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RITUAL IN BLOOD






















Epigraph







THE JEWS OF ENGLAND (1290)


 


An Edward’s England spat us out – a band


Foredoomed to redden Vistula or Rhine,


And leaf-like toss with every wind malign.


All mocked the faith they could not understand …


 


Israel Zangwill, 1902





 




Then said they unto him, Tell us we pray thee … What is thine occupation? and whence comest thou? what is thy country? and of what people art thou? And he said unto them, I am an Hebrew; and I fear the Lord, the God of heaven, which hath made the sea and the dry land.


 


Jonah 1, 8–9






















Introduction





HUGH OF LINCOLN


THE BLOOD RITUAL CHARGE


Ritual murder is one of the most monstrous charges that has ever been levelled against the Jewish race. Apparently the first recorded charge took place in England, in Norwich, in 1144. From thence it spread to France and Germany. The basis of the charge is that the Jews sought to murder and disembowel a Christian child in mockery of the crucifixion and then use its blood in secret ceremonies or for the Passover wafers. Although there is nothing in contemporary Jewish law, mythology or mysticism or folklore that requires human or animal blood, this did not deter any opportunist from pointing the finger at the Jews and inspiring a real blood bath. So in one sense the paradox is that the reverse was true. It was their detractors who sought blood, and plenty of it! Jews were frequently ‘bled’ dry for their money and taxed intolerably, but not too much to prevent them from earning more and becoming a convenient ‘cash cow’ to be milked whenever a crime could be pinned on them. Under the laws of the country the Jews were the King’s property and thus crimes committed by them would draw huge fines in favour of the King. Consequently it became very convenient if you were in the Jews’ debt – as many of the Barons were – to invent one. This would of course facilitate the arrest of the Jew and the dissolving of the debt.


Whilst performing as an actor in Lincoln, I happened to be walking through the impressive Lincoln Cathedral when I saw a plaque to Saint Hugh of Lincoln. Little Hugh was canonised many centuries ago and was the subject of a ritual murder charge. The inscription records the supposed crucifixion of the eight-year-old boy but adds that this legend brings no honour to Christianity. However, I was struck by the extraordinary tale and it stayed in my mind for many years until I decided to research as much as I could on the subject itself in the Reading Room of the British Museum. Though there were no ‘rolls’ relating to this trial in particular, I found much fascinating information regarding other trials and debates where Jews were forced very often to defend themselves in the public forum.


The blood libel, like a noxious virus, has erupted from time to time throughout the world. The last case in a civilised society was the accusation and arrest of Mendel Beilis in Kiev, Russia, in 1911. This time however we had something called the international press, and world opinion was united against the trumped-up charges and the authorities were obliged to release him. Sadly, in the Middle Ages the depredations and villainies of anti-Semitism were not so easily monitored. In researching this play what struck me most forcibly was the incredible extent to which the poison of anti-Semitism was part of the fabric of the early church and how much the more reactionary elements irrigated the earth for these poisonous shoots to thrive. Curiously, Shakespeare’s Shylock is an offshoot of the blood charge, since Shylock himself wields the knife, is bloodthirsty enough to use it and is impervious to the cry for mercy from Portia. What makes the play both fascinating and yet morally untenable is Shylock’s defence of his act as if speaking for his race. The truth of the matter is that since the Jews were forcibly expelled from England in 1290, their property confiscated and their blood shed, there were few, if any, Jews left. It was only in 1655 that Oliver Cromwell, Lord Chief Protector, readmitted them, recognising their importance in the Spanish and Portuguese trade routes.
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Ritual in Blood was first performed by Nottingham Playhouse Company in Summer 2001.





















Act One
























SCENE ONE








Two small boys are seen clambering over a garden wall – it is a hot August day – the air is thick with garden sounds and warm sunshine. They are both happily engaged in poaching the apples that hang so temptingly within arms’ reach. The boys are brothers – the younger one, Hugh, is eight and is being held by his older brother Edmund, who is about eleven, to enable him to pick the apples with both hands. Suddenly Edmund’s grip relaxes for a fatal moment causing his younger brother, who is unable to cling to anything, to tumble over the wall. Edmund peers over the wall and perceives by the crumpled and twisted shape of Hugh that he is very much dead. He has fallen into a shallow well sunk just inside the garden wall – it is about seven feet deep and practically dried up. Edmund is terror-stricken, scales down the wall and runs home. The year is 1255, the town is Lincoln, Henry III is on the throne.


















