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            Production History

         

         Nachtland had its UK premiere at the Young Vic, London, on 20 February 2024. The cast, in alphabetical order, was as follows:

         
            Judith  Jenna Augen

            Fabian  Gunnar Cauthery

            Nicola  Dorothea Myer-Bennett

            Philipp  John Heffernan

            Evamaria/Luise  Jane Horrocks

            Kahl  Angus Wright

            
                

            

            Director  Patrick Marber

            Designer  Anna Fleischle

            Lighting Designer  Richard Howell

            Composer and Sound Designer  Adam Cork

            Movement and Intimacy Director  EJ Boyle

            Casting  Amy Ball cdg

            Jerwood Assistant Director  Natalie Simone

         

         The world premiere of Nachtland was staged at the Schaubühne, Berlin, on 3 December 2022, directed by the author. 6
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            Characters

         

         
            Nicola

            Philipp

            Fabian

            Judith

            Evamaria

            Kahl 

(doubling with Fabian possible)

            Luise 

(doubling with Evamaria possible)

8
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            Note

         

         
            Nachtland is an invented German word.

            It suggests a place of eternal darkness.
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               Nachtland

            

         

         
            Nicola My father died two weeks ago.

            Philipp Our father.

            Nicola What?

            Philipp Our father. Not just yours. You’re not an only child.

            Nicola I’m not a child at all, I’m an adult.

            Philipp Fine.

            Nothing. 

            Nicola Is something wrong?

            Philipp Nothing. Go on.

            Nicola Why is that important now?

            Philipp What?

            Nicola That you’re his son, is that important?

            Philipp Important?

            Nicola How important is that now?

            Philipp Well, he’s my father. Of course that’s important to me.

            Nicola Was. He was your father. That’s over. He’s no longer a father, he’s dead. Don’t you get it?

            Philipp I do, yes, but –

            Nicola What’s so difficult to get?

            Philipp Maybe I really don’t get it yet –

            Nicola Dear God – 12

            Philipp The fact that Daddy doesn’t exist any more. Or can you grasp it? That he’s gone forever now? Can you really understand what happened?

            Nicola Fine. Fine. You do it then.

            Philipp What?

            Nicola I’m not going to listen to this esoteric waffle. He’s dead, Philipp, dead. And no, I haven’t solved the metaphysical mystery of life and death. It’s a mystery, Philipp. A mystery. A metaphysical one.

            Philipp Fine.

            Nicola If you can’t bear the fact that I’m the centre of attention for once and you’re not – terrific: you go ahead, I don’t mind, I don’t need to do this –

            Philipp No, it’s fine.

            Nicola Apparently not. Apparently I’m doing something wrong –

            Philipp No –

            Nicola Otherwise you wouldn’t feel the need to tell everyone –

            Philipp You’re not doing anything wrong –

            Nicola Apparently I’m moving too quickly for you, I’m too pragmatic –

            Philipp I didn’t say that –

            Nicola Apparently you’d like to spend a bit more time thinking about what happened, what on earth actually happens when a person dies. I can tell you what happens –

            Philipp It’s okay, Nicola, calm down.

            Nicola No, I’m getting upset. Why is this idea hitting you now? Now that he’s dead? 13

            Philipp What idea?

            Nicola That you’re somehow also our father’s child –

            Philipp That’s not an idea, that’s a fact.

            Nicola A few weeks ago that might have been helpful. But the timing was awkward, sure, it’s a lot more convenient now that he’s dead, you can really wallow in the fact that you’re an orphan now, now that Daddy’s nappies no longer need changing.

            Philipp Here we go with the nappies –

            Nicola Now that he no longer knows best about everything and has finally shut up, the old idiot –

            Philipp Daddy is not –

            Nicola Was, Philipp. Was. Daddy was an idiot. He’s dead.

