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INTRODUCTION





By the autumn of 1960 I had to overcome my natural indolence and start writing again, to prove to myself that my nerve was only faltering not failed. I wanted to write a play about the interior religious life. I was not yet reconciled to an inheritance of the perpetual certainty of doubt. This effort alone linked easily with the uncertainty of faith, and Martin Luther’s explosive revelation of its precedence over good works was irresistible.


Justification by faith and not works, the notion that good intentions are not enough, seemed like justification for any anarchy I might have imposed on my own actions, some key to plunder. Applied, or reduced, to daily experience, it might be a case for the supremacy of imagination over doing good, of sceptics over the ‘carers’, or the undissembling over the radical Pharisees. It pointed the way to resolving the severest doubt of Christian faith, which, to me, was its taint of insurance, of guarantee. In whatever form faith revealed itself, it was emphatically not the same as certainty. ‘Oh, Lord, help thou my unbelief.’ A modest request, surely, reasonable and dignified.


I was in no hurry to finish Luther, although my head was buzzing with visual images as much as history and argument – the frightening Garden of Earthly Delights of Bosch and Bach. My prevarication in completing the play was only partly encouraged by a determination not to be goaded into a precipitate denial of the popular rumour of my creative death. I was excited by the way in which I had, I believed, resolved the ‘technical problem’. I was at least certain that I had infused some vitality into that moribund genre, the English ‘historical’ play. I was confident that it had enough brawn of language. I forgot that no one listens. It was not my writing arm that was holding me back from the lists but my exposed inner and religious uncertainties.


Through George Devine’s intervention I met Trevor Huddleston. I can’t remember the exact circumstances that brought them together, but Huddleston was the very sort of radical populist the Royal Court’s few followers and many detractors wished to see sweeping up the steps of Sloane Square. He had roused attention with Nought for your Comfort‚ a best-selling polemic about South Africa, his adopted homeland. He was a member of the Anglican Community of the Resurrection and a commanding figure even to foot-slogging unbelievers like George.


He had been Novice Master of the Community at Mirfield and suggested I might care to stay there. I took the train to Huddersfield and for the next week relished a kind of indolence in a setting of minimal rigour. It was a shivering rub-down of the senses. Only plainsong rose above the muffled wind of croaking birdsong. The silence observed in all communal rooms was broken by the sounds of sandalled feet on stone, utensils on wood and the single bell ringing the offices of prime, terce, sext, none and compline. It was as bracing as the view from my small window.


The only office I attended was compline. This end to the day seemed to invoke not only rest but a sense of soothed watchfulness, which I might do well to remember, as in the antiphon to the nunc dimittis: ‘Take ye heed, watch ye all and pray, for ye know not when the time is. Watch thee, therefore, because ye know not when the Master of the house cometh, at even, or at midnight, or at cockcrow, or in the morning; lest coming suddenly, peradventure, he should find you sleeping.’


When Luther and I got back from Yorkshire, Devine’s rumbustious excitement was not his gruff demeanour of everyday. He lifted his arms aloft and cast a fine growl. ‘By God, boysie, you’ve done it! You’ve done it again!’ I never saw him so thoroughly justified and joyful, like a man acquitted by a torn jury. ‘I always say to them: it may take time and a lot of sweat but when Johnny finally does bring one out, he really shits it out!’


He must have known that the part of young Luther’s friend, the Vicar-General Staupitz, was a tentative tribute to a possibly romanticized account of our relationship, or my own view of it. The mentor’s combination of sympathy and rigour spoke through Staupitz in a clear voice: ‘I’ve never had any patience with all your mortifications. The only wonder is that you haven’t killed yourself with your prayers, and watchings, yes, and even your reading too. All those trials and temptations you go through, they’re meat and drink to you.’


How right he was.





From Almost a Gentleman,


by John Osborne (Faber and Faber, 1991)
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NOTE








At the opening of each act, the Knight appears. He grasps a banner and briefly barks the time and place of the scene following at the audience, and then retires.
























First Performance








The first performance of Luther was given at the Theatre Royal, Nottingham, on June 26th, 1961, by the English Stage Company. It was directed by Tony Richardson and the décor was by Jocelyn Herbert. The part of Luther was played by Albert Finney.
























ACT ONE








SCENE ONE


The Cloister Chapel of the Eremites of St. Augustine. Erfurt, Thuringia, 1506. MARTIN is being received into the Order. He is kneeling in front of the PRIOR in the presence of the assembled convent.




PRIOR: Now you must choose one of two ways: either to leave us now, or give up this world, and consecrate and devote yourself entirely to God and our Order. But I must add this: once you have committed yourself, you are not free, for whatever reason, to throw off the yoke of obedience, for you will have accepted it freely, while you were still able to discard it.


(The habit and hood of the Order are brought in and blessed by the PRIOR.)


PRIOR: He whom it was your will to dress in the garb of the Order, oh Lord, invest him also with eternal life.


(He undresses MARTIN.)


The Lord divest you of the former man and of all his works. The Lord invest you with the new man.


(The CHOIR sings as MARTIN is robed in the habit and hood. The long white scapular is thrown over his head and hung down, before and behind; then he kneels again before the PRIOR, and, with his hand on the statutes of the Order, swears the oath.)


MARTIN: I, brother Martin, do make profession and promise obedience to Almighty God, to Mary the Sacred Virgin, and to you, my brother Prior of this cloister, in the name of the Vicar General of the order of Eremites of the holy Bishop of St. Augustine and his successors, to live without property and in chastity according to the Rule of our Venerable Father Augustine until death.


(The PRIOR wishes a prayer over him, and MARTIN prostrates himself with arms extended in the form of a cross.)


PRIOR: Lord Jesus Christ, our leader and our strength, by the fire of humility you have set aside this servant, Martin, from the rest of Mankind. We humbly pray that this fire will also cut him off from carnal intercourse and from the community of those things done on earth by men, through the sanctity shed from heaven upon him, and that you will bestow on him grace to remain yours, and merit eternal life. For it is not he who begins, but he who endures will be saved. Amen.


(The CHOIR sings Veni Creator Spiritus (or perhaps Great Father Augustine). A newly lighted taper is put into MARTIN’S  hands, and he is led up the altar steps to be welcomed by the monks with the kiss of peace. Then, in their midst, he marches slowly with them behind the screen and is lost to sight.


