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Author’s Note







The play takes place in Paris, London, Vichy and Colombey-les-Deux-Eglises, between 1913 and 1945.


The scenic design should be imaginative and highly mobile, so that changes of scene can be accomplished or suggested swiftly and unobtrusively, sometimes by light alone. The action of the play should never be held up by scene changes. Projections of still photographs or actuality footage could be a plus if affordable and practical. Captions, stating the location and year of key scenes, might be useful although not considered necessary in the original production.


The setting should include either a backcloth or a scrim/frontcloth that is a huge map of France. The map should include named places of the countries that surround her, namely Belgium, Luxembourg, Germany, Switzerland, Italy, Spain and England. The following places should also be named: Paris, Vichy, London, Verdun, Lyon, the Forest of Ardennes, Metz, Dunquerque, Boulogne, Compiègne, Colombey-les-Deux-Eglises, the Forest of Ardennes, the Maginot Line and the Rivers Somme, Marne, Meuse and Seine. The frontier between occupied France and unoccupied France (1940–42) should also be shown.


Pétain and de Gaulle play no other roles. All other parts can be played by four or more actors – the more the better, of course. Possible doubling is suggested on page 111.


This is essentially a true story. However, like most writers of history plays, I have sometimes blended several real people into one supporting character, I have imagined and invented almost all of the scenes and I have made guesses about what these people were really like in private.


I am greatly indebted to Admiral Philippe de Gaulle for giving me his permission to quote from his father’s writings, including the War Memoirs and Le Fil de l’épée (The Edge of the Sword). Pétain’s words are occasionally quoted in the play, as are some witnesses at the trial. I also owe a debt of gratitude to numerous historians and biographers among whom are J. R. Tournoux, Paul Webster, Charles Williams, Bernard Leftwidge, Brian Crozier, Malcolm Brown and Jean Lacouture.


J.L.
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First performance





The Patriotic Traitor was first performed at Park Theatre, London, on 17 February 2016, produced by Bob Benton and Daniel Brodie for DB Productions in association with Park Theatre. The cast, in alphabetical order, was as follows:


 


Canon Pottevin, Cadet, Deladier, POW Officer, Léon Blum, Laval   Niall Ashdown


Cadet, General le Gallet, POW Officer, Payen, De Courcel, Pomaret   James Chalmers


Philippe Pétain   Tom Conti


Charles de Gaulle   Laurence Fox


Yvonne de Gaulle   Ruth Gibson


General Joffre, General Herring, General Weygand, Lord Halifax   Tom Mannion


 


Writer and Director   Jonathan Lynn


Designer   Georgia Lowe


Lighting Designer   Mark Howland


Sound Designer   Andrea J. Cox


Costume Supervisor   Jackie Orton


Assistant Director   Martha Geelan
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in order of appearance




Philippe Pétain


Canon Pottevin


Charles de Gaulle


First Officer Cadet


Second Officer Cadet


Corporal


General Joffre


General le Gallet


Captain Deladier


First POW Officer


Second POW Officer


Fernand Payen


Yvonne de Gaulle


General Hering


Léon Blum


General Weygand


Pierre Laval


Captain de Courcel


Lord Halifax


Charles Pomaret





Clerk of Court, Judge, Photographers, Guards, Generals, Soldiers, Captain, Maid, Waiters, BBC Stage Manager, Announcer, Cabinet Ministers




















THE PATRIOTIC TRAITOR



























Act One








Sound: morbid drumbeats.


A ceiling fan slowly revolves.


The First Chamber of the Court of Appeal, July 1945. High windows, shafts of light, window patterns on the floor. Four square columns with Louis Quinze capitals – optional.




Clerk   Bring in the accused.




Marshal Pétain enters. He is frail, composed, with a little white hair and a walrus moustache. He stands erect. He is eighty-nine years old. The room falls silent.


He wears his khaki uniform, with just one medal: the Médaille Militaire. In his right hand he carries his kepi with its triple wreath of golden oak leaves on a black ribbon with a red ground. In his left hand, a pair of gloves and a roll of white paper. Seven stars glitter on his sleeve.


He strides forward. Majestically, he salutes. He sits. Photographers surge forward, and take flash photographs.





Accused, stand up.




Pétain stands. The photographers fall back.





What is your surname, Christian name, age and position?


Pétain   Pétain, Philippe. Eighty-nine. Marshal of France.




We hear or see the Judge. Pétain faces out front.