SCENE TWO








From the well where Hugh lies dead, across the garden and into the house of Copin, the Jewish money lender. Several Lincoln Jews are in a conference concerning the preparations for a wedding. Rabbi Ben Barachyal’s daughter is to marry Copin’s son. They all wear a yellow sign on their clothes.




Copin   To pray and not make noise – how is that possible?


Isaac   Whisper, how else?


Copin   In two days our children must be married like criminals – like a shameful thing is taking place.


Rabbi Ben Barachyal   Whose shame, Copin – theirs or ours? God will hear your whispers as well as your shouts, he’s not deaf.


Jacob   (son of Copin) Rabbi, why has the clergy prevailed upon the King to forbid us speaking our prayers aloud in our synagogue?


Isaac   (interjecting before Rabbi Ben Barachyal can answer) Why does a nettle sting? It stings! You don’t question it!


Rabbi Ben Barachyal   Perhaps, my son, the priests have been waiting so long for a word from God, they think if they keep us quiet long enough, they might be able to hear it.




Laughter.





So that is the least we can do to help.


Copin   And for the King’s protection for which we have been bled the sum of four hundred and twenty-two thousand pounds over the last seven years – that means nothing?


Isaac   He’s a heavy spender.


Copin   How can he spend such a sum in seven years – he can’t eat it?


Isaac   His French Queen has expensive tastes – only the other day he gave her Cambridge – to soothe a quarrel – and then he is forced to finance the occasional adventure to the Holy Land to rout the ‘perfidious’ Saracen!


Copin   (sardonic) Oh well! I suppose we must be grateful, Isaac – the King thinks so much of Israel that he’s getting it ready for our return.


Rabbi Ben Barachyal   That will not be long Copin – remember Isaiah’s prophecy – ‘The redeemed of the Lord shall return and come with singing in to Zion.’


Copin   On that day Rabbi I would come … whispering!





















SCENE THREE








By this time Edmund has just reached home, having run all the way from Copin’s garden. His father Luke is eating – he has a not over-productive smallholding. Two other small children sit around the table. His mother Beatrice although in her mid-twenties has a middle-aged pallor through constant childbearing. Her whole being is permeated with a sense of resignation and she will grasp at anything, any gossip, any neighbour’s suffering that temporarily alleviates her own.




Beatrice   (to Edmund as he goes to sit) You wash before you sit down to your dinner – you look as if you’ve been dragged through a field of cow dung.


Luke   Where’s little-un – he’ll get nought to eat knowing you – go fetch him Ed.


Edmund   (appearing unconcerned) I don’t know – he’ll be along soon.


Beatrice   Where’s he gone then – you’re supposed to look after him.


Edmund   I did – but I lost him.


Luke   What do you mean, lost him?


Edmund   Hugh ran off when a man chased us – that’s when I lost him.


Beatrice   What? You been stealing again?


Edmund   No honest – we were just climbing a wall and some man chased us – I went one way and Hugh another.


Luke   You don’t climb walls for nought – what were you stealing?


Edmund   Only apples – they were hanging over the wall – he wouldn’t have missed a few.




Beatrice cuffs him.





Beatrice   What! You want people to think we don’t feed you?


Luke   Oh leave him, Beatrice – who hasn’t stolen apples – go on Ed – go find your brother and then you can eat.


Edmund   (hesitates) Oh … he’ll be all right – he can find his way can’t he?


Luke   Whose apples were you stealing?


Edmund   From the big stone house on the hill.


Beatrice   That’s the Jew’s house.


Luke   (suddenly interested) And he’s the one who chased you?


Edmund   Yes, he came out after us – he had a big black beard and a big hat on – he couldn’t run fast – but he ran after Hugh.


Beatrice   (cuffs him again) I warned you never to go near that house – you know what they do – they’re sorcerers – they eat up little boys them Jews do … they got horns haven’t they Luke?