The procession disappears, and, as the sound of voices dies away, two men are left alone in the congregation. One of them, HANS, gets up impatiently and moves down-stage. It is MARTIN’S FATHER, a stocky man wired throughout with a miner’s muscle, lower-middle class, on his way to become a small, primitive capitalist; bewildered, full of pride and resentment. His companion, LUCAS, finishes a respectful prayer and joins him.)


HANS: Well?


LUCAS: Well?


HANS: Don’t ‘well’ me you feeble old ninny, what do you think?


LUCAS: Think? Of what?


HANS: Yes, think man, think, what do you think, pen and ink, think of all that?


LUCAS: Oh –


HANS: Oh! Of all these monks, of Martin and all the rest of it, what do you think? You’ve been sitting in this arse-aching congregation all this time, you’ve been watching, haven’t you? What about it?


LUCAS: Yes, well, I must say it’s all very impressive.


HANS: Oh, yes?


LUCAS: No getting away from it.


HANS: Impressive?


LUCAS: Deeply. It was moving and oh –


HANS: What?


LUCAS: You must have felt it, surely. You couldn’t fail to.


HANS: Impressive! I don’t know what impresses me any longer.


LUCAS: Oh, come on –


HANS: Impressive!


LUCAS: Of course it is, and you know it.


HANS: Oh, you – you can afford to be impressed.


LUCAS: It’s surely too late for any regrets, or bitterness, Hans. It obviously must be God’s will, and there’s an end of it.


HANS: That’s exactly what it is – an end of it! Very fine for you, my old friend, very fine indeed. You’re just losing a son-in-law, and you can take your pick of plenty more of those where he comes from. But what am I losing? I’m losing a son; mark: a son.


LUCAS: How can you say that?


HANS: How can I say it? I do say it, that’s how. Two sons to the plague, and now another. God’s eyes! Did you see that haircut? Brother Martin!


LUCAS: There isn’t a finer order than these people, not the Dominicans or Franciscans –


HANS: Like an egg with a beard.


LUCAS: You said that yourself.


HANS: Oh, I suppose they’re Christians under their damned cowls.


LUCAS: There are good, distinguished men in this place, and well you know it.


HANS: Yes – good, distinguished men –


LUCAS: Pious, learned men, men from the University like Martin.


HANS: Learned men! Some of them can’t read their own names.


LUCAS: So?


HANS: So! I – I’m a miner. I don’t need books. You can’t see to read books under the ground. But Martin’s a scholar.


LUCAS: He most certainly is.


HANS: A Master of Arts! What’s he master of now? Eh? Tell me.


LUCAS: Well, there it is. God’s gain is your loss.


HANS: Half these monks do nothing but wash dishes and beg in the streets.


LUCAS: We should be going, I suppose.


HANS: He could have been a man of stature.


LUCAS: And he will, with God’s help.


HANS: Don’t tell me. He could have been a lawyer.


LUCAS: Well, he won’t now.


HANS: No, you’re damn right he won’t. Of stature. To the Archbishop, or the Duke, or –


LUCAS: Yes.


HANS: Anyone.


LUCAS: Come on.


HANS: Anyone you can think of.


LUCAS: Well, I’m going.


HANS: Brother Martin!


LUCAS: Hans.


HANS: Do you know why? Lucas: Why? What made him do it?


(He has ceased to play a role by this time and he asks the question simply as if he expected a short, direct answer.)


What made him do it?


(LUCAS grasps his forearm.)


LUCAS: Let’s go home.


HANS: Why? That’s what I can’t understand. Why? Why?


LUCAS: Home. Let’s go home.


(They go off. The convent bell rings. Some monks are standing at a refectory table. After their prayers, they sit down, and, as they eat in silence, one of the Brothers reads from a lectern. During this short scene, MARTIN, wearing a rough apron over his habit, waits on the others.)


READER: What are the tools of Good Works?


First, to love Lord God with all one’s heart, all one’s soul, and all one’s strength. Then, one’s neighbour as oneself. Then not to kill.






Not to commit adultery


Not to steal


Not to covet


Not to bear false witness


To honour all men


To deny yourself, in order to follow Christ


To chastise the body


Not to seek soft living


To love fasting


To clothe the naked


To visit the sick


To bury the dead


To help the afflicted


To console the sorrowing


To prefer nothing to the love of Christ







Not to yield to anger


Not to nurse a grudge


Not to hold guile in your heart


Not to make a feigned peace


To fear the Day of Judgment


To dread Hell


To desire eternal life with all your spiritual longing


To keep death daily before your eyes


To keep constant vigilance over the actions of your life


To know for certain that God sees you everywhere


When evil thoughts come into your heart, to dash them at once on the love of Christ and to manifest them to your spiritual father


To keep your mouth from evil and depraved talk


Not to love much speaking


Not to speak vain words or such as produce laughter


To listen gladly to holy readings


To apply yourself frequently to prayer


Daily in your prayer, with tears and sighs to confess your past sins to God


Not to fulfil the desires of the flesh


To hate your own will











Behold, these are the tools of the spiritual craft. If we employ these unceasingly day and night, and render account of them on the Day of Judgment, then we shall receive from the Lord in return that reward that He Himself has promised: Eye hath not seen nor ear heard what God hath prepared for those that love him. Now this is the workshop in which we shall diligently execute all these tasks. May God grant that you observe all these rules cheerfully as lovers of spiritual beauty, spreading around you by the piety of your deportment the sweet odour of Christ.


(The convent bell rings. The MONKS rise, bow their heads in prayer‚ and then move upstage to the steps where they kneel. MARTIN, assisted by another brother, stacks the table and clears it. Presently, they all prostrate themselves, and, beneath flaming candles, a communal confession begins. MARTIN returns and prostrates himself downstage behind the rest. This scene throughout is urgent, muted, almost whispered, confidential, secret, like a prayer.)


BROTHER: I confess to God, to Blessed Mary and our holy Father Augustine, to all the saints, and to all present that I have sinned exceedingly in thought, word and deed by my own fault. Wherefore I pray Holy Mary, all the saints of God and you all assembled here to pray for me. I confess I did leave my cell for the Night Office without the Scapular and had to return for it. Which is a deadly infringement of the first degree of humility, that of obedience without delay. For this failure to Christ I abjectly seek forgiveness and whatever punishment the Prior and community is pleased to impose on me.


