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            Premiere Productions

         

         The Mentor, in this translation by Christopher Hampton, was commissioned by the Ustinov Studio, Theatre Royal Bath, and first presented on 6 April 2017. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         Benjamin  F. Murray Abraham

         Martin  Daniel Weyman

         Gina  Naomi Frederick

         Erwin  Jonathan Cullen

         
             

         

         Directed by  Laurence Boswell

         Designed by  Polly Sullivan

         Lighting Designer  Colin Grenfell

         Composer and Sound Designer  Dave Price

         Casting Director  Ginny Schiller CDG

         
             

         

         Der Mentor in its original German-language production opened at the Theater in der Josefstadt, Vienna, on 8 November 2012, with Herbert Föttinger, Florian Teichtmeister, Ruth Brauer-Kvam and Siegfried Walther, directed by Herbert Föttinger. 

      

   


   
      
         

            Characters

         

         
            Benjamin Rubin

a man of about seventy

            Martin Wegner

early thirties

            Gina Wegner

his wife, about the same age

            Erwin Wangenroth

a man of about forty
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               ONE

            

         

         Several years after the events of the play, Martin Wegner is delivering a speech.

         
            Martin   Forget him? Forget the maestro, my friend, the great Benjamin Rubin? Ladies and gentlemen, today, as I receive this prize named after him, the memories come powerfully crowding in.

            
               Behind Martin, the garden of a dilapidated Art Nouveau mansion becomes visible: trees, a few garden seats, the edge of a pond, choked with reeds. Erwin Wangenroth and Benjamin Rubin step into the garden.

            

            We didn’t need words to understand one another, precisely because, for both of us, words were our life.

            Wangenroth   We’ve been lucky with the weather, Mr Rubin. This is our garden.

            Rubin   Weather’s overrated. At least there’s somewhere to sit down.

            
               He sits on one of the seats.

            

            Martin   Is it really so many years since he left us? The history books will confirm it, but my mind refuses to accept it.

            Wangenroth   Did you have a good journey?

            Rubin   There’s no such thing. There’s journeys you put up with, that’s all.

            Wangenroth   Your flight …?

            Rubin   Was two hours late. And your driver smokes. 

            Martin   There was no constraint between us, no generation gap. There were only questions and answers, from him to me as much as from me to him.

            Wangenroth   You could have asked him …

            Martin   In a nutshell, from the very beginning, that was the nature of our friendship.

            
               He looks at the two of them for a moment, then exits.

            

            Rubin   Of course I asked him not to. But the damage was done, he’d already been smoking on the way out, the car stank like hell. You shouldn’t employ a driver who smokes.

            Wangenroth   I’m very embarrassed.

            Rubin   I used to smoke myself. But when the moment came to give up, I knew.

            Wangenroth   I’m really very …

            Rubin   Thirty years ago, if you didn’t smoke, nobody took you seriously. Nowadays no one smokes, except people drinking beer and hanging around railroad stations who have no intention of getting on a train. Do you smoke?

            
               Horrified pause.

            

            Wangenroth   No.

            Rubin   See what I mean! You seem a reasonable young man, Mr …?

            Wangenroth   Wangenroth. Erwin Wangenroth, ends in ‘th’.

            Rubin   Now, about my room. I’m not demanding. But I do need more towels. A glass, a water jug. I have to take about two hundred pills a day. Mineral water, please. I know the government says you can drink the stuff from the tap without a care in the world, but the government says a lot of things.

            Wangenroth   Of course.

            Rubin   Two more pillows. Not too soft. And a blanket. Not one of those hairy jobs that look as if a horse just died on it. And get rid of the rug. Rugs make me sneeze. Decades of dust. Also the TV. Are you taking notes?

            Wangenroth   I’ll remember. What’s wrong with the TV, is it not working?

            Rubin   Are you sure? That’s what waiters always say in restaurants, I’ll remember, then they have to come back and ask you again, then they still forget half of it or bring the wrong thing.

            Wangenroth   I’m not a waiter. What’s wrong with the TV? It’s brand new, it should work.

            Rubin   Get it out.