Judge   You are charged with treason, and with collaborating with the enemy. Have you anything to say? 


Pétain   A Marshal of France does not ask anyone for mercy. Your judgement will have to face God’s judgement. And that of posterity. That will suffice for my conscience and memory. I leave it to France.




Lights cross-fade to –


Pétain’s bedroom/cell.


Lights: shadows of the window bars on the floor.


Pétain sits alone on the bed, mopping his brow. He fans himself with a document. It is sweltering.


Sound: thunder. A key turns a lock.


A Guard enters.





Pétain   I want to see a priest.


Guard   The chaplain’s outside.


Pétain   (correcting him) Sir!


Guard   Sir.




He ushers in Canon Pottevin. The Guard exits.





Pottevin   You wanted to see me, sir? Canon Pottevin, at your service.


Pétain   I have things to say.


Pottevin   Confession?


Pétain   No – I just need somebody to talk to.




Pottevin nods and sits in the chair, which he moves from the centre. He is in awe of Pétain. He waits. He mops his sweating brow. There is a rumble of thunder.





Pottevin   It’s rather humid.




Pétain takes no notice.





Maybe there’ll be a storm at last.




No response.





Shall we pray for God’s forgiveness? 


Pétain   You can, if you like. Not me. It’s de Gaulle’s forgiveness I need. He is full of hatred, he’s a man whose heart can’t be touched. Do you think I’ll be shot?




Pottevin stays silent. He doesn’t know.





I sacrificed myself to France but France doesn’t seem to appreciate it. (Emotional.) My power was legal, you know. I didn’t seize it. They came to me and offered it. You think de Gaulle will shoot me?


Pottevin   Doesn’t that depend on the jury’s verdict?


Pétain   It depends on de Gaulle.




He stands.





And you know what? I made him! I gave him his big opportunity. (Indicating the tiny bedroom.) You see how he thanks me?




We hear strange music – Pétain appears lucid, but he is confusing the past and the present.





An ambitious fellow. Pride will destroy him … mark my words, pride will destroy him.




He turns.





This young man has done very well. A first-rate officer. I thought very highly of him. But he lacks experience of government, he has a great deal to learn, a great deal. He wants to govern without my advice – it’s a mistake.




He recovers his senses.





Pride was always his problem … from the first day he joined my regiment. It was the eve of the Great War. France has suffered many calamities in her history, but the Great War was the worst of all … (Testy.) Of course, that’s something else he disagrees with me about!




Lights up. A parade ground. 


Lights: green shadows of tree branches. A sunny day. The bed and chair remain stage left.


Sound effects: troops marching. A distant marching band plays the ‘Soldiers’ Chorus’ from Gounod’s Faust.


De Gaulle enters and strolls across the parade ground, his nose in a book and two or three other books under his arm. He is in his early twenties, slim and studious.


Simultaneously Pétain sheds thirty years. He stands. He is fifty-nine years old.





Pétain   Lieutenant?




De Gaulle stops, turns and sees Pétain.





It is customary to salute your commanding officer, or hadn’t you heard?


De Gaulle   Sorry, sir.


Pétain   What’s your name?


De Gaulle   De Gaulle, sir.




Pétain takes the book from him, slightly curious.





Pétain   What’s the book?


De Gaulle   Poetry, sir.


Pétain   Poetry?


De Gaulle   Yes. Oscar Wilde. An Irish poet, sir.




Pétain is surprised, and not particularly impressed.





Pétain   Irish poet?


De Gaulle   Yes, sir. I’m interested in poetry, sir. And my maternal ancestors were Irish.


Pétain   And what does this Irish poet have to say?


De Gaulle   I’ve been rather struck by something I just read. ‘Each man kills the thing he loves.’ 


Pétain   (prosaically) Well, that’s not your job, Lieutenant. Your job is to kill the enemy – the Bosches, more than likely.


De Gaulle   (stiffly) I appreciate that, sir.


Pétain   And what are those other books?


De Gaulle   Thucydides the Greek historian and Nietzsche. The German philosopher.


Pétain   Bit of an intellectual, are you?


De Gaulle   Yes, sir.


Pétain   A little learning is a dangerous thing, you know.


De Gaulle   I would agree with that, sir. But as I have a lot of learning, it is no problem in my case.


Pétain   I see.




Amused, Pétain turns to go.





De Gaulle   Colonel, may I just say that … I don’t care what anyone says, I’m proud to be in your regiment.