MARTIN: I am a worm and no man, a byword and a laughing stock. Crush out the worminess in me, stamp on me.


BROTHER: I confess I have three times made mistakes in the Oratory, in psalm singing and Antiphon.


MARTIN: I was fighting a bear in a garden without flowers, leading into a desert. His claws kept making my arms bleed as I tried to open a gate which would take me out. But the gate was no gate at all. It was simply an open frame, and I could have walked through it, but I was covered in my own blood, and I saw a naked woman riding on a goat, and the goat began to drink my blood, and I thought I should faint with the pain and I awoke in my cell, all soaking in the devil’s bath.


BROTHER: Let Brother Norbert remember also his breakage while working in the kitchen.


BROTHER: I remember it, and confess humbly.


BROTHER: Let him remember also his greater transgression in not coming at once to the Prior and community to do penance for it, and so increasing his offence.


MARTIN: I am alone. I am alone, and against myself.


BROTHER: I confess it. I confess it, and beg your prayers that I may undergo the greater punishment for it.


MARTIN: How can I justify myself?


BROTHER: Take heart, you shall be punished, and severely.


MARTIN: How can I be justified?


BROTHER: I confess I have failed to rise from my bed speedily enough. I arrived at the Night Office after the Gloria of the 94th Psalm, and though I seemed to amend the shame by not standing in my proper place in the choir, and standing in the place appointed by the Prior for such careless sinners so that they may be seen by all, my fault is too great and I seek punishment.


MARTIN: I was among a group of people, men and women, fully clothed. We lay on top of each other in neat rows about seven or eight across. Eventually, the pile was many people deep. Suddenly, I panicked – although I was on top of the pile – and I cried: what about those underneath? Those at the very bottom, and those in between? We all got up in an orderly way, without haste, and when we looked, those at the bottom were not simply flattened by the weight, they were just their clothes, they were just their clothes, neatly pressed and folded on the ground. They were their clothes, neatly pressed and folded on the ground.


BROTHER: I did omit to have a candle ready at the Mass.


BROTHER: Twice in my sloth, I have omitted to shave, and even excused myself, pretending to believe my skin to be fairer than that of my Brothers, and my beard lighter and my burden also. I have been vain and slothful, and I beg forgiveness and ask penance.


MARTIN: If my flesh would leak and dissolve, and I could live as bone, if I were forged bone, plucked bone and brain, warm hair and a bony heart, if I were all bone, I could brandish myself without terror, without any terror at all – I could be indestructible.


BROTHER: I did ask for a bath, pretending to myself that it was necessary for my health, but as I lowered my body into the tub, it came to me that it was inordinate desire and that it was my soul that was soiled.


MARTIN: My bones fail. My bones fail, my bones are shattered and fall away, my bones fail and all that’s left of me is a scraped marrow and a dying jelly.


BROTHER: Let Brother Paulinus remember our visit to our near sister house, and lifting his eyes repeatedly at a woman in the town who dropped alms into his bag.


BROTHER: I remember, and I beg forgiveness.


BROTHER: Then let him remember also that though our dear Father Augustine does not forbid us to see women, he blames us if we should desire them or wish to be the object of their desire. For it is not only by touch and by being affectionate that a man excites disorderly affection in a woman. This can be done also even by looks. You cannot maintain that your mind is pure if you have wanton eyes. For a wanton eye is a wanton heart. When people with impure hearts manifest their inclinations towards each other through the medium of looks, even though no word is spoken, and when they take pleasure in their desire for each other, the purity of their character has gone even though they may be undefiled by any unchaste act. He who fixes his eyes on a woman and takes pleasure in her glance, must not think that he goes unobserved by his brothers.


MARTIN: I confess that I have offended grievously against humility, being sometimes discontented with the meanest and worst of everything. I have not only failed to declare myself to myself lower and lower and of less account than all other men, but I have failed in my most inmost heart to believe it. For many weeks, many weeks it seemed to me, I was put to cleaning the latrines. I did it, and I did it vigorously, not tepidly, with all my poor strength, without whispering or objections to anyone. But although I fulfilled my task, and I did it well, sometimes there were murmurings in my heart. I prayed that it would cease, knowing that God, seeing my murmuring heart, must reject my work, and it was as good as not done. I sought out my master, and he punished me, telling me to fast for two days. I have fasted for three, but, even so, I can’t tell if the murmurings are really gone, and I ask for your prayers, and I ask for your prayers that I may be able to go on fulfilling the same task.


BROTHER: Let Brother Martin remember all the degrees of humility; and let him go on cleaning the latrines.


(The convent bell rings. After lying prostrate for a few moments, all the BROTHERS, including MARTIN, rise and move to the CHOIR. The office begins, versicle, antiphon and psalm, and MARTIN is lost to sight in the ranks of his fellow MONKS. Presently, there is a quiet, violent moaning, just distinguishable amongst the voices. It becomes louder and wilder, the cries more violent, and there is some confusion in MARTIN’s section of the CHOIR. The singing goes on with only a few heads turned. It seems as though the disturbance has subsided. MARTIN appears, and staggers between the stalls. Outstretched hands fail to restrain him, and he is visible to all, muscles rigid, breath suspended, then jerking uncontrollably as he is seized in a raging fit. Two BROTHERS go to him, but MARTIN writhes with such ferocity, that they can scarcely hold him down. He tries to speak, the effort is frantic, and eventually, he is able to roar out a word at a time.)


MARTIN: Not! Me! I am not!


(The attack reaches its height, and he recoils as if he had bitten his tongue and his mouth were full of blood and saliva. Two more MONKS come to help, and he almost breaks away from them, but the effort collapses, and they are able to drag him away, as he is about to vomit. The Office continues as if nothing had taken place.)


(End of Act One – Scene One.)








SCENE TWO


A knife‚ like a butcher’s, hanging aloft, the size of a garden fence. The cutting edge of the blade points upwards. Across it hangs the torso of a naked man, his head hanging down. Below it, an enormous round cone, like the inside of a vast barrel, surrounded by darkness. From the upstage entrance, seemingly far, far away, a dark figure appears against the blinding light inside, as it grows brighter. The figure approaches slowly along the floor of the vast cone, and stops as it reaches the downstage opening. It is MARTIN, haggard and streaming with sweat.