Luke   I don’t know.


Beatrice   Well you’re always borrowing money from him – haven’t you peeked?


Luke   He always keeps his hat on when I see him.


Beatrice   He has to – that’s to hide his horns. (Shakes Edmund.) Oh you make me cross – now you get out and find your brother before you get one crumb.




Edmund leaves house.





Luke   If he’s touched a hair on his head I’ll kill him.


Beatrice   He wouldn’t dare.


Luke   Is that true – that they sometimes eat little boys?


Beatrice   Yes, I heard it somewhere that they take little babies and eat them up at Easter time.


Luke   They couldn’t be that evil surely?


Beatrice   Ain’t they? You’d be surprised what they get up to – why do you suppose the church only lets them be money lenders which our Good Lord forbade ’cause it’s evil and therefore they’d be good at it … Do you still owe him much?


Luke   Nearly twenty pounds.


Beatrice   (weary) Oh God, Luke, we’ll never pay that off.


Luke   (defensive) What about Jack Langley – he’s mortgaged so much, his land will be sold if he can’t pay it!


Beatrice   They’d take a man’s own land off him!


Luke   More than that – there’s many an abbey that’s lost its land through mortgage to them!


Beatrice   That’s really evil – something should be done about people like that.




Luke looks at her, not really comprehending her hatred but accepting it.
























SCENE FOUR








A heavy knocking at the door of Copin’s house. Three or four men including Luke stand at the door. Copin opens it – he is agitated, it is the morning of the wedding. A low murmuring ensues.




Copin   Two days?


Luke   Aye – two – that’s the last time he was seen – breathing.


Copin   I never saw your children two days ago.


Luke   Edmund said he saw you – in fact you chased them.


Copin   (astonished) I chased him!?


Luke   For stealing apples.


Copin   If he wanted apples he need only have asked.


Tilly   (one of the men) Very Christian of you!




They chuckle.





Luke   Ed, come here!




Edmund nervously appears from behind his father.





Were you chased by this man two days ago?


Edmund   (too embarrassed to look at him) I er …


Luke   Well, were you or weren’t you – find your tongue lad.




Edmund nods mutely.





Copin   I swear I never saw any of your children two days ago … Which children, I don’t even know what they look like!


Luke   (struggling, less certain) Mind you, it’s no crime to chase away poachers stealing your fruit … I mean just chasing them’s no crime – I do that.


Tilly   (backing Luke’s uncertainty) You wouldn’t even do that Luke – you’d begrudge no one an apple – specially a mite!


Copin   (raising voice) I never saw – I never chased – now please leave – my son’s marriage is today – forgive me, but there is much to do.


Luke   (uncomfortably) Ed – you sure you were chased by him?




Edmund, painfully embarrassed, hides behind father.





Tilly   Of course he was – look at the boy, he’s terrified – look at his face Luke!


Luke   (pushes Edmund in front of him – very unsure of himself now) Now you speak what happened.




Edmund is unable to speak in front of Copin. Luke is hot with embarrassment – he twists Edmund’s arm.





Go on, nobody’s going to hurt you!


Edmund   (blurts out in pain) He chased us over the wall – he chased us over the wall!!


Copin   (mortified) How do you mean my son – that I leapt over that high wall after you like an eagle – did I throw my stick down and sprout wings – come, why are you saying these untrue things? (Puts hands on Edmund’s shoulders.)


Luke   (remembering Beatrice’s rumour, snatches Edmund from him and pushes Copin violently against door) Don’t touch him!




The other men are stirred to action by this outburst and move in menacingly. Copin’s wife and son come to the door.





Naomi   (a shriek that alarms them for a moment) Get away from here! Leave us in peace! Leave us! My husband harmed no one in his life – get out of here!


Jacob   (simply) Why do you think my father would harm your child?


Tilly   (answering for Luke) He was last seen here – that’s why – we’ve heard things!


Jacob   Things?


Luke   (awkwardly) I mean – chasing’s no crime – you don’t want no one stealing your fruit – it’s just that we haven’t seen him – not since then.