            Wangenroth   You don’t want a TV?

            Rubin   Firstly, they give off as much radiation as a nuclear power station; and secondly, show me one thought, one poem, one worthwhile line that’s ever come out of a room with a television in it.

            Wangenroth   Well, I …

            Rubin   See what I mean? Get rid of it! And I like a bottle of whisky on the bedside table. Cragganmore, if you can find it.

            Wangenroth   I’m sorry?

            Rubin   Craggan— Listen, Lowland malts are very safe and bland, a bit boring. Highland whiskies are bituminous, like liquid tar, like drinking smoke. Speyside malts come from the border between the Highlands and the Lowlands. The Spey flows through the Eastern Highlands, then down past Balmoral, for which good Scots have never forgiven it.

            
               He laughs. Wangenroth joins in uneasily.

            

            But the region produces the most balanced whiskies. Cragganmore may not be the best in the world, but it’s very drinkable.

            Wangenroth   I think we can find a bottle of Johnnie Walker.

            
               Rubin stares at him. This answer is so wide of the mark, the only thing he can do is change the subject.

            

            Rubin   Has the young genius arrived?

            Wangenroth   Mr Wegner and his wife got here about an hour ago.

            Rubin   And this goes on for a week? Seven days?

            Wangenroth   Five. A working week.

            Rubin   I’m not an accountant. I’ve never worked in an office. When somebody says a week, as far as I’m concerned, that means seven days.

            Wangenroth   You’re welcome to stay seven days.

            Rubin   Oh God, no! Is this whole thing your idea?

            Wangenroth   It’s an initiative of our Foundation. At the moment cultural sponsorship is very much in favour of mentoring projects.

            Rubin   ‘Mentoring projects’?

            Wangenroth   Don’t you like the idea?

            Rubin   I don’t like the expression. The idea I like, since it’s paying me so well. 

            Wangenroth   I can’t imagine someone like Benjamin Rubin would agree to this simply for the money.

            Rubin   Feel free to imagine it. He’s here with his wife?

            Wangenroth   An art historian.

            Rubin   Interesting. In my day, women who studied art were … That’s very interesting.

            Wangenroth   Mr Rubin, please allow me to take advantage of this moment together and tell you how much your work means to me.

            Rubin   Ah.

            Wangenroth   I was still at school when I read your play, | and …

            Rubin   Which play?

            Wangenroth   Well, The Long Road, obviously.

            Rubin   I have written other plays. Nine other plays. As well as two novels and twelve screenplays.

            Wangenroth   Of course, but The Long Road was …

            Rubin   I know what you mean.

            Wangenroth   In any case, for me The Long Road was …

            Rubin   When people tell me I’ve never written another play like it, my answer is, maybe so, but neither has anyone else.

            
               Wangenroth laughs. Then he fetches out a paperback and a ballpoint pen.

            

            Wangenroth   Could you perhaps …?

            Rubin   Hand it over. I’ve done this so often, it’s the unsigned ones that are the rare ones. Much sought after. How do you spell Wangenroth? 

            Wangenroth   If you could inscribe it ‘For Erwin’. I’d prefer that.

            Rubin   ‘Th’ at the end?

            
               Wangenroth takes a moment to grasp his meaning.

            

            Wangenroth   Yes. Wangenroth.

            
               Rubin is signing the copy. Martin and Gina Wegner arrive. Rubin doesn’t notice them.

            

            Martin   Mr Rubin?

            
               Rubin seems absorbed in his signing.

            

            Dr Livingstone, I presume?

            
               Rubin closes the book and hands it back to Wangenroth. Only then, after an almost provocative pause, does he turn to Martin.

            

            Rubin   What?

            Martin   Just a joke.

            Rubin   Livingstone?

            Martin   When Henry Morton Stanley, the renowned explorer, after years of searching through the jungle, encountered the long-vanished Livingstone, he said … Just a joke. Doesn’t matter.

            Rubin   He said ‘just a joke’?

            Martin   He said, ‘Dr Livingstone, I presume.’

            
               Pause.

            

            Rubin   So?