MARTIN: I lost the body of a child, a child’s body, the eyes of a child; and at the first sound of my own childish voice. I lost the body of a child; and I was afraid, and I went back to find it. But I’m still afraid. I’m afraid, and there’s an end of it! But I mean … (Shouts.) … Continually! For instance of the noise the Prior’s dog makes on a still evening when he rolls over on his side and licks his teeth. I’m afraid of the darkness, and the hole in it; and I see it sometime of every day! And some days more than once even, and there’s no bottom to it, no bottom to my breath, and I can’t reach it. Why? Why do you think? There’s a bare fist clenched to my bowels and they can’t move, and I have to sit sweating in my little monk’s house to open them. The lost body of a child, hanging on a mother’s tit, and close to the warm, big body of a man, and I can’t find it.


(He steps down, out of the blazing light within the cone, and goes to his cell down L. Kneeling by his bed, he starts to try and pray but he soon collapses. From down R. appears a procession of MONKS‚ carrying various priest’s vestments, candles and articles for the altar, for MARTIN is about to perform his very first Mass. Heading them is BROTHER WEINAND. They pass MARTIN’S cell, and, after a few words, they go on, leaving BROTHER WEINAND with MARTIN, and disappear into what is almost like a small house on the upstage left of the stage: a bagpipe of the period, fat, soft, foolish and obscene looking.)


BRO. WEINAND: Brother Martin! Brother Martin!


MARTIN: Yes.


BRO. WEINAND: Your father’s here.


MARTIN: My father?


BRO. WEINAND: He asked to see you, but I told him it’d be better to wait until afterwards.


MARTIN: Where is he?


BRO. WEINAND: He’s having breakfast with the Prior.


MARTIN: Is he alone?


BRO. WEINAND: No, he’s got a couple of dozen friends at least, I should say.


MARTIN: Is my mother with him?


BRO. WEINAND: No.


MARTIN: What did he have to come for? I should have told him not to come.


BRO. WEINAND: It’d be a strange father who didn’t want to be present when his son celebrated his first Mass.


MARTIN: I never thought he’d come. Why didn’t he tell me?


BRO. WEINAND: Well, he’s here now, anyway. He’s also given twenty guilden to the chapter as a present, so he can’t be too displeased with you.


MARTIN: Twenty guilden.


BRO. WEINAND: Well, are you all prepared?


MARTIN: That’s three times what it cost him to send me to the University for a year.


BRO. WEINAND: You don’t look it. Why, you’re running all over with sweat again. Are you sick? Are you?


MARTIN: No.


BRO. WEINAND: Here, let me wipe your face. You haven’t much time. You’re sure you’re not sick?


MARTIN: My bowels won’t move, that’s all. But that’s nothing out of the way.


BRO. WEINAND: Have you shaved?


MARTIN: Yes. Before I went to confession. Why, do you think I should shave again?


BRO. WEINAND: No. I don’t. A few overlooked little bristles couldn’t make that much difference, any more than a few imaginary sins. There, that’s better.


MARTIN: What do you mean?


BRO. WEINAND: You were sweating like a pig in a butcher’s shop. You know what they say, don’t you? Wherever you find a melancholy person, there you’ll find a bath running for the devil.


MARTIN: No, no, what did you mean about leaving a few imaginary sins?


BRO. WEINAND: I mean there are plenty of priests with dirty ears administering the sacraments, but this isn’t the time to talk about that. Come on, Martin, you’ve got nothing to be afraid of.


MARTIN: How do you know?


BRO. WEINAND: You always talk as if lightning were just about to strike behind you.


MARTIN: Tell me what you meant.


BRO. WEINAND: I only meant the whole convent knows you’re always making up sins you’ve never committed. That’s right – well, isn’t it? No sensible confessor will have anything to do with you.


MARTIN: What’s the use of all this talk of penitence if I can’t feel it?


BRO. WEINAND: Father Nathin told me he had to punish you only the day before yesterday because you were in some ridiculous state of hysteria, all over some verse in Proverbs or something.


MARTIN: “Know thou the state of thy flocks.”


BRO. WEINAND: And all over the interpretation of one word apparently. When will you ever learn? Some of the brothers laugh quite openly at you, you and your over-stimulated conscience. Which is wrong of them, I know, but you must be able to see why?


MARTIN: It’s the single words that trouble me.


BRO. WEINAND: The moment you’ve confessed and turned to the altar, you’re beckoning for a priest again. Why, every time you break wind they say you rush to a confessor.


MARTIN: Do they say that?


BRO. WEINAND: It’s their favourite joke.


MARTIN: They say that, do they?


BRO. WEINAND: Martin! You’re protected from many of the world’s evils here. You’re expected to master them, not be obsessed by them. God bids us hope in His everlasting mercy. Try to remember that.


MARTIN: And you tell me this! What have I gained from coming into this sacred Order? Aren’t I still the same? I’m still envious, I’m still impatient, I’m still passionate?


BRO. WEINAND: How can you ask a question like that?


MARTIN: I do ask it. I’m asking you! What have I gained?


BRO. WEINAND: In any of this, all we can ever learn is how to die.


MARTIN: That’s no answer.


BRO. WEINAND: It’s the only one I can think of at this moment. Come on.


MARTIN: All you teach me in this sacred place is how to doubt –


BRO. WEINAND: Give you a little praise, and you’re pleased for a while, but let a little trial of sin and death come into your day and you crumble, don’t you?


MARTIN: But that’s all you’ve taught me, that’s really all you’ve taught me, and all the while I’m living in the Devil’s worm-bag.


BRO. WEINAND: It hurts me to watch you like this, sucking up cares like a leech.


MARTIN: You will be there beside me, won’t you?


BRO. WEINAND: Of course, and, if anything at all goes wrong, or if you forget anything, we’ll see to it. You’ll be all right. But nothing will – you won’t make any mistakes.


MARTIN: But what if I do, just one mistake. Just a word, one word – one sin.


BRO. WEINAND: Martin, kneel down.


MARTIN: Forgive me, Brother Weinand, but the truth is this –


BRO. WEINAND: Kneel.


(MARTIN kneels.)


MARTIN: It’s this, just this. All I can feel, all I can feel is God’s hatred.


BRO. WEINAND: Repeat the Apostles’ Creed.