Jacob   Have you searched the woods – he may have injured himself climbing or fallen into a wolf trap.


Tilly   Wolf trap eh! (Snorts – makes gesture with hands elongating his nose to resemble a wolf, or Jew.)


Jacob   You’re quite welcome to search the grounds and the woods behind the house if you wish – I would help you but I am to be married today.


Tilly   (smiling) That’s all right Master Jacob, we’ll find our way around – I’m sure we don’t want to disturb your wedding day.




The men go off.


Jacob closes the door – they stand around not knowing what to say to each other. 





Copin   (numbly) It’s come!


Jacob   (knowing what he means) What’s come father?


Copin   It’s come! The filthy blood lie! Like the plague it’s come – a curse on their houses! Those sons of Ham, a curse on them!


Naomi   (restraining him) Ben quiet! No one’s accused.


Copin   Then what were they doing? Bringing me gifts – blessing our wedding? Accused? No, they have condemned! Can you believe it! We kill children for Passover! We drink their blood! This is what these swine are taught.


Jacob   No one believes that any more, Father.


Naomi   No – not in Lincoln anyway – they have respect for us here – he’ll probably find his boy – Luke’s not a bad man – you’ll see.


Copin   So thank God it’s not Passover. (to Jacob) Get ready for your wedding son – it’s not right to keep your wife waiting on your wedding day – say nothing of this to anyone – we already have to whisper the service – let’s not make it a dirge.




They laugh nervously – anxious to find some relief.
























SCENE FIVE








Luke and his friends are seen beating the brush and undergrowth looking for Hugh’s body – they have been joined by more people. They are searching round the area of Copin’s house. 


















SCENE SIX








The wedding service. The daughter of the great scholar Rabbi Ben Barachyal is being married, consequently the heads of most of the leading Jewish families in England are there to do him honour. The service is solemn, conducted as stated in whispers. The Rabbi takes the scrolls out of the ark and kisses them. The service is conducted in Hebrew.


















SCENE SEVEN








Two of the search party have entered the garden. One grimaces as he noses out something – holds his nose and grins supposing the smell to be from the latrines – curious, though, he goes to the source of the smell, which leads him to the well. The smell is Hugh’s body decomposing under the hot summer sun. He shouts. People start climbing over the wall – the other man holds his legs while he lowers himself inside the well. As the man pulls him up, he pulls Hugh up by his ankles like a dead shark.


















SCENE EIGHT








At the synagogue they are coming to the end of the service. The groom smashes the glass according to custom. Suddenly the door is thrust open – Luke stands there, his eyes glazed with hatred. In his arms he holds Hugh wrapped in a cloth. The service dwindles to an end – an awful silence ensues. 




Rabbi Ben Moses   (who conducts the service) You profane the house of God. Who are you? What do you want?


Luke   (takes cloth off body revealing Hugh’s face) The man … the man … who did this to my son.


Tilly   His son’s killer, that’s what he wants.




Congregation shocked, murmuring and whispering. Luke points out Copin. Naomi lets out an ear-piercing scream and collapses.





Rabbi Ben Moses   (goes to Luke) Leave our temple – you stain the air with this vileness.


Luke   With him we’ll leave – Copin the Moneylender.


Copin   (terrified, hides behind the congregation) They are mad – they have caught the sickness – the blood ritual!




Congregation murmuring in Yiddish and English – odd words emerge.





Congregation   Blood ritual! Oi vey! Vey is mere! (etc.)




The village idiot wanders into the synagogue fascinated by what is going on – sees one of the Rabbis hurriedly putting the sacred scrolls away.





Idiot   (giggling) What’s he got there?


Tilly   They’ve got their magic spells written on there – witchcraft and Jew magic.




The atmosphere is totally unreal. The congregation have been frozen up to now with fright, with Copin still hiding in the background.





Langley   (friend of Luke’s) Let’s get it then – that’s evidence.




He attempts to snatch the scroll from the Rabbi, who holds on tightly to it.





Idiot   (jumping up and down) Watch out! He’ll turn you into a frog – he’ll turn you into a frog! (Squeals with delight.)