            Fabian Nicola, we’re not talking about –

            Nicola We’re not? Why not, Fabian, are you trying to tell me what we’re talking about? Because you know all about it, Fabian?

            Fabian No, but –

            Nicola Shut it, Fabian, shut the fuck up, I’m telling my brother what we’re talking about, we’re talking about – about – where was I?

            Fabian The painting.

            Philipp That I wasn’t there when Daddy was suffering –

            Nicola Daddy was suffering?

            Philipp Yes, you just said –

            Nicola You’re saying he suffered when he was with me?

            Philipp No, I didn’t –

            Nicola You’re such an arsehole – 14

            Fabian He didn’t say –

            Nicola Shut it, Fabian.

            (To Philipp.) Of course he was suffering, and you know whose name he was calling out?

            Philipp Calling out?

            Nicola When his body got rid of everything in it, like an old sack being emptied, until nothing was left, not even in his brain? Do you know who he was calling out for?

            Philipp No, no idea.

            Nicola Of course not because you weren’t there –

            Nothing. 

            Philipp For me?

            Nicola For you?

            Philipp Not for me?

            Nicola He was calling out for Luise.

            (Shouts.) Luise!

            As if she held the keys to paradise. A Luise none of us knows anything about.

            Philipp Luise?

            Nicola You don’t know her? No one knows her. But now you’re standing here claiming he’s your father –

            Philipp Well, he is.

            Nicola You’re a fucking idiot.

            She walks away. 

            Philipp Nicola?

            Nothing. 

            Fine. I can do it. So, my father died. Two weeks ago. Our father. 15

            Fabian And we’re here in order to clear out his flat –

            Philipp What do you want?

            Fabian And there’s this painting –

            Philipp I didn’t know you were now in a position to –

            Nicola is suddenly back. 

            Nicola What did you think? Of course all this needs to be cleared out. We’re not going to open a museum here, are we –

            Philipp No, but –

            Fabian I understand you getting emotional, after all he was your father.

            Nicola For God’s sake, Fabian –

            Philipp No, but Nicola –

            Nicola Yes, Philipp, what is it?

            Philipp He’s meddling.

            Nicola Fabian is my husband, of course my husband is going to be present when I clear out my father’s flat –

            Philipp Our father’s. ‘We’re dissolving our father’s –’

            Nicola Dear God, Philipp –

            Philipp The way that sounds, ‘clear out’. As if he was a piece of rusty metal we throw on a scrap heap. As if we don’t want anything of him to remain –

            Fabian If I could just get back to the painting –

            Nicola Nothing is going to remain. Here, in this place, nothing is going to remain. The lease has been terminated. Next week some single student is going to move in, he’ll throw his mattress into the room where Daddy died and fuck his own brains out.

            Philipp You know what I mean – 16

            Nicola No, Philipp, I don’t know, down here, in this vale of tears, in this godforsaken hovel, nothing of him is going to remain, Daddy is going to be completely exterminated here – but in our hearts we’re going to keep him forever, or to be precise in our brains, he’s never going to die there, he’ll live forever –

            Philipp Fine, but –

            Nicola And then he’ll haunt us in our worst nightmares and make us break out in cold sweats until one day we die too, and even his great-grandchildren won’t remember – speaking of which, where is your wife?

            Philipp My wife?

            Judith I’m here.

            Nicola Very good. I thought you were already up in the attic, cherry-picking.

            Philipp Are there cherries in the attic?

            Nicola There’s only junk in the attic.

            Judith This painting was in the attic.

            Nicola What painting?

            Judith This painting. Wrapped in brown paper, it was behind the skis.

            
                

            

            Nicola Fine. Once again: my father died two weeks ago –

            Philipp After a brief, serious illness –

            Nicola Our father. This is my brother –

            Philipp My name is Philipp –

            Nicola Philipp, my brother –

            Philipp So, my father had been ill – 17

            Nicola And then he died –

            Philipp And we cleared out the flat.