MARTIN: He’s like a glutton, the way he gorges me, he’s a glutton. He gorges me, and then spits me out in lumps.


BRO. WEINAND: After me. ‘I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of Heaven and Earth …


MARTIN: I’m a trough, I tell you, and he’s swilling about in me. All the time.


BRO. WEINAND: ‘And in Jesus Christ, His only Son Our Lord …


MARTIN: ‘And in Jesus Christ, His only Son Our Lord …


BRO. WEINAND: ‘Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate …


MARTIN: (Almost unintelligibly) ‘Was crucified, dead and buried; He descended into Hell; the third day He rose from the dead. He ascended into Heaven, and sitteth on the right hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence He shall come to judge the quick and the dead.’ And every sunrise sings a song for death.


BRO. WEINAND: ‘I believe –


MARTIN: ‘I believe –


BRO. WEINAND: Go on.


MARTIN: ‘I believe in the Holy Ghost; the holy Catholic Church; the Communion of Saints; the forgiveness of sins;


BRO. WEINAND: Again!


MARTIN: The forgiveness of sins.


BRO. WEINAND: What was that again?


MARTIN: I believe in the forgiveness of sins.


BRO. WEINAND: Do you? Then remember this: St. Bernard says that when we say in the Apostles’ Creed ‘I believe in the forgiveness of sins’ each one must believe that his sins are forgiven. Well? –


MARTIN: I wish my bowels would open. I’m blocked up like an old crypt.


BRO. WEINAND: Try to remember, Martin?


MARTIN: Yes, I’ll try.


BRO. WEINAND: Good. Now, you must get yourself ready. Come on, we’d better help you.


(Some BROTHERS appear from out of the bagpipe with the vestments, etc. and help MARTIN put them on.)


MARTIN: How much did you say my father gave to the chapter?


BRO. WEINAND: Twenty guilden.


MARTIN: That’s a lot of money to my father. He’s a miner, you know.


BRO. WEINAND: Yes, he told me.


MARTIN: As tough as you can think of. Where’s he sitting?


BRO. WEINAND: Near the front. I should think. Are you nearly ready?


(The Convent bell rings. A procession leads out from the bagpipe.)


MARTIN: Thank you, Brother Weinand.


BRO. WEINAND: For what? Today would be an ordeal for any kind of man. In a short while, you will be handling, for the first time, the body and blood of Christ. God bless you, my son.


(He makes the sign of the cross, and the other BROTHERS leave.)


MARTIN: Somewhere, in the body of a child, Satan foresaw in me what I’m suffering now. That’s why he prepares open pits for me, and all kinds of tricks to bring me down, so that I keep wondering if I’m the only man living who’s baited, and surrounded by dreams, and afraid to move.


BRO. WEINAND: (Really angry by now) You’re a fool. You’re really a fool. God isn’t angry with you. It’s you who are angry with Him.


(He goes out. The BROTHERS wait for MARTIN, who kneels.)


MARTIN: Oh, Mary, dear Mary, all I see of Christ is a flame and raging on a rainbow. Pray to your Son, and ask Him to still His anger, for I can’t raise my eyes to look at Him. Am I the only one to see all this, and suffer?


(He rises, joins the procession and disappears off with it. As the Mass is heard to begin offstage, the stage is empty. Then the light within the cone grows increasingly brilliant, and, presently MARTIN appears again. He enters through the far entrance of the cone, and advances towards the audience. He is carrying a naked child. Presently, he steps down from the cone, comes downstage, and stands still.)


MARTIN: And so, the praising ended – and the blasphemy began.


(He returns, back into the cone, the light fades as the Mass comes to its end.)


(End of Act One – Scene Two.)





SCENE THREE


The Convent refectory. Some monks are sitting at table with HANS and LUCAS. LUCAS is chatting with the BROTHERS eagerly, but HANS is brooding. He has drunk a lot of wine in a short time, and his brain is beginning to heat.




HANS: What about some more of this, eh? Don’t think you can get away with it, you know, you old cockchafer. I’m getting me twenty guilden’s worth before the day’s out. After all, it’s a proud day for all of us. That’s right, isn’t it?


LUCAS: It certainly is.


BRO. WEINAND: Forgive me, I wasn’t looking. Here –


(He fills HANS’S glass.)


HANS: (Trying to be friendly) Don’t give me that. You monks don’t miss much. Got eyes like gimlets and ears like open drains. Tell me – Come on, then, what’s your opinion of Brother Martin?


BRO. WEINAND: He’s a good, devout monk.


HANS: Yes. Yes, well, I suppose you can’t say much about each other, can you? You’re more like a team, in a way. Tell me, Brother – would you say that in this monastery – or, any monastery you like – you were as strong as the weakest member of the team?


BRO. WEINAND: No, I don’t think that’s so.


HANS: But wouldn’t you say then – I’m not saying this in any criticism, mind, but because I’m just interested, naturally, in the circumstances – but wouldn’t you say that one bad monk, say for instance, one really monster sized, roaring great bitch of a monk, if he really got going, really going, couldn’t he get his order such a reputation that eventually, it might even have to go into – what do they call it now – liquidation. That’s it. Liquidation. Now, you’re an educated man, you understand Latin and Greek and Hebrew –


BRO. WEINAND: Only Latin, I’m afraid, and a very little Greek.


HANS: (Having planted his cue for a quick, innocent boast) Oh, really. Martin knows Latin and Greek, and now he’s half-way through Hebrew too, they tell me.


BRO. WEINAND: Martin is a brilliant man. We are not all as gifted as he is.


HANS: No, well, anyway what would be your opinion about this?


BRO. WEINAND: I think my opinion would be that the Church is bigger than those who are in her.


HANS: Yes, yes, but don’t you think it could be discredited by, say, just a few men?


BRO. WEINAND: Plenty of people have tried, but the Church is still there. Besides, a human voice is small and the world’s very large. But the Church reaches out and is heard everywhere.


HANS: Well, what about this chap Erasmus, for instance?


BRO. WEINAND: (Politely. He knows HANS knows nothing about him) Yes?


HANS: Erasmus. (Trying to pass the ball.) Well, what about him, for instance? What do you think about him?


BRO. WEINAND: Erasmus is apparently a great scholar, and respected throughout Europe.