Rabbi Ben Moses   (shouting) I beg of you as you respect the sanctity of your own church to respect ours – let the Sheriff come and make some formal charge.




Bedlam breaks out as they search for Copin.





Copin   (screaming) Our house is infested with vipers and serpents! A plague on them – get them off me!




Langley has succeeded in tearing the scrolls in half. He holds his half triumphantly in the air – women are screaming – two men attempting to interfere are struck with clubs – the idiot jumps around shouting with glee: ‘Vipers and serpents – vipers and serpents!’ Two or three men are dragging Copin out by his feet.





Luke   (speaks to crowd) He’s all we want – my son was found in his well – dead and done for – we’ll take him to the Sheriff.




They drag him out.





Langley   (as he exits, holds up torn scroll) We’ll decipher your magic curses too – we’ll find out your dirty witchcraft – one of our priests knows the tongue. (Exits.)




A general lamenting ensues. Various men praying, saying the Kaddish – prayer for the dead. Copin’s wife, weeping, being attended to by a woman. Jacob comforts his new wife Judith – he is dazed, having been hit by one of the clubs. Suddenly he springs to life as if revolted by the lamentable sight. 





Jacob   What! Dogs are we? Whimpering? Prayers for the dead! No more cowing. Did you hear me! Let there be no more cowing!




Rabbi tries to restrain Jacob’s rising hysteria. Jacob goes to door as if to follow the mob, and seeking support.





Are we dogs? Are we? Or men!




They all look uncertain – whether to go with him or to stay. A man steps forward.





Man   Men Jacob, so God help me!


Jacob   Chaim! Good, Chaim the butcher! Bring your knives Chaim – your slaughterer’s knives – we’ll give them a ritual murder!




Various men come forward one at a time, tentatively – some more positive.





Various Men   Not cowards Jacob!


We are together!


We’ll come Jacob!


The filth – the evil filth!




Several men are going to the door to follow Jacob when, above the tumult and shouting, a sudden curdling wail of Shofar, the ram’s horn, is heard which the Rabbi Ben Moses has used to control them. At the sound of this they are caught frozen, silenced by this old instrument of alarm.





Rabbi Ben Moses   Children, search your judgements! What, are you mad? Need you the ram’s horn to make you think? Like sheep you go to the sacrifice!


Jacob   Rabbi – the ram’s horn was an alarm for King David’s army when the enemy approached … to strike!


Rabbi Ben Moses   (seeking a rational answer to suffering) Are we an army? Are we? Then where is King David?




Congregation look at each other uncertain what to do.





Every year on the Day of Atonement the scrolls of fate open before the Lord – in these scrolls every man’s hand has written his deeds of the year passed – God reads the entries and pronounces judgement – only he fixes our destinies – decides who shall fall and who shall rise – only he decides who shall live in peace and who shall stumble in misery – Jacob do you hear me!


Isaac   And the Archbishop of Canterbury, may his soul rot in hell! But this is not the Day of Atonement, Rabbi! Is it the will of God that our beloved cousins in York should perish by their own hand – is it God’s will that they should be destroyed in Nuremburg! – did the Day of Judgement come for them to be burned alive in London, inspired by the villainous Thomas à Becket … was that God’s will? – No! God helps his fighters not his martyrs.


Voice   Not like sheep we go to the sacrifice Rabbi – like Jews!




General uproar.





Rabbi Ben Barachyal   Children – let us not be divided – a terrible mistake has happened here today and we shall rectify it – the evil blood crime can no longer be imputed to us. Do we not have a charter from the King protecting us against the mob and should we not use it in a civil way? I and other representatives shall appeal to the Sheriff on Copin’s behalf. Be not heavy-hearted, this is Lincoln … it cannot happen here …





















SCENE NINE








The Sheriff, John of Lexington, who has a notable reputation as a Jew-baiter, is questioning Copin in one of the chambers of the court. His secretary sits with him. Copin and Rabbi Ben Barachyal are seated on the other side with Copin’s son. The secretary is taking notes.




Sheriff John   (coldly surveying Copin, but relaxed – he feels he has trapped his quarry – he wishes to enjoy it) In a well – head first with his skull crushed in – aah – poor little boy – poor little mite … Why should you wish to harm an innocent child?