Pétain   (turns back) Are you being impertinent?


De Gaulle   (surprised) No, sir. Certainly not, sir.




Pétain surveys him.





Pétain   How old are you, de Gaulle?


De Gaulle   Twenty-three, sir.


Pétain   And do you hope to be a success in the army?


De Gaulle   Yes, sir. I hope to be a general and commander-in-chief.


Pétain   Is that all?


De Gaulle   Sir?


Pétain   I was joking. 


De Gaulle   (uncomprehending) Ah.


Pétain   De Gaulle … have you no sense of humour?


De Gaulle   No, sir. It seems to worry other people but it doesn’t bother me.




Pétain sits on a bench or a wall.





Pétain   Tell me, why did you ask to be posted here?


De Gaulle   Because of you, sir, your belief in heavy artillery.


Pétain   The General Staff don’t share my belief.


De Gaulle   (with confidence) I know, but we both know they’re wrong.


Pétain   A word of advice, sonny. If you’re so ambitious, you’d better be less honest.


De Gaulle   Not possible, sir. Honour for a man is like virtue for a woman: once lost, it is never regained.




Pétain is finding de Gaulle amusing.





Pétain   You disapprove of women of easy virtue?


De Gaulle   Naturally, sir.


Pétain   That’s not natural, that’s bloody unnatural.


De Gaulle   (stiffly) I’m sure you know best, sir.


Pétain   (chuckles) Young man, I love three things in life – my country, the infantry and women.


De Gaulle   Indeed, sir.


Pétain   De Gaulle, why are you so … so serious?


De Gaulle   War is inevitable. I am only twenty-three years old. And I have had a dream that on Thursday, August 15th 1914 I shall be killed in action.


Pétain   You frightened? 


De Gaulle   (hesitates momentarily) Yes, sir. But God will give me courage. I know that I shall do my duty. So we shall see whether God gambles my life away or wishes to save me for some higher purpose.


Pétain   I’m sure He’ll realise that He needs you.




De Gaulle does not get the intended irony.





De Gaulle   Perhaps. (With intellectual excitement.) But that depends on whether my dream was a message from my subconscious mind, a projection of my fears, as Sigmund Freud suggests. On the other hand, it might have been proof of the special theory of relativity which suggests that space and time are interwoven into a single continuum known as space-time.




Pétain is bewildered.





Pétain   Single what?


De Gaulle   According to Albert Einstein, past present and future are only illusions - very persistent ones. The future has happened – it exists so we’re currently dead, in fact, in that case.


Petain   What the hell are you talking about! Albert who? Who are these people?


De Gaulle   German Jewish philosophers, sir.


Pétain   Good God! Germans? And Jews? Listen to me. Soldiers are paid to fight, not to think. If you persist in thinking, you won’t be very popular in the army.




Pétain turns to the audience. An Erik Satie piano waltz is heard as we lose the exterior lighting.





Half a lifetime of friendship.


De Gaulle   (to the audience) Half a lifetime. He was like a father to me.




He looks at Pétain. 





Pétain   He was like the son I never had. (Chuckles.) We were poles apart – he was a dreamer, a poet, an incurable romantic … people found him ridiculous.


De Gaulle   He used to find me ridiculous. I don’t know why, but some people did. He thought I took myself too seriously.


Pétain   He took himself so seriously. But he took me seriously too. In 1913 I – alone – could see what was about to happen. They wouldn’t listen. They wouldn’t give me a proper job. Instead, I was teaching, of all things, at Saint-Cyr Military Academy.




Lights up. A Lecture Room.


A blackboard with three rules written on it:





GUNFIRE KILLS.


DEFENSIVE MANOEUVRES ARE NOT DISHONOURABLE.


NEVER LAUNCH AN ATTACK BEFORE THE ENEMY IS WORN OUT.




De Gaulle sits among the audience, as do two Officer Cadets. Music fades.





Pétain   Gentlemen, I believe in heavy artillery, not the all-out offensive.


First Cadet   Sir, this goes against everything we’ve been taught. Surely it’s necessary to take the offensive at all cost.


Pétain   At all cost? You mean, risk losing?


First Cadet   Isn’t it essential for us to take the initiative?


Pétain   What’s wrong with letting the enemy take the initiative?


Second Cadet   Sir … Colonel Grandmaison says that, in an offensive, rashness is the safest policy.


Pétain   I wouldn’t like to serve under him. 


