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The fresco ‘discovered’ during the course of Pentecost.


[image: image]


The complete Lamentation by Giotto di Bondone, from the Cappella dei Scrovegni in Padua (see front cover).






And the whole earth was of one language, and of one speech . . . And they said, Go to, let us build us a city and a tower, whose top may reach unto heaven; and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.


And the Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which the children of men builded. And the Lord said, Behold, the people is one, and they have all one language; and this they begin to do: and now nothing will be restrained from them, which they have imagined to do. Go, let us go down, and there confound their language, that they may not understand one another’s speech.


So the Lord scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of the earth.


Genesis, Chapter Eleven


The famous 72 languages into which the human race was split after the tower of Babel (at least by mediæval commentators on the Book of Genesis) each covered several nations or tribes, according to Anselm of Laon, pupil of the great Anselm of Canterbury. William of Alton, an English Dominican, speculating further along these lines in the mid-thirteenth century, distinguished among men between language groups (according to the idiom spoken), between generations (according to origin), between the inhabitants of particular territories, and between gentes who were defined by differences in customs and conversations. These classifications did not necessarily coincide, and were not to be confused with a populus or people, which was defined by the will to obey a common law.


E.J. Hobsbawm,
Nations and Nationalism since 1780


The [Bulgarian] government announced last week that, on an experimental basis, it would allow Turkish children to learn their own language as an optional subject.


The Guardian, 17 June 1992


It is ordained by Nature that nothing should be able to progress or grow very much that is not being built up, elaborated and refined by many individual men, particularly men who are in competition with each other and vying with each other for public esteem . . . Just as no city, so also no art can be established by a single man, nor indeed by a few men; it needs many, very many men, and these men must not be unknown to each other – how otherwise could they vie with each other and contend for glory? But above all else they must be known and related to each other by virtue of communication in the same language. I have already taken a simile from the building of a city: do we not also learn from the Bible that the men who built the great tower of Babel stopped building it precisely because they did not fully understand each other’s speech?


Lorenzo Valla, fifteenth-century art critic, quoted in Michael Baxandall, Giotto and the Orators


Gentlemen, Europe has so far only taken pictures of Muslim women wearing veils who have walked 40 kilometres, who are hungry and tired. So the world is afraid of them as anyone would be. I would just like to show you what the modern Bosnian Muslim woman looks like. She is a citizen of Europe, whether Europe wishes to accept it or not.


Nadja Ridic (self-described as a typical atheist Bosnian Muslim), BBC Everyman, April 1993


All those things you experienced in Western Europe – the Renaissance, the Reformation, the eighteenth-century Enlightenment and constitutionalism – all these were things we missed because of the Turks.


Sofia University official,
The Guardian, 15 February 1991
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Characters


GABRIELLA Pecs, art curator


OLIVER Davenport, art historian


Father Sergei BOJOVIC, Orthodox


Father Petr KAROLYI, Catholic


Mikhail CZABA, minister


PUSBAS, leader of Heritage


LEO Katz, art historian


Anna JEDLIKOVA, former dissident


TONI Newsome, TV hostess


A teenage GIRL


A SWEDISH MAN


FIRST SOLDIER


SECOND SOLDIER


Czaba’s SECRETARY


A RESTORER


A POLICEWOMAN


A DRIVER


FIRST COMMANDO


SECOND COMMANDO


YASMIN, Palestinian Kuwaiti


RAIF, Azeri


ANTONIO, Mozambican


AMIRA, Bosnian


MARINA, Russian


GRIGORI, Ukrainian


ABDUL, Afghan


TUNU, Sri Lankan


NICO, ‘Bosnian’ Roma


CLEOPATRA, ‘Bosnian’ Roma


FATIMA, Kurd


Restorers, Soldiers, Commandos




Location


The play is set in an abandoned church of the Romanesque period in an unnamed south-east European country. The large main door is to one side; facing us is an imposing wall, on which a large heroic revolutionary mural has been painted. There is also a high window through which it is possible to monitor the approach to the main door. There is at the beginning a stage spotlight, a stepladder covered in curtaining, and other debris attesting to the church’s chequered history.


The fresco that is discovered behind the mural is only seen in total at the very end: in Scene One a small section is revealed, in Scene Two it is in the process of being cleaned, in Scene Three it is being covered with a gauze and canvas facing, a procedure completed by Scene Four. In the second act, the facing is removed but the painting remains largely in darkness until the beginning of Scene Seven. We do however see reproductions and outlines of sections of the painting, and the whole in a blown up photograph.


Although stylistically Byzantine, the painting is compositionally clearly very similar to Giotto’s Lamentation in the Arena Chapel, Padua (the main iconographic differences are described in the text). It is important that the section revealed in Scene One includes foreshortening, elements of perspective and clearly solid figures.