Copin   Why indeed – for stealing apples? I am no barbarian.


Sheriff John   You’re a moneylender. (Smiles at his equation.)


Copin   That’s right – I make money grow – that’s my trade – there is no profit in cadavers.


Sheriff John   Really Jew – I would have thought you’d make a profit in anything.


Copin   Not really Sheriff – since your laws forbid us to trade in little else but money, I’ll leave the cadavers to you.


Sheriff John   (eating his rage) Careful Jew – your disrespect for the dead will hang you!


Copin   That is if your disrespect for the living has not hung me first.


Sheriff John   (eyeing him coldly, hating everything about him) What’s your implication Jew?


Jacob   (calmer now, attempts to negotiate the situation) Forgive my father’s speech – he has suffered much today – he would harm no one – recall how many years we have lived peaceably in Lincoln – my father has rendered the community no small service.


Sheriff John   We are not malicious men, although I am aware of how your people are prejudiced against us – but facts speak loudest – today a small child is found in your well – the last time he was seen, your father was chasing him with a stick.


Copin   Lies – chase?! My legs are crippled from the ague!


Jacob   It is true what my father says – he could never have climbed the wall as the child claims – furthermore there are witnesses including the learned Rabbi here and myself who were with him that morning – we were all with him during the time stated.


Sheriff John   How interesting that your father should have so many witnesses at the appropriate time – and how often have these same learned men been together?


Jacob   To my knowledge only once.


Sheriff John   (quickly) Only once – what a coincidence!


Jacob   My wedding – it was to discuss that …


Sheriff John   Which happened to be just at the time little Hugh was picking apples … or was it to conspire together – for is it not well known that at certain times of the year the Jews collect together to arrange their heinous crimes – namely the killing of a Christian child.


Copin   No! Never! Filthy lies!


Sheriff John   (continuing) … And is it not stated in your magic Talmud that your race cannot be saved to return to the Holy Land unless a Christian child is sacrificed every year?


Copin   Treachery!


Sheriff John   And was that not in fact the purpose of your meeting two days ago when suddenly an opportunity presented itself to you in the shape of that innocent child … there you all were, planning your infamous crime, when little Hugh appeared in your garden like the Devil’s omen – how could you resist it!


Copin   A plague on the spreader of such filth – never have we been guilty of this.


Sheriff John   As you say every time you are condemned for it.


Jacob   (trying to keep control) Sheriff John, today I was married to this man’s daughter Judith – she is my wife – it was to discuss this wedding that brought these men together, not murder – a wedding, my wedding – can’t you understand that – what must we do to convince you!


Sheriff John   (ignoring him) Little Hugh’s broken body was found in Copin’s well …


Rabbi Ben Barachyal   Sir, it grieves me to find that Christians still believe that the laws of the Jews sanction this appalling story, while the very reverse is true. Why ascribe every accident, every murder even, wherever it chance to occur, to the Jews? Did not his Holiness Pope Innocent IV officially contradict the baseless and fiendish imputations in his Bull in 1247 which our good King has taken pains to support?


Sheriff John   The King’s protection renders no one immune from common law.


Rabbi Ben Barachyal   Nor would we demand immunity from these crimes – but first let these crimes be proven! This gentleman could no longer leap walls nor chase sprightly children than I fly to the moon.


Sheriff John   (looks at Rabbi with a smirk as if to say, perhaps you can) It is not within my jurisdiction to examine you further … that will be done by experts.


Rabbi Ben Barachyal   We shrink from no enquiry within the law.


Sheriff John   Good!




They all wait, watching each other – Sheriff takes notes from secretary and starts to read them.





You may go …


Copin   (astonished) Go? I’m free?


Sheriff John   For the time being – but don’t let your sheep wander far, Rabbi.




As they exit he calls after them.





Incidentally Copin, I believe Hugh’s father is heavily mortgaged to you?


Copin   He is mortgaged for twenty pounds.


Sheriff John   And he is finding it difficult to repay, in view of his large family?


Copin   I have not pressed him.