Second Cadet   Colonel Bouvard argues that it’s dangerous to let the enemy take the initiative. Regardless of heavy casualties, we must attack and break the enemy’s will.


First Cadet   That makes us the master, not the slave.


Second Cadet   The Germans believe this.


Pétain   They have more men. Perhaps they can afford this belief. We can’t. Look carefully at my three Laws of Battle.




They are written up on the blackboard.





Pétain   First Law: ‘Gunfire Kills.’ Heavy guns are the foundation of every operation. Then – and only then – charge the enemy with bayonets.


First Cadet   But what if the Germans launch an offensive at all costs and break through our lines?


Pétain   Would it really matter? What’s the sense in never surrendering an inch of ground? Isn’t it common sense to abandon a position if its defence is too costly?




De Gaulle stands up.





De Gaulle   Well, obviously it is. Look at it this way …


Pétain   Thank you, de Gaulle.


De Gaulle   I was just agreeing with you, sir.


Pétain   De Gaulle, your support is gratifying, but may I give this lecture please?


De Gaulle   (generously) Certainly, sir.




He sits.





First Cadet   Colonel, it may be common sense to surrender ground. But is it honourable?




De Gaulle is unable to keep silent and he stands up again. 





De Gaulle   The idea is to win!


Pétain   (sharp) Thank you, de Gaulle!


De Gaulle   I was just trying to help you explain –


Pétain   Silence!


De Gaulle   Yessir!




He sits, with great reluctance.





Pétain   Now listen carefully. The second Law of Battle is: ‘Defensive manoeuvres are not dishonourable.’ They are necessary.




Pause.





Any questions on that?




De Gaulle manages to restrain himself.





And my third Law of Battle: ‘Never launch an attack before the enemy is worn out.’




Pétain leaves. Lights fade, and only the three written rules remain lit.


A montage of sound effects: cheering crowds, steam engines leaving a station, and a band playing the Marseillaise.







Lights up. An operations room.


Night. A Corporal approaches Pétain, arriving.





Corporal   Colonel Pétain?


Pétain   Brigadier Pétain.


Corporal   Sorry, Brigadier. General Joffre and General le Gallet will see you now.


Pétain Thank you.




He follows the Corporal into the operations room. 





Corporal   (announcing him) Brigadier Pétain.


Pétain   Well done, lad.




General Joffre turns to him.





Joffre   Ah, Pétain, we want your brigade to attack at dawn.


Pétain   Why?


Le Gallet   Because we must get on to the offensive.


Pétain   Why, sir?


Le Gallet   Why?


Pétain   Yes. Why?


Joffre   We’re fighting a war, Pétain.


Pétain   I am aware of that, sir. But I hope you understand that I shall never abandon my doctrine.


Le Gallet   And what doctrine is that, my good man?


Pétain   Do not launch an attack before the enemy is worn out.


Le Gallet   Fine. But in the meantime perhaps you will be good enough to obey orders. The Thirty-third will attack at dawn.


Pétain   When are we getting machine guns?


Le Gallet   Look, we’ve had a few made, to satisfy public opinion. But machine guns won’t make much difference to anything, they spatter the ramparts of a fort, that’s all.


Joffre   And they break down.


Le Gallet   And they exhaust a battalion’s ammunition in ten minutes.


Joffre   Quite. 


Le Gallet   Quite. Furthermore, you have men. Always remember my first Law of Battle: ‘Bullets are blind, only bayonets have intelligence.’


Joffre   Now, order all units into an immediate offensive, with colours flying and bugles sounding the charge.




Pétain stares at him, then exits.





That man is too eager to concede French territory. Don’t trust him, never will.


Le Gallet   Quite.


Joffre   Quite.




Sound: the Erik Satie waltz returns.


Lights cross-fade from the operations room as


Pétain returns to …







The cell.





Pétain   (to Pottevin) And all that intelligence was cut down in its prime by blind bullets. Only one thing was more blind than the bullets: our High Command. War has always taken its toll. As soon as our sons grow up we send them to die.




Smoke.


Lights: clouds and/or rain projected.


Sound: we hear a distant bugle call.





Bugles sounded the charge. The Germans had machine guns. Our young officers, in their ceremonial uniforms, white gloves and plumes, stayed calm and allowed themselves to be killed where they stood. Courage is no match for a machine gun.




Pétain leaves the cell. Pottevin exits in a different direction.


Lights change: we are no longer on the battlefield.