HANS: (Resenting being lectured) Yes, of course, I know who he is, I don’t need you to tell me that, what I said was: what do you think about him?


BRO. WEINAND: Think about him?


HANS: Good God, you won’t stand still a minute and let yourself be saddled, will you? Doesn’t he criticize the Church or something?


BRO. WEINAND: He’s a scholar, and, I should say, his criticisms could only be profitably argued about by other scholars.


LUCAS: Don’t let him get you into an argument. He’ll argue about anything, especially if he doesn’t know what he’s talking about.


HANS: I know what I’m talking about, I was merely asking a question –


LUCAS: Well, you should be asking questions on a day like today. Just think of it, for a minute, Hans –


HANS: What do you think I’m doing? You soppy old woman!


LUCAS: It’s a really ‘once only’ occasion, like a wedding, if you like.


HANS: Or a funeral. By the way, what’s happened to the corpse? Eh? Where’s Brother Martin?


BRO. WEINAND: I expect he’s still in his cell.


HANS: Well, what’s he doing in there?


BRO. WEINAND: He’s perfectly all right, he’s a little – disturbed.


HANS: (Pouncing delightedly) Disturbed! Disturbed! What’s he disturbed about?


BRO. WEINAND: Celebrating one’s first Mass can be a great ordeal for a sensitive spirit.


HANS: Oh, the bread and the wine and all that?


BRO. WEINAND: Of course; there are a great many things to memorize as well.


LUCAS: Heavens, yes. I don’t know how they think of it all.


HANS: I didn’t think he made it up as he went along! But doesn’t he know we’re still here? Hasn’t anybody told him we’re all waiting for him?


BRO. WEINAND: He won’t be much longer – you see. Here, have some more of our wine. He simply wanted to be on his own for a little while before he saw anyone.


HANS: I should have thought he had enough of being on his own by now.


LUCAS: The boy’s probably a bit – well, you know, anxious about seeing you again too.


HANS: What’s he got to be anxious about?


LUCAS: Well, apart from anything else, it’s nearly three years since he last saw you.


HANS: I saw him. He didn’t see me.


(Enter MARTIN.)


LUCAS: There you are, my boy. We were wondering what had happened to you. Come and sit down, there’s a good lad. Your father and I have been punishing the convent wine cellar, I’m afraid. Bit early in the day for me, too.


HANS: Speak for yourself, you swirly-eyed old gander. We’re not started yet, are we?


LUCAS: My dear boy, are you all right? You’re so pale.


HANS: He’s right though. Brother Martin! Brother Lazarus they ought to call you!


(He laughs and MARTIN smiles at the joke with him. MARTIN is cautious‚ HANS too, but manoeuvring for position.)


MARTIN: I’m all right, thank you. Lucas.


HANS: Been sick, have you?


MARTIN: I’m much better now, thank you, father.


HANS: (Relentless) Upset tummy, is it? That’s what it is? Too much fasting I expect. (Concealing concern.) You look like death warmed up, all right.


LUCAS: Come and have a little wine. You’re allowed that, aren’t you? It’ll make you feel better.


HANS: I know that milky look. I’ve seen it too many times. Been sick have you?


LUCAS: Oh, he’s looking better already. Drop of wine’ll put the colour back in there. You’re all right, aren’t you, lad?


MARTIN: Yes, what about you –


LUCAS: That’s right. Of course he is. He’s all right.


HANS: Vomit all over your cell, I expect. (To BROTHER WEINAND.) But he’ll have to clear that up himself, won’t he?


LUCAS: (To MARTIN) Oh you weren’t were you? Poor old lad, well, never mind, no wonder you kept us waiting.


HANS: Can’t have his mother coming in and getting down on her knees to mop it all up.


MARTIN: I managed to clean it up all right. How are you, father?


HANS: (Feeling an attack, but determined not to lose the initiative) Me? Oh, I’m all right. I’m all right, aren’t I, Lucas? Nothing ever wrong with me. Your old man’s strong enough. But then that’s because we’ve got to be, people like Lucas and me. Because if we aren’t strong, it won’t take any time at all before we’re knocked flat on our backs, or flat on our knees, or flat on something or other. Flat on our backs and finished, and we can’t afford to be finished because if we’re finished, that’s it, that’s the end, so we just have to stand up to it as best we can. But that’s life, isn’t it?


MARTIN: I’m never sure what people mean when they say that.


LUCAS: Your father’s doing very well indeed, Martin. He’s got his own investment in the mine now, so he’s beginning to work for himself if you see what I mean. That’s the way things are going everywhere now.


MARTIN: (To HANS) You must be pleased.


HANS: I’m pleased to make money. I’m pleased to break my back doing it.


MARTIN: How’s mother?


HANS: Nothing wrong there either. Too much work and too many kids for too long, that’s all. (Hiding embarrassment.) I’m sorry she couldn’t come, but it’s a rotten journey as you know, and all that, so she sent her love to you. Oh, yes, and there was a pie too. But I was told (at BROTHER WEINAND) I couldn’t give it to you, but I’d have to give it to the Prior.


MARTIN: That’s the rule about gifts, father. You must have forgotten?


HANS: Well, I hope you get a piece of it anyway. She took a lot of care over it. Oh yes, and then there was Lucas’s girl, she asked to be remembered to you.


MARTIN: Oh, good. How is she?


HANS: Didn’t she, Lucas? She asked specially to be remembered to Martin, didn’t she?


LUCAS: Oh she often talks about you, Martin. Even now. She’s married you know.


MARTIN: No, I didn’t know.


LUCAS: Oh, yes, got two children, one boy and a girl.


HANS: That’s it – two on show on the stall, and now another one coming out from under the counter again – right, Lucas?


LUCAS: Yes, oh, she makes a fine mother.


HANS: And what’s better than that? There’s only one way of going ‘up you’ to Old Nick when he does come for you and that’s when you show him your kids. It’s the one thing – that is, if you’ve been lucky, and the plagues kept away from you – you can spring it out from under the counter at him. That to you! Then you’ve done something for yourself forever – forever and ever. Amen. (Pause.) Come along‚ Brother Martin, don’t let your guests go without. Poor old Lucas is sitting there with a glass as empty as a nun’s womb, aren’t you, you thirsty little goosey?


MARTIN: Oh, please, I’m sorry.