            Nicola We had to throw most of it away.

            Philipp Cleared it out completely.

            Nicola From the basement to the attic.

            Philipp And there was this painting.

            Nicola Behind some junk, some old skis. Fabian?

            Fabian It’s a small painting in a simple black, wooden frame. It appears to be a watercolour. Sepia and brown tones dominate the palette. You can see a square, squat-looking church with a short, pointed tower and arched windows. The sun hangs low in the sky, it might be early summer, a tall shadow falls from the left onto the unadorned facade of the church, the sky is pale, a few little clouds pass, but nothing dangerous, no thunderstorm is approaching. The street is deserted, the cobblestones are polished clean as if with a scrubbing brush, it’s only when you look more closely that you can see, by the wall next to the church door, a sort of faint figure, very thin, with a hat on his head. But it might also just be a pattern on the wall, a smudge, maybe some children have drawn a chimney sweep onto the wall with some coal, you can’t really make it out, the painting isn’t big, about thirty by forty centimetres.

            Nicola That’s kitsch, throw it away.

            Philipp I think it’s pretty.

            Fabian The frame is made from wood, with patterns carved into it. You could put a photo in it for example, and hang it on the wall.

            Nicola No one wants something like that, get rid of it.

            Fabian So I sit down with a pair of secateurs, because there are no tools left in the house, and bend the nails at the back. 18

            Nicola If we’re going to spend hours considering every object, cutting into everything with secateurs –

            Fabian Ouch!

            Nicola What is it now?

            Fabian I’ve pulled the blade across my thumb.

            Nicola Because you’re a fool.

            Philipp It’s bleeding.

            Nicola Now you can definitely throw the frame away.

            Judith hands Fabian a handkerchief. 

            Judith Here, I haven’t blown my nose yet –

            Fabian Thanks. I’m an idiot.

            Philipp Have you had a shot?

            Fabian A shot?

            Philipp With these old things, when they’re rusty, you can get tinnitus and die –

            Judith Tetanus –

            Nicola Tetanus, not tinnitus. Are you – ?

            Waves her hand in front of her face. 

            Philipp You definitely need to get a shot, statistically speaking people still die from it.

            Nicola Stop acting all medical, the painting is not going to kill him.

            Fabian Exactly. Nearly there –

            Nicola You’re bleeding everywhere –

            Philipp Mind the painting –

            Fabian It’s behind glass, it’s protected. 19

            Nicola You can’t get any more kitschy than this –

            Philipp You go ahead and paint something Daddy would frame. You have no respect for our dead father, and none for art, either.

            Nicola He’d stowed it away in the attic, your art, wrapped up like toxic waste, it’s tasteless junk.

            Fabian (has finished) There. It’s out.

            Philipp I’d better take this, so your husband doesn’t decorate it with modern art from his bleeding thumb.

            Takes the painting. 

            Nicola You can wrap your stamp collection in it, I’ll take the frame.

            Philipp Maybe Daddy himself painted it when he was young.

            Nicola You obviously don’t know the first thing about our father –

            Philipp You don’t think he could have because you have no respect –

            Nicola That he daubed a cheesy idyll onto a canvas when he was young? No, that’s not what his youth was like –

            Philipp As if you’d been there –

            Judith The two of them carried on arguing for a while, and in the meantime I studied the painting. Everything is quiet in the street, the world is empty and has a hollow core, just the thin figure by the wall, in the shade, like a prune man from a Christmas market. No one knows what he’s doing there, there’s no one else, as if everyone had already left or fled, as if the plague had scythed through the idyll – and suddenly I thought, maybe the dark guy with his tall hat is the gravedigger that had to put them all in the ground, and 20as I look at the churchyard, my eyes wander to the edge of the painting, which had been covered by the wooden frame.

            Nothing. 

            Philipp. Look at this.

            Philipp What?

            Judith Here, by the edge, what it says.