Sound: heavy artillery fire is in the distance. 





Pétain   De Gaulle?


De Gaulle   Sir?


Pétain   Remember my nemesis at Staff College, General Grandmaison?


De Gaulle   The one who believed that, in an offensive, rashness is the safest policy?


Pétain   Yes. I’m afraid he died today, testing his theory.


De Gaulle   I’m sorry, but hardly surprised.


Pétain   The High Command is expecting the Bosches to attack the bridge at Dinant tomorrow. We must hold it.


De Gaulle   You know what tomorrow is?


Pétain   No?


De Gaulle   Thursday, August the fifteenth.




Their eyes meet. Pétain nods. De Gaulle exits.


Sound: another bugle call. A burst of loud machine-gun fire, followed this time by an explosion.





Pétain   De Gaulle was wounded. Surgeons operated on him. But the Germans were advancing and, determined to avoid capture, he got to Charleroi in the car of a local lawyer, then to Lyon on successive trains for injured French soldiers. There he underwent more surgery. Realising that if he stayed in Lyon he could be caught in a trap, he hired a car the day after his surgery and left the city, determined not to be captured. I was intensely proud of him. He gave me hope. He made me feel safe. In a funny way, we fathered each other. I felt somehow that one day he’d take care of me.




Pétain crosses into …







The operations room.


He looks at the map. De Gaulle enters, limping and with left hand bandaged. 





De Gaulle   Reporting for duty, sir.


Pétain   De Gaulle? Back already. I was told you were blown up by a mine.


De Gaulle   Not completely blown up, sir. I also received a bullet in the hand.


Pétain   Painful?


De Gaulle   Of course!


Pétain   I’ve selected you to be my adjutant.


De Gaulle   I’m grateful naturally, sir, that you selected me … but may I request the command of a company so that I can fight in the line?


Pétain   But you’re not fully recovered.


De Gaulle   Indeed not, sir, but I don’t like paperwork.


Pétain   You’re very good at it.


De Gaulle   I know, sir, but frankly, I disapprove of the directives that come down to my desk from the High Command.


Pétain   But why must you go straight back to the front?


De Gaulle   I would rather receive these idiotic commands than be responsible for giving them.




Pétain considers this view.





Pétain   Fair enough.




Sombre music begins softly.





De Gaulle   (turns to the audience) He understood the value of strength of character. In those days.


Pétain   (to the audience) De Gaulle had strength of character. In those days.




Canon Pottevin is in the cell. Pétain talks to him.





In February 1916 we were close to losing the war. Historically our philosophie of defence has always depended upon a line of interconnected fortresses – Invulnerable, unbreakable fortresses. But between them there was always a fatal avenue –


Pottevin   Through the town of Verdun?


Pétain   Yes. Where the route from Metz to Paris crosses the River Meuse. Over the centuries Verdun has been subject to ten sieges. If the Kaiser could break through, he’d only be a day’s march from Paris.




We hear the beginning of an incessant rumble of gunfire, that comes to dominate the action. Smoky clouds wash across upstage. Smoke is everywhere.


Music or dark instrumental sounds.


De Gaulle has gone. Pétain could be behind sandbags.





The bombardment of Fort Douaumont that began on February 21st 1916 was the heaviest in military history. It could be heard – clearly – a hundred miles away. They had Big Bertha, the biggest howitzer ever made by Krupp of Essen. Actually, nine Big Berthas. (Surveying the scene.) It was a firestorm. The air was sucked out of the world. A whirling tornado of flame and smoke flattened the pine trees and uprooted huge oaks, tossing them aside where they lay smouldering in the mud. Under orders, we continued a fruitless attempt to attack, over the top, over the top. But through the fog and the filth the men could see nothing. The gas and fierce heat burned their windpipes and lungs while the mud sucked panicking soldiers under as they struggled for dear life in a desperate and futile attempt not to be reduced to one more putrefying corpse – unrecognisable – one more unknown soldier – a pile of body parts, separated limbs and a torso built into the walls of the trenches. 




A louder, nearer artillery barrage.





This horror lasted from February until July – five terrible months. We didn’t have enough men, enough guns, we didn’t even have enough barbed wire. Our losses were appalling. The army was completely disorganised and it buckled and the Commander-in-Chief, General Joffre, had nothing left to suggest. He summoned me.




Cross-fade to: the operations room.


The artillery barrage continues.