HANS: That’s right, and don’t forget your old dad. (Pause.) Yes, well, as I say, I’m sorry your mother couldn’t come, but I don’t suppose she’d have enjoyed it much, although I dare say she’d like to have watched her son perform the Holy Office. Isn’t a mother supposed to dance with her son after the ceremony? like Christ danced with his mother? Well, I can’t see her doing that. I suppose you think I’m going to dance with you instead.


MARTIN: You’re not obliged to, father.


HANS: It’s like giving a bride away, isn’t it?


MARTIN: Not unlike.


(They have been avoiding any direct contact until now‚ but now they look at each other, and both relax a little.)


HANS: (Encouraged) God’s eyes! Come to think of it, you look like a woman, in all that!


MARTIN: (With affection) Not any woman you’d want, father.


HANS: What do you know about it, eh? Eh? What do you know about it? (He laughs but not long.) Well, Brother Martin.


MARTIN: Well? (Pause.) Have you had some fish? Or a roast, how about that, that’s what you’d like, isn’t it?


HANS: Brother Martin, old Brother Martin. Well, Brother Martin, you had a right old time up there by that altar for a bit, didn’t you? I wouldn’t have been in your shoes, I’ll tell you. All those people listening to you, every word you’re saying, watching every little tiny movement, watching for one little lousy mistake. I couldn’t keep my eyes off it. We all thought you were going to flunk it for one minute there, didn’t we, Lucas?


LUCAS: Well, we had a couple of anxious moments –


HANS: Anxious moments! I’ll say there were. I thought to myself, ‘he’s going to flunk it, he can’t get through it, he’s going to flunk it’. What was that bit, you know, the worst bit where you stopped and Brother –


MARTIN: Weinand.


HANS: Weinand‚ yes, and he very kindly helped you up. He was actually holding you up at one point, wasn’t he?


MARTIN: Yes.


BRO. WEINAND: It happens often enough when a young priest celebrates Mass for the first time.


HANS: Looked as though he didn’t know if it was Christmas or Wednesday. We thought the whole thing had come to a standstill for a bit, didn’t we? Everyone waiting and nothing happening. What was that bit, Martin, what was it?


MARTIN: I don’t remember.


HANS: Yes, you know, the bit you really flunked.


MARTIN: (Rattling it off) Receive, oh Holy Father, almighty and eternal God, this spotless host, which I, thine unworthy servant, offer unto thee for my own innumerable sins of commission and omission, and for all here present and all faithful Christians, living and dead, so that it may avail for their salvation and everlasting life. When I entered the monastery, I wanted to speak to God directly, you see. Without any embarrassment, I wanted to speak to him myself, but when it came to it, I dried up – as I always have.


LUCAS: No, you didn’t, Martin, it was only for a few moments, besides –


MARTIN: Thanks to Brother Weinand. Father, why do you hate me being here?


(HANS is outraged at a direct question.)


HANS: Eh? What do you mean? I don’t hate you being here.


MARTIN: Try to give me a straight answer if you can, father. I should like you to tell me.


HANS: What are you talking about, Brother Martin, you don’t know what you’re talking about. You’ve not had enough wine, that’s your trouble.


MARTIN: And don’t say I could have been a lawyer.


HANS: Well, so you could have been. You could have been better than that. You could have been a burgomaster, you could have been a magistrate you could have been a chancellor, you could have been anything! So what! I don’t want to talk about it. What’s the matter with you! Anyway, I certainly don’t want to talk about it in front of complete strangers.


MARTIN: You make me sick.


HANS: Oh, do I? Well, thank you for that, Brother Martin! Thank you for the truth, anyway.


MARTIN: No, it isn’t the truth. It isn’t the truth at all. You’re drinking too much wine – and I’m …


HANS: Drinking too much wine! I could drink this convent piss from here till Gabriel’s horn – and from all accounts, that’ll blow about next Thursday – so what’s the difference?


(Pause. HANS drinks.) Is this the wine you use? Is it? Well? I’m asking a straight question myself now. Is this the wine you use? (To MARTIN.) Here, have some.


(MARTIN takes it and drinks.)


You know what they say?


MARTIN: No, what do they say?


HANS: I’ll tell you:


     Bread thou art and wine thou art


     And always shall remain so.


(Pause.)


MARTIN: My father didn’t mean that. He’s a very devout man, I know.


(Some of the BROTHERS have got up to leave.)


(To LUCAS.) Brother Weinand will show you over the convent. If you’ve finished, that is.


LUCAS: Yes, oh yes, I’d like that. Yes, I’ve had more than enough, thank you. Right, well, let’s go, shall we, Brother Weinand? I’ll come back for you, shall I. Hans, you’ll stay here?


HANS: Just as you like.


LUCAS: (To MARTIN) You’re looking a bit better now, lad. Good-bye, my boy, but I’ll see you before I go, won’t I?


MARTIN: Yes, of course.


(They all go, leaving MARTIN and HANS alone together. Pause.)


HANS: Martin, I didn’t mean to embarrass you.


MARTIN: No, it was my fault.


HANS: Not in front of everyone.


MARTIN: I shouldn’t have asked you a question like that. It was a shock to see you suddenly, after such a long time. Most of my day’s spent in silence you see, except for the Office; and I enjoy the singing, as you know, but there’s not much speaking, except to one’s confessor. I’d almost forgotten what your voice sounded like.


HANS: Tell me, son – what made you get all snarled up like that in the Mass?


MARTIN: You’re disappointed, aren’t you?


HANS: I want to know, that’s all. I’m a simple man, Martin, I’m no scholar, but I can understand all right. But you’re a learned man, you speak Latin and Greek and Hebrew. You’ve been trained to remember ever since you were a tiny boy. Men like you don’t just forget their words!


MARTIN: I don’t understand what happened. I lifted up my head at the host, and, as I was speaking the words, I heard them as if it were the first time, and suddenly – (Pause.) they struck at my life.


HANS: I don’t know. I really don’t. Perhaps your father and mother are wrong, and God’s right, after all. Perhaps. Whatever it is you’ve got to find, you could only find out by becoming a monk; maybe that’s the answer.


MARTIN: But you don’t believe that. Do you?


HANS: No; no I don’t.


MARTIN: Then say what you mean.


HANS: All right, if that’s what you want, I’ll say just what I mean. I think a man murders himself in these places.


