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First Performance





The Vertical Hour received its first British production at the Royal Court Theatre, London, on 17 January 2008. The cast was as follows:





Oliver Lucas Anton Lesser


Nadia Blye Indira Varma


Dennis Dutton Joseph Kloska


Philip Lucas Tom Riley


Terri Scholes Wunmi Mosaku





Director Jeremy Herrin


Designer Mike Britton


Lighting Howard Harrison


Sound Nick Powell





 








The Vertical Hour had its world premiere on 30 November 2006 at the Music Box Theater, New York City. The cast was as follows:





Oliver Lucas Bill Nighy


Nadia Blye Julianne Moore


Dennis Dutton Dan Bittner


Philip Lucas Andrew Scott


Terri Scholes Rutina Wesley





Director Sam Mendes


Set Designer Scott Pask


Costume Designer Ann Roth


Lighting Designer Brian MacDevitt
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THE VERTICAL HOUR



















We need, in love, to practise only this: letting each other go. For holding on comes easily; we do not need to learn it.


Rainer Maria Rilke



























Act One
























ONE








Oliver Lucas, alone. He is English, undemonstrative, casually dressed, in his late fifties.




Oliver I’d known for a long time I was going to have an accident. That’s how it felt. The effort of concentration becomes impossible. For so many years you haven’t made a mistake. Then you make one. It feels inevitable. You signal right, intending to go left. And you pay the price.





















TWO








Nadia Blye is sitting at the desk in her office. She is American, pale, poised, in her mid-thirties, her style casual. Opposite her is Dennis Dutton, in his early twenties, also American. He is unusually dressed for someone of his age, in suit and tie, with floppy hair and trainers.




Nadia This is not a bad essay.


Dutton Thank you.


Nadia It’s not bad.


Dutton waits.


This is our last class together. Clearly, I haven’t persuaded you to my view of politics.


Dutton I know your view.


Nadia It’s competing claims, isn’t it? If I had to sum it up.


Dutton That’s your view.





Nadia That’s right. People want different things. The things they want can’t be reconciled. Not everyone can have what they want. So the mediation between the groups, between the interest groups, the groups who want different things, to that process we give the name ‘politics’.


Nadia waits, but there’s no reply.


Ultimately, you could say, politics is about the reconciliation of the irreconcilable.


Dutton I don’t see it that way.


Nadia No.


Dutton For me, politics is about the protection of property and of liberty.


Nadia Yes, that’s what you seem to be saying in this essay.


Dutton It is what I’m saying. It’s about peoples’ rights to live their own lives. It’s about absolutes.


Nadia thinks, considering how to go about this.


Nadia Yes. Yes, but there’s a problem, isn’t there?


Dutton Is there?


Nadia We know for a fact that human life by its nature tends towards unfairness.


Dutton Do we know that?


Nadia So: checks and balances have to be introduced. By human agency. The state, in any system yet proposed by man – be it communism, be it capitalism – has to intervene to balance things out.


Dutton I don’t accept the term.


Nadia What term?


Dutton ‘Capitalism’.


Nadia frowns.


Nadia You don’t accept the term?


Dutton No.


Nadia You don’t accept it?


Dutton No.


Nadia Meaning? Meaning what?


Dutton I don’t think there’s any such thing.


Nadia No such thing as capitalism?


Dutton Correct.


Nadia So what name do you give it then? The system we live under today? The system we call ‘consumer capitalism’, ‘liberal democracy’, characterised by political parties and – I don’t know – huge corporations, massively powerful industrial and military interests? The system as evolved by the West, by Western democracies? What do you call it?


Dutton Life. I call it ‘life’.


Nadia nods slightly.


Nadia No offence, but do you think Political Studies was a good choice of subject for you?


Dutton My father wanted me to do it.


Nadia He’s important to you?


Dutton Very much so. I admire him more than anyone in the world.


Nadia looks a moment, thoughtful.


Nadia It’s just … how do I put this? Basic to Political Studies is the notion of comparison.


Dutton Sure.


Nadia We compare.


Dutton Sure.


Nadia That’s what we do. We say, ‘Here’s one way at looking at things, now here’s another.’


Dutton So?


Nadia Well, such comparison becomes difficult if we start out with the idea that there’s only one system – there’s only one way.


Dutton But there is.


Nadia Is there?


Dutton I know it’s inconvenient to ask, but why do you think America has triumphed?


Nadia is slightly thrown.