            Philipp I bend over the painted cardboard and lift it towards the light, since it’s starting to get dark in my dead father’s house, and there are some reddish-brown letters painted onto the cobbled street.

            (Reads.) A, dot Hiller.

            Judith No. It doesn’t say Hiller.

            Philipp Yes it does, it –

            Judith That’s a T. It says Hitler. With a T.

            Nicola What? What does it say?

            Judith A, dot Hitler. Exactly.

            Nicola Give it to me.

            Philipp (to Nicola) No.

            (To the audience.) I turn the cardboard in the twilight, and then I see it, too: the first L looks as if it’s been crossed out. A slim cross. A T: Hitler. With a T.

            Fabian The Hitler.

            Philipp A, dot.

            Fabian Like Adolf.

            Philipp Of course I know that Hitler wanted to be an artist when he was young, but a painting by him – I couldn’t imagine that, Hitler as an artist, with a brush in his paint-smeared fingers, in front of his easel, that remains incomprehensible, as unimaginable as the Holocaust – 21

            Fabian So it wasn’t your father who painted it after all?

            Philipp No. It was Hitler. That’s what it says here.

            Fabian That’s insane.

            Nicola Because your wife sees Hitler everywhere. Give it to me.

            Judith I do what?

            Nicola I didn’t say anything.

            Judith Yes, you did. What’s that supposed to mean, I see Hitler everywhere?

            Nicola looks at the painting. 

            Nicola Nothing. He definitely didn’t paint this, he wasn’t capable of that.

            Philipp Because the painting is so good? I thought it was kitsch?

            Nicola Everyone knows Hitler couldn’t paint. Not even slick kitsch like this. That’s why they didn’t take him at the academy, and so he had to become a politician, unfortunately.

            Philipp So the painting can’t be by Hitler because it’s too good, did I get that right?

            Nicola The painting is rubbish, you’ve got that right. But it’s not by Hitler. It all looks like real life. This is kitsch realism. He wouldn’t have managed that, with proportions and perspectives.

            Philipp So now you’re an expert in Hitler art?

            Nicola This has nothing to do with art.

            Fabian But in that case it’s a forgery. There can’t have been that many A, dot Hitlers.

            Nicola Sure. Someone, back in the thirties or forties, grabbed some random kitschy painting, took out his box 22of paints and daubed ‘A, dot Hitler’ onto it so he could sell it and get a good price from the Nazi population.

            Judith Nazi population –

            Nicola Exactly.

            Judith I thought there weren’t any Nazis in your family?

            Philipp There weren’t. That was ages ago. In the thirties, she said.

            Judith When else would it have been? Nazis? You’ve always told me your grandparents despised him for aesthetic reasons, and that in their eyes he was a dull prole –

            Philipp The painting doesn’t mean anything, my grandmother was an opera singer, she worshipped Bartók and Schönberg –

            Judith Or did they buy it later? By mistake, perhaps, since the frame covered the –

            Nicola No idea. What is it you want?

            Judith I want to know how a painting by Hitler ended up in your attic –

            Nicola The painting isn’t by Hitler.

            Judith Then let’s throw it away.

            Fabian Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, slow down, slow down.

            Judith Aren’t we in agreement that –

            Nicola What, in agreement how?

            Judith That we don’t want a painting by Hitler in our house –

            Nicola It’s not your house.

            Philipp And it’s not your painting either. 23

            Nicola And it’s not by Hitler anyway.

            Judith Whatever, I don’t care if the Pope himself painted it, it says Hitler, this is Nazi kitsch –

            Fabian I’m not an expert, but –

            Philipp First and foremost this is just a church, with the best will in the world, I can’t see a swastika –

            Fabian But financially speaking the Pope probably isn’t as valuable as a Hitler.

            Judith Financially speaking?

            Fabian When we sell the painting.

            Philipp But we’re not selling it.

            Fabian A genuine Hitler is probably worth more than a fake one.