MARTIN: (Retreating at once) I am holy. I kill no one but myself.


HANS: I don’t care. I tell you it gives me the creeps. And that’s why I couldn’t bring your mother, if you want to know.


MARTIN: The Gospels are the only mother I’ve ever had.


HANS: (Triumphantly) And haven’t you ever read in the Gospels, don’t you know what’s written in there? ‘Thou shalt honour thy father and thy mother.’


MARTIN: You’re not understanding me, because you don’t want to.


HANS: That’s fine talk, oh yes, fine, holy talk, but it won’t wash, Martin. It won’t wash because you can’t ever, however you try, you can’t ever get away from your body because that’s what you live in, and it’s all you’ve got to die in, and you can’t get away from the body of your father and your mother! We’re bodies, Martin, and so are you, and we’re bound together for always. But you’re like every man who was ever born into this world, Martin. You’d like to pretend that you made yourself, that it was you who made you – and not the body of a woman and another man.


MARTIN: Churches, kings and fathers – why do they ask so much, and why do they all of them get so much more than they deserve?


HANS: You think so. Well, I think I deserve a little more than you’ve given me –


MARTIN: I’ve given you! I don’t have to give you! I am – that’s all I need to give to you. That’s your big reward, and that’s all you’re ever going to get, and it’s more than any father’s got a right to. You wanted me to learn Latin, to be a Master of Arts, be a lawyer. All you want is me to justify you! Well, I can’t, and, what’s more, I won’t. I can’t even justify myself. So just stop asking me what have I accomplished, and what have I done for you. I’ve done all for you I’ll ever do, and that’s live and wait to die.


HANS: Why do you blame me for everything?


MARTIN: I don’t blame you. I’m just not grateful, that’s all.


HANS: Listen, I’m not a specially good man, I know, but I believe in God and in Jesus Christ, His Son, and the Church will look after me, and I can make some sort of life for myself that has a little joy in it somewhere. But where is your joy? You wrote to me once, when you were at the University that only Christ could light up the place you live in, but what’s the point? What’s the point if it turns out the place you’re living in is just a hovel? Don’t you think it mightn’t be better not to see at all?


MARTIN: I’d rather be able to see.


HANS: You’d rather see!


MARTIN: You really are disappointed, aren’t you? Go on.


HANS: And why? I see a young man, learned and full of life, my son, abusing his youth with fear and humiliation. You think you’re facing up to it in here, but you’re not; you’re running away, you’re running away and you can’t help it.


MARTIN: If it’s so easy in here, why do you think the rest of the world isn’t knocking the gates down to get in?


HANS: Because they haven’t given up, that’s why.


MARTIN: Well, there it is: you think I’ve given up.


HANS: Yes, there it is. That damned monk’s piss has given me a headache.


MARTIN: I’m sorry.


HANS: Yes, we’re all sorry, and a lot of good it does any of us.


MARTIN: I suppose fathers and sons always disappoint each other.


HANS: I worked for you, I went without for you.


MARTIN: Well?


HANS: Well! (Almost anxiously.) And if I beat you fairly often, and pretty hard sometimes I suppose, it wasn’t any more than any other boy, was it?


MARTIN: No.


HANS: What do you think it is makes you different? Other men are all right, aren’t they? You were stubborn, you were always stubborn, you’ve always had to resist, haven’t you?


MARTIN: You’ve disappointed me too, and not just a few times, but at some time of every day I ever remember hearing or seeing you, but, as you say, maybe that was also no different from any other boy. But I loved you the best. It was always you I wanted. I wanted your love more than anyone’s, and if anyone was to hold me, I wanted it to be you. Funnily enough, my mother disappointed me the most, and I loved her less, much less. She made a gap which no one could have filled, but all she could do was make it bigger, bigger and more unbearable.


HANS: I don’t know what any of that means; I really don’t. I’d better be going, Martin. I think it’s best; and I dare say you’ve got your various duties to perform.


MARTIN: She beat me once for stealing a nut, your wife. I remember it so well, she beat me until the blood came, I was so surprised to see it on my finger-tips; yes, stealing a nut, that’s right. But that’s not the point. I had corns on my backside already. Always before, when I was beaten for something, the pain seemed outside of me in some way, as if it belonged to the rest of the world, and not only me. But, on that day, for the first time, the pain belonged to me and no one else, it went no further than my body, bent between my knees and my chin.


HANS: You know what, Martin, I think you’ve always been scared – ever since you could get up off your knees and walk. You’ve been scared for the good reason that that’s what you most like to be. Yes, I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you what! Like that day, that day when you were coming home from Erfurt, and the thunderstorm broke, and you were so piss-scared, you lay on the ground and cried out to St. Anne because you saw a bit of lightning and thought you’d seen a vision.


MARTIN: I saw it all right.


HANS: And you went and asked her to save you – on condition that you became a monk.


MARTIN: I saw it.


HANS: Did you? So it’s still St. Anne is it? I thought you were blaming your mother and me for your damned monkery!


MARTIN: Perhaps I should.


HANS: And perhaps sometime you should have another little think about that heavenly vision that wangled you away into the cloister.


MARTIN: What’s that?


HANS: I mean: I hope it really was a vision. I hope it wasn’t a delusion and some trick of the devil’s. I really hope so, because I can’t bear to think of it otherwise. (Pause.) Good-bye son. I’m sorry we had to quarrel. It shouldn’t have turned out like this at all today.


(Pause.)


MARTIN: Father – why did you give your consent?


HANS: What, to your monkery, you mean?


MARTIN: Yes. You could have refused, but why didn’t you?


HANS: Well, when your two brothers died with the plague …


MARTIN: You gave me up for dead, didn’t you?


HANS: Good-bye, son. Here – have a glass of holy wine.


(He goes out. MARTIN stands, with the glass in his hand and looks into it. Then he drinks from it slowly, as if for the first time. He sits down at the table and sets the glass before him.)


MARTIN: But – but what if it isn’t true?


(Curtain.)


(End of Act One.)


DÉCOR NOTE


After the intense private interior of Act One, with its outer darkness and rich, personal objects, the physical effect from now on should be more intricate, general, less personal; sweeping, concerned with men in time rather than particular man in the unconscious; caricature not portraiture, like the popular woodcuts of the period, like DÜRER. Down by the apron in one corner there is now a heavily carved pulpit.
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