Language


All characters speak the languages they know, whether their own or indeed English. For information, I have identified the languages and given English translations of the non-English speeches (printed in square brackets and not intended to be spoken).


In this text, the non-Roman script languages are phonetically transliterated, as is the Polish (in round brackets between the correctly-spelt speech and the English translation). The language of ‘our country’ is in fact Bulgarian, though Bulgaria is not ‘our country’.


The transliteration is intended to render the languages in a form that will be accessible to actors, to convey the equivalent sounds of the letters rather than their correct orthography.


In the case of the Arabic and Turkic speeches, there are a number of vowels and consonants which have no direct equivalent in English. Thus ‘aa’, ‘ee’ and ‘oo’ are long (as in far, been and pool); ‘o’ is like the vowel in third, ‘u’ is like the tu in French, and the vowel ‘ı’ is like the ‘er’ in father. ‘kh’ is like the ‘ch’ in loch, ‘H’ is a strongly aspirated ‘h’, ‘gh’ like the French ‘r’ in Paris, ‘q’ is similar to a hard C, ‘'’ is a glottal stop, and ‘c’ is a kind of choke, with no equivalent in English.




ACT ONE


The primary purpose of the painter is to make a plane surface display a body in relief, detached from the plane, and he who in that art most surpasses others deserves most praise.


Leonardo da Vinci







What determines and characterises European culture? Europe is formed by the community of nations which are largely characterised by the inherited civilisation whose most important sources are: the Judao-Christian religion, the Greek-Hellenistic ideas in the field of government, philosophy, arts and science, and finally, the Roman views concerning law.


Mr M. Mourik, Dutch ambassador
for International Cultural Cooperation, 1987


For more than a generation we have been bombarded with jingles and ditties about ‘whiter than white’ laundry, sparkling pots and pans, glistening floors, glowing toilet bowls. It is the same with our bodies: our hair, shimmering, dyed a designer-selected colour, our teeth capped pearly white. We must be scrubbed and caressed with chemicals, and covered again with fragrances and Fomblin-like oils, our faces lifted and lumpy cellulite made to disappear with miraculous products.


The treatment of art was not immune to this obsession with perfection. For if clean is beautiful, dirty is ugly, dirty is poor and dirty is bad. Get it off, get it all off. Brush a chemical on, let it work and wipe it away. That is how Easy-off gets the grime from the stove, and that is how AB57 works. No ring around the collar, no telltale stains . . .


As I stand against pollution of our world so do I oppose the risky restoration of the Sistine ceiling.


James Beck, art historian, in Art Restoration


All I know is that it’s about three sides and this cleansing thing.


Samantha Fox, on a visit to Bosnia, 7 July 1993








ACT ONE


Scene One


Autumn. The church at night. Shafts of moonlight through high windows; the arc of car headlamps from a nearby motorway curl through the open door. An Englishman between 40 and 50 stands amid the debris. Nearby is a Woman with a torch, in her 30s, a native of this country. They are both dressed smartly, though not formally, for dinner; they both wear overcoats and scarves. He is OLIVER DAVENPORT, an art historian; she is GABRIELLA PECS, of the National Museum.


OLIVER. So this is it?


GABRIELLA nods.


This is the place?


GABRIELLA nods.


Where are we?


GABRIELLA. Okeydoke.


She goes to shut the main door, blocking most of the light from the cars and the traffic noise.


Hang on one moment.


OLIVER (to himself). ‘Okeydoke.’


Seeing her shut the door, glancing at his watch.


I do – you know, I have this dinner.


GABRIELLA. Yeah, yeah. I attend it.


OLIVER. I address it. May I ask –


GABRIELLA finds the light and turns it on.


GABRIELLA. Voilà.


The light illuminates the grand heroic revolutionary picture on the wall.


OLIVER. Good lord. The heroic revolutionary masses.


GABRIELLA. Plus naturally allies in cooperative peasantry and forward-viewing technical intelligensia.


GABRIELLA takes the curtaining off the ladder in order to climb up the wall.


OLIVER. Presumably that’s ‘forward-looking’.


GABRIELLA. Towards radiant future in which everybody’s quite as primitive and backwards clods as everybody else.


OLIVER. Now look, I really ought to –


GABRIELLA. Illyich.


Slight pause.


OLIVER. I’m sorry?


GABRIELLA. You ask where we are. Answer: filthy little village, 20 kilometres off capital, and 17 off border.


OLIVER. Illyich?


GABRIELLA. It is Lenin’s father’s name.


OLIVER. I know. I wondered why they hadn’t changed it back.