Nadia Inconvenient? Is ‘inconvenient’ the word for America’s triumph? And I’m not sure I’m going to go with ‘triumph’ either.


Dutton Why not? Why not ‘triumph’?


Nadia Listen. Listen. This is a school. It’s not a madrasa. We’re not teaching one path. We’re teaching many paths. You say you admire liberal democracy. Well, basic to liberal democracy is the idea of free discussion. The free exchange of ideas. Comparison.


Dutton You telling me I’m wrong to love America?


Nadia I’m not.


Dutton I’m wrong to love my country?


Nadia No. I’m not telling you any such thing. I’m telling you not to be blinded by love, that’s all. Not to be made stupid by love.


Dutton Stupid?


Nadia, embarrassed, picks up his essay and walks to the other side of the room. Dutton is seen to pluck up courage.


The fact is – I haven’t wanted to say – I’ve come here to say this today: it’s you I’m in love with.


Nadia It’s me?


Dutton I don’t eat. I don’t sleep. Ever since we met. Ever since – you must have noticed.


Nadia What, that –


Dutton I’ve lost weight alarmingly. Have you noticed?


Nadia I haven’t.


Dutton I’m sick. I went to a barbecue on the weekend. The smell repelled me.


Nadia is lost for a response.


I think of you all the time. I find the idea of you incredibly exciting. Of who you are.


Nadia Who I am? Say. If you imagine … For goodness’ sake. Let’s be serious! Tell me. Who am I?


Dutton This woman out there in the world.


Nadia What woman?


Dutton On television.


Dutton immediately holds up a hand.


All right, that was a foolish thing to say.


Nadia A tad.


Dutton It’s not what I meant …


Nadia You have feelings for me because I’ve been on television?


Dutton A woman in the world. That’s what I mean. A woman in the world.


After the shock, Nadia is now angry.


Nadia Dennis, Dennis, I have to tell you there are now quite a lot of women in the world. As you put it. Quite a lot. In fact, the whole assumption dismays me. How old are you?


Dutton Twenty-two.


Nadia I’m a feminist and what you’re saying dismays me.


Dutton Why?


Nadia Because the purpose of women taking part, the purpose of women being intelligent or public or in any way represented even, the purpose of women talking on television about international politics is not to turn men on!


There is a silence. Dutton is very quiet.


Dutton You didn’t know? You had no idea?


Nadia I’m going to ignore what you said. I’m going to forget it.


There is a brief silence.


Dutton Can I say something?


Nadia If it’s about politics, yes.


Dutton It’s all nonsense, isn’t it?


Nadia I don’t know what’s nonsense. You tell me.


Dutton The study of international relations.


Nadia In what way is it nonsense, Dennis?


Dutton I took this course – as you know, I’m a business major, my interest is start-up – but my father wanted me to broaden my mind. I don’t know why. Dad’s own mind is about as narrow as it’s possible to be.


Nadia Narrow, how?


Dutton He wants wealth. He wants power. He wants position. That’s all he wants.


Nadia Well?


Dutton sits forward.


Dutton This is my point: America wins. It always wins. You can do all that historical perspective stuff, you can say it’s an empire and like any empire it’s going to fall. But not yet it isn’t. Not in my lifetime. So. Say there’s a runner – the runner wins the race – then the other runners, if they’re at all intelligent, they ask, ‘How did he do that?’ They look at the winner, they look at his methods, they analyse, they say, ‘OK’. And that’s the way other countries are going to prosper. They’ll prosper by imitating America. And to me that’s Political Studies. ‘What does America do? And how can anyone else get close?’


Nadia Well, I’m glad my year of teaching hasn’t been entirely wasted.


Dutton It hasn’t been wasted.


Nadia Good.


Dutton In fact …


Nadia Dennis …


Dutton That’s what I wanted to say. I didn’t want you to think I took this course – well, for any other reason but in order to learn. The last thing I want is to upset you.


Nadia Thank you.


Dutton You’re a brilliant teacher.


Nadia looks wary, fearing what comes next.


However, we can’t … Face it – the other thing happened to me.


Nadia Dennis …


Dutton It happened. I can’t pretend it didn’t. I fell in love. In fact, the other day, I might as well tell you, I was talking things over with my fiancée …


Nadia I’m sorry? Your fiancée? I’m sorry?


Nadia throws up her hands, exasperated.


Dutton Look, just so you understand …


Nadia I don’t. In fact, I don’t want to understand.