            Martin   A joke. Wasn’t really thinking. Nice to meet you.

            
               He extends a hand towards Rubin, who accepts it cautiously. 

            

            Rubin   I’ve heard a lot about you.

            Martin   I find that difficult to believe.

            Rubin   And you …?

            Gina   Gina.

            
               Rubin takes her extended hand and kisses it.

            

            I first read The Long Road when I was at school.

            Rubin   Not so long ago, by the looks of you.

            Gina   Then I read it twice more. I’d so love to see a production of it.

            Rubin   It hasn’t been revived for a long time.

            Gina   You were only twenty-four. How could you write something like that?

            Rubin   Sometimes I’m asked why I never wrote another play like it. I always say: ‘Who has?’

            
               Gina and Martin laugh. Wangenroth, already familiar with the joke, does not.

            

            So how’s it going to work? We have to faff about with your play for five days?

            Martin   It’s my first time at this as well.

            Rubin   I’m being paid, I’m all yours. If an old fossil can be any use at all to the voice of his generation.

            Martin   Did you read that somewhere?

            Rubin   I never read newspapers. But Mr Wangenroth sent me copies of your reviews. ‘The voice of his generation’. Not bad.

            Martin   Unfortunately it was only in the online edition, in August, what’s more. Everyone was on holiday. Although it does pop up if you google me. 

            Rubin   How much are they paying you?

            Martin   Here? Ten thousand.

            Rubin   Seriously?

            Martin   Perhaps I shouldn’t have said … Yes, I’m getting ten thousand.

            Rubin   You’re paying him ten thousand? Really?

            Wangenroth   You’re both getting the same fee, ten thousand euros. Obviously.

            Martin   That’s all right, then.

            Rubin   You think that’s all right? For us both to be paid the same?

            Martin   Isn’t it all right?

            Rubin   ‘Mentoring project’. I’m the bloody mentor.

            Wangenroth   Mr Rubin, the sponsorship policy of our Foundation …

            Rubin   Never mind, just provide the whisky. Have you a favourite Scotch, Martin?

            Martin   Should I have?

            Rubin   Listen, Lowland whiskies are boring, but Highland whiskies are like smoke, like drinking cigarettes. You have to try Speyside malt! The Spey flows through the Eastern Highlands down to Balmoral. Unforgivable to a good Scotsman. But the most balanced whiskies come from that region. Cragganmore may not be the best in the world, but it’s very drinkable.

            Martin   I’ll bear it in mind.

            Rubin   Where was your play performed?

            Martin   Hanover. In the studio space. It’s rather extravagant, I don’t think it’ll have many productions. My second play, which is Without a Title, the one we’re going to be working on, makes more modest demands.

            Rubin   It doesn’t have a title?

            Martin   Yes, it’s Without a Title.

            Rubin   Do you intend to give it a title?

            Martin   No, it already has one.

            Rubin   Are you two married?

            Martin   For two years.

            Rubin   But you’ve been together much longer than that.

            Martin   How do you know?

            Gina   Five years. We’ve known one another since we were students.

            Rubin   History of art?

            Gina   God, you know that as well?

            Rubin   I know a bit about people.

            Wangenroth   I already …

            Rubin   Where’s the whisky?

            Wangenroth   Just a minute.

            
               He goes into the house.

            

            Rubin   Naturally, everyone has to find their own way. I can advise you, but if you’re any good, you won’t listen to me. Anyway, you probably only applied because of the money.

            Martin   I didn’t apply.

            Rubin   You didn’t?

            Martin   Not that I’m aware of. 

            
               Wangenroth arrives back with whisky and glasses.

            

            Rubin   He didn’t apply?

            Martin   I was invited, I said yes.

            Rubin   I thought there was some talk of advertising the opportunity. Wasn’t there?

            Wangenroth   Yes, but … finally we decided to approach significant young authors ourselves.

            Rubin   Why?

            Wangenroth   Circumstances … How shall I put it … The applications … How shall I put it?

            Rubin   No one applied.

            Wangenroth No, they did.

            Rubin   But no one you could take seriously.