Pétain enters, meeting Generals Joffre and le Gallet. A young officer, Captain Deladier, now accompanies Pétain.





Joffre   Ah, Pétain …


Pétain   General Joffre. This is my aide, Captain Deladier.




They salute.





Joffre   It’s not looking too good, Pétain.


Pétain   No, sir. We’re losing.


Le Gallet   Stop this defeatist talk, sir.


Pétain   I’m not a defeatist. I’m a realist. If we lose this battle we lose the war. We cannot continue sacrificing our men. We are running out.


Joffre   We haven’t got any more guns. Not as big as theirs.


Pétain   What about air power?


Le Gallet   Aeroplanes are for sport.


Pétain   No, sir. They are bombing our positions with deadly accuracy.


Joffre   Yes. (Sighs.) Pétain, I’ve … uh … decided … to put you in command of the army which we are forming to relieve Verdun. 


Pétain   Thank you, sir.


Joffre   The Meuse must be held on the right bank. There can be no question of any other course than of checking the enemy, whatever the cost, on that bank.


Pétain   I understand.


Joffre   Good.


Pétain   This is a last-ditch stand.


Joffre   So what are you going to do?


Pétain   Nothing.


Le Gallet   Um – nothing?


Pétain   An infantryman must never stick his head out of a hole too soon, or it’ll be blown off. There’s no chance of victory at the moment so I must simply avoid a defeat. I shall not move against the Germans until I have enough heavy guns and ammunition.


Le Gallet   We must have a new offensive?


Pétain   No, sir.


Le Gallet   Then how do we win?


Pétain   A counter-offensive, sir. You might have heard of it, it’s a well-known military term.


Le Gallet   Don’t take that tone with me, Pétain.


Pétain   We will not attack until we can win. Until then, we will hold the Germans where they are. We shall tell the army: they shall not pass.


Joffre   Let’s be practical. What do you need? Start with small arms. Grenades?


Le Gallet   Five thousand?


Pétain   Fifty thousand. 


Le Gallet   (softly) Good God!




The two Generals look at each other, and exit.





Pétain   (to Deladier) Amateurs talk tactics. Professionals talk logistics.




Lights cross-fade to a single on Pétain. He turns to the audience as Deladier hands him a bottle of cognac, and exits.





I sent for de Gaulle. The night before he returned to the trenches, in a château away from the front lines, we had a conversation – the sort of conversation about ‘life-and-death-and-what-they-mean’ that people sometimes have the night before battle.




Lights up. The officers’ mess.


De Gaulle sits in the chair, centre, reading. Pétain is fairly drunk. He pulls up another chair.





It was very confusing. Perhaps that was because I’d had a little too much cognac – though that wasn’t the only reason I was confused. (To de Gaulle.) What are you reading nowadays?




He picks up two brandy goblets, hands one to de Gaulle.





De Gaulle   Philosophy.


Pétain   Who wrote it?


De Gaulle   Nietzsche.




Pétain sits beside de Gaulle, intrigued. He pours a drink.





Pétain   Who’s that?


De Gaulle   A German professor who lived in Switzerland. He went mad, and died about fifteen years ago. 


Pétain   Was he mad when he wrote his philosophy?


De Gaulle   That’s a matter of opinion – whether his madness caused his philosophy or his philosophy caused his madness.


Pétain   You were reading him the day we met.


De Gaulle   He fascinates me. He’s not self-indulgent. He believes in Spartan discipline and the capacity to endure as well as inflict pain for important ends. He admires strength of will above all things.


Pétain   So do I!


De Gaulle   So do I!


Pétain   (finishes his drink) Good. That’s settled then. We like Nietzsche. Want some cognac?




De Gaulle holds out his glass. Pétain pours some into both their glasses.





De Gaulle   He wouldn’t have liked you, though, sir.


Pétain   Why the hell not?


De Gaulle   He would not have been able to forgive your relatively humble origins. Look.




He shows the book to Pétain.





‘No morality is possible without good birth,’ it says here.


Pétain   (drunkenly) That’s bloody ridiculous.


De Gaulle   He also believes it’s necessary to resist the democratic tendencies of the age.


Pétain   Well, that’s obvious.


De Gaulle   Quite.


Pétain   Quite. 


De Gaulle   He also says that women should be delicate, feminine and dainty, and that as soon as they achieve any independence they become intolerable.


Pétain   (drinking) No question.


De Gaulle   (reads) ‘Man is trained for war and woman for the recreation of the warrior. All else is folly.’