            Judith No one wants something like that.

            Philipp I do.

            Judith No.

            Philipp Yes. I don’t want to sell it.

            Judith Exactly, we’ll throw it away.

            Philipp Judith, it was my father’s.

            Judith So was the plum jam in the pantry, your father picked those plums himself, and nonetheless we’re going to throw it away, it’s compost, it’s old, some of it is older than you, it makes you sick –

            Philipp But this is a painting, it’s not compost.

            Judith Yes it is, compost, rotten through and through. Or do you want this hanging over your kitchen table to remind you of your daddy? 24

            Philipp If everything gets thrown away here and nothing is left –

            Nicola And now I’m going to suggest that my brother and I discuss this alone.

            Philipp There’s nothing to discuss, especially not with you, since you don’t want the painting anyway.

            Nicola The fact that I don’t want the painting doesn’t mean that you’re going to get it.

            Judith Because it suddenly says A, dot Hitler?

            Nicola You’re not part of this discussion –

            Judith You’re not going to tell me to shut up.

            Nicola This is not about you shutting up and it’s not about your ancestors, it’s about my paternal inheritance –

            Judith But this so-called inheritance was painted by Hitler.

            Nicola No it wasn’t.

            Philipp Then why are you interested in it? You said you’d take the frame. Up until two minutes ago, in your opinion, the painting was terrible, rubbish –

            Judith And then Hitler came into the picture.

            Philipp And that’s why I alone am going to decide what happens to the painting.

            Fabian Legally speaking that’s not legal.

            Judith You’re trying to tell us what’s legal?

            Philipp She rejected the inheritance on grounds of kitsch.

            Nicola I didn’t reject anything –

            Philipp You wanted to throw it away.

            Fabian She didn’t know it was by Hitler then.

            Judith As if it being by Hitler makes it any better. 25

            Nicola More valuable, perhaps.

            Fabian The signature makes the painting more valuable.

            Judith Or less.

            Fabian We don’t know, okay? As long as we don’t know if this is a genuine Hitler you can hold your peace.

            Judith I’m not going to hold my peace.

            Nicola Neither am I.

            Fabian I know, you’re at war, but there are specialists for these kinds of things.

            
                

            

            Nicola So, a specialist. A Hitler specialist.

            Fabian Our specialist is called Dr Evamaria Günther and works as a consultant for the auction house Reussler and Schillich, located in Nuremberg.

            Evamaria looks at the painting for a long time without saying anything. 

            Evamaria That’s a nice watercolour –

            Judith Nice watercolour –

            Evamaria Which, pictorially speaking, matches Adolf Hitler’s style.

            Judith Ah, Hitler had style?

            Philipp Calm down, Judith –

            Evamaria An obsession with detail. You see how much love has been expended on every crack of the plaster, every unevenness in the brickwork?

            Judith Love?

            Evamaria Yes. That’s typical of Hitler.

            Judith Love is typical of Hitler? 26

            Evamaria Of detail. Reminiscent of his hero Rudolf von Alt –

            Judith How does she know all this? Are you Eva Braun?

            Evamaria My name is Dr Evamaria Günther. I’m the graduate granddaughter of Dr Alfred Günther, who from 1935 onwards was responsible for collecting and cataloguing Adolf Hitler’s paintings in the NSDAP archive.

            Judith Nice family.

            Nicola She can’t help her background, just as you can’t.

            Judith And your Hitler expertise was passed on to you by your blood relative?

            Evamaria I grew up among all these works of art. That leaves a mark on you. My father –

            Judith So you sucked up all the Nazi sewage with your mother’s milk –

            Evamaria Father. Let’s leave my mother out of this. Hitler was my father’s hobby-horse.

            Judith Oh, Hitler is a horse?

            Evamaria By the way, your provocations are water off a duck’s back.

            Nicola You have to excuse my sister-in-law, she’s biographically prejudiced.

