizations, more emphasis may be placed on other vocalic 

descriptions are given regarding the characters’ kinesic activities, including 

The Caretaker’s gestural signs to produce 

the gestural and proxemic activities of actors become more focal and more 

of expression in the theatrical act, the audience’s attention shifts to the 
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The Caretaker, gestural signs have subjective meanings that are revelatory 

of the characters themselves in so far as they reveal part of their psyches 

and personalities, and inter-subjective meanings that account for their 

relationship to one another in so far as they reveal part of the operating 

evocative of their attitudes and states of mind as has been explained above 

appliances in an attempt to get them back to utility and regain through 

ASTON goes back 

to his bed with the toaster and starts to unscrew the plug’ , ‘ASTON 

 ‘picks 

up a screwdriver and plug from the bed and begins to poke the plug’ 

 ‘ASTON goes downstage right, collects the toaster and examines it’ 
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 ‘ASTON picks up the plug and examines it’ ’picks up a 

small plank and begins to sandpaper it’ 

symbolic meanings their use can impart to the user, including: the meaning 

The Caretaker

picks up a vase and looks into it, then picks up a box and 

shakes it’, ‘He opens the case’, ‘He shuts the case’, ’He picks up another 

case and tries to open it’, He puts it down and moves downstage’, He 
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picks up a sideboard drawer, rummages in the contents, then puts it down’, 

etc. (pp. 17-18).

angst

turns, shambles across the 

room’, ‘turns, shambles across the room’(p. 2), rising, looking about’ (p. 

8), ‘rising, pointing upstage right’ (p. 8), sits up abruptly’ (p. 12), 

‘coming round’ (p. 16), ‘shifting, about to rise’ (p. 21), ‘ retreats’ 

(p. 22), ‘ enters, closes the door, and tries the light switch, on, off, 

on, off’ (p. 31), ‘He switches on and off’ (p. 31), etc. Here, one may note 

He moves, stumbles, falls and cries out’ (p. 

31) and ‘

and his failure to give sense to his life through meaningful communication 

seizes 

his arm and forces it up his back…

with struggling, grimacing, whimpering and staring...

presses him down with his foot and 
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stands over him…MICK slowly goes to the chair, sits, and watches DAVIES, 

expressionless. Silence (p. 17).

the sense of sadism that permeates the act of standing over the body of an 

face several 

times’ (p. 22). Then he snatches his bag several times as indicated here: 

‘ rises and snatches it’ (p. 25), ‘slipping it behind the gas stove’ (p. 

26), ‘ gives it to grabs it’ (p. 26), ‘ takes 

it. takes it.’ (p. 26). Later on, 

stumbles, falls and cries 

out breathlessly

that he is in search of some sense of sort of elusive joy he has lost due to 

his failure to realize his ambitions and due to the delusions of grandeur he 

To put it in a nutshell, gestural signs in The Caretaker

characters’ troubled psyches, their uncertainly and frustration in relation 
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3.3.2. Proxemic signs and interpersonal distance.

individuals involved in a given proxemic situation, their psyches and their 

The Caretaker, social distance varies according 

At the beginning of the play, for instance, the proxemic behaviors of 

following, shambling’ 

 (following). follows 

him’ .

They put the ladder under the 

bed’ 

and he starts to blame him for making too much noise, proxemic relations 
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scene do not stand for closeness or social intimacy, but rather for tension 

moves to the window and stands with 

his back to 

Bending, close to 

another turn and becomes a sign of intimidation, rejection and mistrust as 

walks slowly round and ‘circles him’, telling him 

that he is a strange man, that he has brought trouble to the house, that he is 
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brothers visibly decreases as they both sit in front of each other smiling, 

comes in. He closes the door, moves into the room and faces 

They look at each other. Both are smiling, faintly’.

4. Conclusion:

Pinter’s The Caretaker

the performativeness of the linguistic sign as a combined methodological 

as signs by isolating the linguistic, paralinguistic, kinesic and proxemic 

to stage props as indexical and symbolic signs in relation to the play’s 

concern has been to avoid replicating the patterns of analyses adopted from 

conducting thorough analyses of the characters’ verbal and non-verbal 

and body movements as multi-coded expressions delivering simultaneous 
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