            Wangenroth   Well …

            Rubin   You needed a young playwright with a name, but nobody applied even though you were offering ten thousand euros.

            Martin   It wasn’t ten thousand to start with.

            Rubin   They upped the offer?

            Martin   Considerably.

            Rubin   So at first they offered you less?

            Martin   It’s all water under the bridge.

            Rubin   That means to begin with you turned them down.

            
               Pause. General embarrassment.

            

            The Foundation advertised, but no playwright with any sort of a profile applied. Then you decided to ask a few young authors, including him, but no one would accept. Then you upped the offer, until he finally agreed.

            Wangenroth   If you put it like that, it creates a quite inaccurate impression.

            Rubin   Give me a whisky.

            
               Wangenroth hands him a glass. Awkward silence.

            

            Gina   People probably felt intimidated.

            Rubin   What do you mean?

            Gina   Who’s going to dare submit their play to you?

            Rubin   Yes, I suppose that could be it … Did you feel intimidated?

            Martin   Enormously.

            Gina   The important thing is, we’re all here now. I took an extra week’s holiday. To be able to come out to the country. To meet you.

            
               Rubin takes a gulp of whisky.

            

            Rubin   This isn’t whisky, it’s cough mixture. Johnnie Walker! You can really only drink Highland or Speyside malt, even Lowland at a pinch … All right, give me your manuscript. I’ll read it this evening and we can start in the morning. God willing.

            Martin   He will be.

            
               Rubin rises to his feet.

            

            Rubin   Come with me to my room, please, Mr Wangenroth, you can remove the rug and the television.

            
               He sets off towards the house, then stops in his tracks.

            

            Nobody applied. One day, when you’re no longer the voice of your etc., etc., this’ll happen to you. Sure as eggs are eggs. People are always asking me why I never wrote another play like The Long Road. You know what I say?

            Martin   Let me think.

            Gina   Martin!

            Martin   Maybe you say: ‘Who has?’

            
               Rubin glares at him for a few seconds. Then he turns and heads into the house. Wangenroth follows him.

            

            Gina   Was that necessary?

            Martin   Yes, it was necessary. Five days!

            Gina   It’ll soon pass.

            Martin   Suppose it doesn’t? What if it doesn’t soon pass?

            Gina   He was once a great writer.

            Martin   A century ago. There’s a good reason it’s been so long since he had a success. All he’s interested in is himself, what people think of him and whether they’re giving him enough respect.

            Gina   Perhaps that’s how everyone ends up.

            Martin   Before I end up like that, I’ll hang myself.

            Gina   I don’t believe that. Not before, you wouldn’t hang yourself before.

            Martin   Did you just insult me?

            Gina   I don’t think so.

            Martin   I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.

            Gina   He could do a lot for you. He’s still Benjamin Rubin. If he were to recommend you to a big theatre, or write an article about you …

            Martin   Why should he do that?

            Gina   Perhaps he’ll like your play. 

            Martin   Well, I suppose that could happen.

            
               Pause.

            

            Maybe he’s not that bad.

            Gina   You see?

            Martin   What?

            Gina   ‘All he’s interested in is himself and what people think of him.’

            Martin   Did you really read The Long Road three times?

            Gina   No.

            
               Martin laughs.

            

            Five times.

            Martin   Have you ever read anything of mine five times?

            Gina   When no one’s watching you, when there’s no applause to be had, when just for a moment you’re not the centre of attention: that’s when you’re all the same.

            Martin   But here, I am the centre of attention. We’re here because of me and I’m being well paid.

            Gina   Can you hear the frogs?

            Martin   I don’t even want to think about how many of them there are. Suppose one of them got into our bedroom …!

            Gina   Is that all nature means to you?

            Martin   I don’t mind nature, as long as it keeps its distance.

            
               He steps forward and concludes his speech.

            

            Ladies and gentlemen, I can’t believe he’s dead, death doesn’t suit him at all. He was the one who taught me that anyone who takes our profession seriously is always a beginner. In this spirit then, as a proud lifelong beginner, I now accept the Benjamin Rubin Award.

            
               Blackout.
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