Sheriff John   (annoyed, having expected a different answer) In consideration of his grief it would not go badly with you if you relieved his difficulties …


Copin   Did I cause his grief?


Sheriff John   (abruptly) Stony heart! Think well on it Jew – a little magnanimity is sometimes good for you …


Copin   (trying to read Sheriff’s mind – is it money he wants? After a pause) Ah! But would it be?


Sheriff John   (toying with him) Is not kindness its own reward?


Copin   Turning the other cheek is not in our book!


Sheriff John   (threatening) Do not bargain with me, Jew!


Copin   (looks to Jacob and Rabbi for an indication – they cannot help him – Copin knows there is no quarter – simply) I shall be happy to relieve his difficulties and lighten their sorrows for the loss of a son.




They bow and exit.





Sheriff John   Arnold!




A thin-faced priest comes out from behind a screen where he has been listening – he is pale and sweaty and suffers slightly from a nervous twitch which occasionally disrupts his long passive face.





Arnold   (they stare at each other for some moments as if to decide what to do or say – Arnold weighs words like gold) Hmmn …


Sheriff John   Well? …


Arnold   (cunning) Cunning! Oh they’re cunning, yes, but not careful – not by half.


Sheriff John   Meaning?


Arnold   The bribe to his accuser has tied him to the stake …


Sheriff John   Aah!


Arnold   But not quite lit the faggots.


Sheriff John   Oh! …


Arnold   Step at a time!


Sheriff John   Indeed yes.


Arnold   But we need more evidence – the old Jew chasing the boy – that’s not good – somebody else must have done the chasing.


Sheriff John   (thoughtful) Hmmn! …


Arnold   But I’m convinced – certainly I’m convinced, but more witnesses are needed – and evidence of the style of killing.


Sheriff John   But there is only the boy’s brother and as you heard, his evidence is weak.


Arnold   (thoughtful) Yes … a similar problem was solved in Blois – the Jews crucified a Christian child because they needed the blood for Passover cakes, but there was only one witness – being a fair tribunal they were reluctant to condemn on the evidence of just one witness – so the water test was applied – the witness was conveyed to the river in a boat filled with water – the witness did not sink, thus proving the truth of his testimony.


Sheriff John   What became of the Jews?


Arnold   Count Theobald issued an order condemning the entire Jewish population to death by fire – some could have saved their lives if they had acknowledged Christianity – you see how fair it was – but they were like men possessed and refused the noble offer.


Sheriff John   The water test?


Arnold   Yes – it was most popular then but I don’t think the Earl of Cornwall acknowledges that matter.


Sheriff John   So? …


Arnold   I must see the body to ascertain the method of killing – the wounds will speak louder than anything – the ritual cuts are unmistakable – poor child!


Sheriff John   (gleeful) Good Arnold, good – do everything that you can – we’ll have our fires in Lincoln yet!


Arnold   (disdainful) I shall do all I can – for God’s sake, Sheriff John, not for yours.


Sheriff John   (icily) Yes of course! Of course!


Arnold   (after a short silence) He must be very wealthy, think you?


Sheriff John   In the extreme.


Arnold   Hmmn … our local church is badly in need, Sheriff John – for a new window – also we have commissioned thirty misericords with most ornate carving.


Sheriff John   Isn’t that an extravagance?


Arnold   Our aged clergy must have somewhere to sit, Sheriff John, besides Winchester and Gloucester have sixty each – even Exeter has fifty … (Waits in vain for some kind of offer, which is not forthcoming.)


Sheriff John   How much money do you need?


Arnold   (becoming alert) Oh … I think five hundred pounds would be satisfactory.


Sheriff John   Then I am sure God will guide you to the source of it … (Smiles an implication.)


Arnold   (affecting not to notice it) Confession under torture is permissible.


Sheriff John   They don’t always confess.


Arnold   Aaah! I have heard from men whom I hold in the highest esteem that when torturing an unyielding body on the rack it is necessary to apply a burning wick to its shadow on the floor because the scheming devil may sometimes transpose the body where the shadow seems to lie!


Sheriff John   (very interested) I see … that’s why they appear so stubborn.


Arnold   Of course Sheriff John, of course.
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