Now it is Dutton’s turn to get up, agitated.


Dutton It’s not – it’s hard – listen! Listen! I don’t know if you don’t – if you know Maine – anyway, two big families. In our part of the state. Big families. Both – whatever. And for many years, it’s been assumed, if you like. Everyone takes it for granted. I will end up with Val. Understand.


Nadia I just said: I don’t want to understand.


Dutton But just so you know. So you know the context. Let me say: Val is not just my fiancée, she’s also a friend. Val is my best friend.


Nadia And Val has no problem juggling these two roles?


Dutton Val – talking to Val is like talking to someone – someone objective. And it was Val who said, she said, ‘Look, Dennis, you’re suffering. You have been suffering. For a long time. For your own sake, you must speak to her.’ It was she who suggested it. Not me.


Nadia looks at Dutton, trying to work him out. Then she goes and sits on the far side of the room, as if defeated.


I wouldn’t be saying this. I wouldn’t be saying it if it were up to me.


There is a silence. When Nadia answers she is hesitant.


What are you thinking?


Nadia I suppose one imagines – I imagine – the world moves forward. Slowly, the world moves forward. My assumption has always been that society would progress. I work on that assumption. Old attitudes die out. But what can you say? They don’t. They don’t.


Dutton I’m not sure I understand you.


Nadia As you know, I spend a lot of time in war zones – in Bosnia, in Serbia. In many ways I can only say I prefer it there. I prefer being there because here people –


Nadia changes tack, not finishing her thought.


Put it another way: I am so far from regarding myself as somebody available to a twenty-two-year-old as not to recognise myself in the description.


Dutton But that’s good, isn’t it? Isn’t that a good thing?


There is a silence.


Nadia This has been a profoundly depressing few minutes.


Dutton looks at her a moment.


Dutton I hear you.


Nadia Good.


Dutton But nothing you say convinces me. As it happens, before I took politics, I took psychology …


Nadia Oh Christ!


Dutton Briefly. Freud.


Nadia How many weeks? How many weeks did you study Freud?


Dutton Three. Intensely.


Nadia Sure.


Dutton Actually you can understand quite a lot in three weeks.


Nadia You can also misunderstand quite a lot in three weeks.


Dutton Do you know this?


Nadia Try me.


Dutton Freud has a theory that we aren’t who we claim to be.


Nadia Really?


Dutton Freud says we’re all somebody else. Underneath. Underneath.


Nadia I would have thought that was self-evident. I would have thought that was obvious.


Dutton Maybe it is obvious, but have you considered what it means?


Nadia Clearly, you’re going to tell me I haven’t.


Dutton leans forward, intent.


Dutton Think: the real person – the person concealed – is quite different, has quite different feelings from the person on the surface.


Nadia Well, it’s a highly convenient theory. But that’s all it is. A theory.


Dutton So what I’m getting at is this: you don’t convince me. And something tells me – my own instincts tell me – that underneath you don’t even convince yourself.


Nadia tries not to be angry.


I think this has happened before. I’m not the first student, am I? I know. I know you won’t tell me. But I’m guessing it happens all the time. I don’t see how it can’t. It must. And yet for some reason you pretend it doesn’t.


Nadia just looks at him.


I’ve got a feeling that’s part of your attraction.


This is the last straw for Nadia. She goes to open the door for him to leave.


Nadia That’s it. That’s the end of the course. Here is your essay.


Dutton Is that it? Are we finished?


Nadia We’re finished.


Dutton Thank you very much.


Nadia No. Thank you.


Nadia has given him the essay at the door, and now they have shaken hands.


I believe I began by saying politics is about irreconcilable differences. So, by that standard, we’ve just had a terrific political discussion.


Dutton Yes.


Dutton waits a moment.


What are my chances of seeing you again?


Nadia They’re zero.


Dutton nods, accepting.  


Up until now I would have dismissed you as a sort of throwback, Dennis.


Dutton Would you?


Nadia In all sorts of ways.


Dutton I don’t see why.


Nadia You’re going into the world of money, is that right? The world of finance.


Dutton I’m going into my father’s business.


Nadia Maybe it’s my ignorance, but I don’t believe that world will be different from any other. The most important thing you can take into it is an open mind.


Dutton looks at her a moment.


Dutton Why? Why would I want an open mind?


Nadia Why would you not?


Dutton Our enemies don’t have open minds.
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