Pétain   What’s the book? I’d like to read it.


De Gaulle   Thus Spake Zarathustra. You wouldn’t, you know.


Pétain   Wouldn’t I?


De Gaulle   He sees no objection to the suffering of ordinary people if it is necessary in order to produce a great hero. He thinks the whole of the revolution from 1789 to 1815 is justified by Napoleon. The Revolution made Napoleon possible. We are right to desire the anarchic collapse of our entire civilisation if a Napoleon were to result.


Pétain   Absolutely right.


De Gaulle   Obviously. You can’t haggle over greatness.


Pétain   (drunkenly) Course you can’t.


De Gaulle   Course you can’t.


Pétain   (pouring himself more cognac) More?


De Gaulle   Don’t mind if I do.




Pétain pours it for him.





So you see, you do admire Nietzsche even though he wouldn’t admire you.


Pétain   I’m not so sure you’re right about that – Napoleon came from humble origins too. I think that Nietzsche was a bit confused sometimes, that’s all. 


De Gaulle   That’s true. (Drunkenly intrigued.) How do you know, you sure you haven’t read him?


Pétain   Positive.


De Gaulle   He regards compassion as a weakness to be resisted.


Pétain   That’s true for soldiers, isn’t it?


De Gaulle   I don’t know. Is it?


Pétain   I don’t know. Is it?


De Gaulle   Well – that’s not what Christianity’s about. That’s the problem.


Pétain   You’re right!




He drinks.





De Gaulle   And … you see … (He sighs a deep sigh.) Nietzsche’s view of life is ultimately empty. But it’s a temptation, when I feel melancholy, like tonight, that’s what it is.


Pétain   Is it?


De Gaulle   Yes.


Pétain   Do you?


De Gaulle   Yes. Do I what?


Pétain   What?


De Gaulle   What?


Pétain   Feel melancholy.


De Gaulle   You too?




Pétain eyes him, trying to focus.





Pétain   I think I’m losing track of this discussion. 


De Gaulle   No, what I’m saying is, when I’m reading Nietzsche I’m like a rabbit with a snake. Mesmerised, appalled, frightened and yet … attracted.


Pétain   Like me with a whore.


De Gaulle   Well … yes, in a way. But you see the flaw?


Pétain   Yes. It’s moving, like the rest of the room.


De Gaulle   Not the floor. The flaw. In the …


Pétain   Ointment.


De Gaulle   Argument.


Pétain   No. Tell me.


De Gaulle   He doesn’t believe in God.


Pétain   Nor do I.


De Gaulle   He says Christianity is the most fatal and seductive lie there ever was. ‘No man of power has ever resembled the Christian ideal.’ (Anguished.) And that’s true. But what about compassion and humility, and love?


Pétain   (confused) What about them?


De Gaulle   Who will lead us with virtue? Are virtue and leadership incompatible?


Pétain   Martyrs? Saints?


De Gaulle   I don’t know what to think, sir. What do you think?


Pétain   (firmly) I think it’s a mistake to read philosophy! I was perfectly clear on what I thought till we started this conversation.




He gets up, uncertainly.





De Gaulle   You going?


Pétain   There’s a tart coming to my room. This warrior’s going to have a little recreation. Goodnight. 




Goes halfway off, stops and returns a few steps.





Good luck at dawn, my friend.


De Gaulle   Thank you. But God will protect me.




Pétain eyes him with amusement and affection, then totters out.







Lights up. Pétain’s cell.


He sits on his bed. In his head he hears – and we hear –


Music/additional sound: a shell whistles overhead and explodes. The rumbling of artillery continues unabated.





Soldiers   (pre-recorded) Bullets are blind. Bayonets have intelligence. Bullets are blind. Bayonets have intelligence, Bullets are blind …




A burst of machine-gun fire. Silence.


Then music and distant artillery gunfire continue under …





Pétain   In six days of bitter fighting defending Fort Douaumont, de Gaulle’s company was wiped out. He was missing in action. I wrote the citation with a heavy heart. (Stands up.) ‘Captain de Gaulle, company commander, known for his high intelligence and moral courage, when his company was undergoing devastating bombardment with the enemy attacking from all sides, led his men into a furious assault and fierce hand-to-hand fighting, the only solution he deemed compatible with his sense of military honour. He fell in the fray. An outstanding officer in every respect.’ And I conferred on him the Cross of the Legion of Honour – posthumously.
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