GABRIELLA. Smart question. Unfortunately villagers cannot agree new name. Historic name, for Hungarians is Cholovar, for Saxons Klozendorf, for rest of people Clop.


OLIVER laughs.


This is amusing?


OLIVER. No. No, I was only thinking: just one vowel shift, and I’d be stranded miles from anywhere, about to miss a professionally vital dinner in the presence of your Minister of Culture and His Excellency the Ambassador, in the abandoned Church of St Pulcheria the Pious, Clap.


GABRIELLA. It is church of St John Climacus, actually. And he is now called Minister for Restoration of our National Monuments. And what is so desperately funny about a village means ‘applause’?


OLIVER. Well, nothing, obviously. It’s just that, as it happens, um, colloquially . . .


GABRIELLA. Yes?


OLIVER. ‘Clap’ means VD. Venereal, – uh, sexual disease.


Slight pause.


GABRIELLA. I see.


OLIVER. In fact, ‘clop’ means a – the sound of horse’s hooves.


GABRIELLA (trying it out). Clop, clop.


OLIVER. Clip clop.


GABRIELLA (affecting ‘all the difference’). Clip clop.


OLIVER. Yes.


GABRIELLA climbs up the ladder.


GABRIELLA. As it happens you’re not stranded. You will be back for your important dinner in good time.


OLIVER. That’s a relief.


GABRIELLA. But now dear Dr Davenport five minutes please.


Pause.


OLIVER. It took the best part of an –


GABRIELLA. I drive roundabout. Will you take bricks please?


Pause.


Five minutes only. Please.


OLIVER can’t not help as GABRIELLA begins to take bricks out of the cooperative peasantry.


OLIVER. Okeydoke.


GABRIELLA handing bricks down.


GABRIELLA. All righty, one abandoned church. As well as warehouse, church is used by heroic peasantry for store potatoes. Pile bricks please. And before potatoes, Museum of Atheism and Progressive People’s Culture. And before museum, prison.


OLIVER. Prison?


OLIVER is taking the bricks. GABRIELLA is revealing a section of dirty whitewashed wall with scribbled words on it.


GABRIELLA. ‘Transit Centre.’ German Army. You can still see signatures of prisoners on wall. You note also wall is whitewash with clear mark of nail where Catholics hang pictures, how you say it, Via Dolorosa.


OLIVER. Stations of the Cross.


GABRIELLA. And underneath whitewash, pictures of our saints of Orthodox religion.


A little along, she is revealing heads of saints.


Pretty bloody dull, I think.


OLIVER. So this place was Orthodox before?


GABRIELLA. When we are Hungary, it Catholic, when we are holy Slavic people, Orthodox. When we have our friendly Turkish visitor who drop by for few hundred years, for while is mosque. When Napoleon pass through, is house for horses.


OLIVER. Stable.


GABRIELLA. Stable, yes. Clip clop.


OLIVER. But presumably it’s built –


GABRIELLA. At turn of thirteen century. So can you guess now why I bring you here?


Pause. OLIVER looks at his watch.


OLIVER. Now, look. Look, really, Mrs – Pesh –


GABRIELLA. Is ‘Pecs’. Okeydoke. I tell you. Pronto.


OLIVER (as a statement of fact). I am in your hands.


During the following, GABRIELLA takes bricks out of a different section of the wall.


GABRIELLA. Now in 1989 we have great turnaround.


OLIVER. Agreed.


GABRIELLA. And everything is opened up. Including naturally files of secret police.


Slight pause. OLIVER waves her on.


And most of it is – recent, time of communists. But as secret police is very systematic in our country, files go way way back. For several hundred years. Some even in old Nagolitic language, before it become capital offence to speak it.


OLIVER (to speed GABRIELLA along). And so?


GABRIELLA. And so, cops pass on files to us at National Museum. And then guess what, I find in 1425, when we are vassal state of Ottomans, report of trial of so-called Italian merchant, Leonello Vegni, who come here from Padua and is tried as spy of Holy Roman Empire, found guilty and deheaded.


OLIVER. Or indeed ‘beheaded’.


GABRIELLA. Or beheaded, yes.


OLIVER. And this report is in Old Nagolitic?


GABRIELLA. No I should coco. I tell you, capital offence, nobody speak it after thirteen hundred. Though it is interesting to note, since turnaround, some old words creeping back –


OLIVER looks pointedly at his watch.


But point is, in summary of trial, in nice new Slavic language, they explain how Signor Vegni’s way of spying is to pose as connoisseur and report back to his master on all grand sight he sees. But actually, of course, he is really connoisseur, as well as really spy, and mixes truth and false. So it is hard to tell if when he writes he see ‘octagonal basilica with fresco of our Holy Mother with dead Christ’ is actually code for barrack with brigade of horse or . . . just what it says.
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