            Judith I’m what?

            Nicola I’m just saying –

            Judith What? What are you just saying?

            Nicola You know. Because of your background.

            Judith I’m from Berlin.

            Philipp This is my wife Judith. She’s called Judith, and I don’t think there’s any need to make a secret out of it. Judith is Jewish, I mean not just the name, she herself – 27

            I mean her mother is Jewish, her father is a normal German, but we don’t have half-Jews any more, and with the Jews everything goes via the mother anyway, I mean whether you’re Jewish or not –

            Judith Shut up –

            Philipp No, let me, and so, since her mother is originally Jewish she’s also Jewish, even if in this context that’s a delicate matter –

            Judith Delicate?

            Philipp Because of Hitler. So she’s a real – a real genuine – Jew.

            Evamaria I’m glad you told me.

            Judith Why are you glad?

            Evamaria You can’t tell from looking at her –

            Judith How would you –

            Evamaria But of course one does talk differently – I don’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings –

            Judith Feelings?

            Nicola Jewish feelings – is that so difficult to understand?

            Judith Jewish –

            Evamaria Never mind.

            Philipp For my parents, at first, it was – their son with a Jewish woman –

            He laughs. 

            Well, it was – I don’t want to say ‘a shock’, of course it wasn’t, my parents were completely delighted, but of course they’d also really been looking forward to a church wedding, and then because of ‘Jewish’ and church – then of course that wasn’t possible, catholically not feasible – 28so, not always easy, everything, but I think, especially in Germany, as a German, in my case –

            Judith You never told me that about your parents –

            Philipp The fact that she’s a Jewish woman otherwise barely matters. Most holidays – I have to remind her, Rosh Hashanah, Pesach, Succoth, I’ve put it in my calendar so she can phone her people, she always calls me her goyishe rabbi.

            Judith That’s what you call yourself, I never said that.

            Philipp My friends sometimes apologise if they serve ham, but she doesn’t keep kosher –

            Judith No, vegetarian. They apologise because I’m vegetarian –

            Philipp No, Jewish.

            Judith I find the idea of biting into a pig’s carcass disgusting, as any sane human being would –

            Nicola I don’t have any religious concerns about –

            Judith But a dead cow isn’t appetising either –

            Nicola Maybe I’m not a ‘sane human being’ –

            Philipp Her preferring to eat vegetarian food has nothing to do with the fact that she’s Jewish. And being a vegetarian is a lot more common in everyday life and easier to handle, for example I can eat vegetarian food, too, then we’re doing it together, but to be Jewish, I mean a real Jew, without a Jewish mother? That tends to be difficult –

            Judith Philipp, you’re talking drivel –

            Philipp So first and foremost you could say that she’s a vegetarian and then kind of also Jewish, although she’s a real, actual –

            Judith You’re going to stop now, okay?

            Philipp Okay. Of course. 29

            Fabian By the way, Hitler was a vegetarian, too –

            Nicola There, you see –

            Judith What? What am I supposed to see?

            Philipp (to Nicola) That was very insensitive of you.

            (To Fabian.) And of you –

            Nicola And that’s enough about Judith’s Jewish dietary habits, after all she’s not the one who died, my father did, and we’re here to deal with his painting.

            Evamaria A beautiful painting, like I said, a beautiful, beautiful painting. His Viennese period. It shows St Rupert’s Church in the first district.

            Fabian St Rupert’s Church –

            Evamaria Hitler painted this motif many times, from a photograph, he sold the watercolours in situ to couples coming out of the church after they’d got married.

            Fabian Great idea. Newlyweds – painting of the church – not bad, coming up with something like that, right?

            Evamaria On the frame there’s a small, round printed label: ‘S, dot Morgenstern, Vienna, ninth district, Liechtensteinstraße four. Paintings, mirrors and photography frames, telephone number: one, five, zero, six, six.’
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