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Preface





It was never Schnitzler’s intention that his loose series of sexual scenes, Reigen, should be publicly performed. When he wrote them in 1900, the author called them ‘completely unprintable’ and intended only that they should be ‘read among friends’. It was no surprise when the eventual première of the work was closed down by the police in Vienna in 1921. Similarly, the actors in its first Berlin production the same year had to endure a six-day trial on charges of obscenity.


For years the sketches enjoyed an underground reputation. In 1923, when Schnitzler was sixty-one, a performance was given in a private house in London, again for friends only, with members of the Bloomsbury group joining cheerfully in the proceedings. Virginia Woolf was moved to complain in a letter that ‘the audience felt simply as if a real copulation were going on in the room and tried to talk to drown the very realistic groans made by Partridge! It was a great relief when Marjorie sang hymns.’


It was only when Max Ophüls made his famous film in 1950 that the work escaped its provocative reputation and became associated instead with a certain kind of enchantment. The film, set in turn-of-the-century Vienna, brings out all the wistfulness and elegance of the subject matter. It boasts one of the most formidable casts in French cinema with Gerard Philipe, Danielle Darrieux, Jean-Louis Barrault and Simone Signoret appearing, among others. Few people knew the original work well enough to notice that Ophüls had, in fact, adapted the text with extreme freedom, even introducing a figure – not in Schnitzler – of the all-seeing ringmaster, superbly played by Anton Walbrook. (‘What am I in the story? I am in short any of you. I am the incarnation of your desire to know everything.’)


After the success of the film, the play became better known as La Ronde. For myself, I first heard of it when my father told me that only when I was grown up would he allow me to see what he called his favourite film of all time. Since 1981, when the theatrical rights fell temporarily out of copyright, there have been a good many stage versions, and in many different languages. Some of them choose, as The Blue Room does, to re-set the play in a contemporary world. Mine is also not the first version to allocate the ten parts to just two actors.


Over the years audiences have continued to argue about whether the idea of the sexual daisy-chain that is at the centre of Schnitzler’s conception is profound or over-neat. Whichever, it is wonderfully malleable. When I have put plays by Chekhov, Brecht and Pirandello into English, I have never considered anything but a fairly strict fidelity to the original. But when Sam Mendes asked me to adapt Schnitzler, I instinctively chose to follow Ophüls’s example, licensed by the knowledge that the author himself never put the material into a form where he foresaw it being performed.


The hundred years that have followed the writing of Reigen have seen a supposed upheaval both in social attitudes and in sexual morals. But the fascination of the work is that its treatment seems hardly dated at all. Schnitzler was not only Freud’s almost exact contemporary. He was also, like Freud, like Chekhov, a doctor. His essential subject is the gulf between what we imagine, what we remember and what we actually experience. You have to wait years (in fact for Marcel Proust to stop partygoing and get on with his great novel) before you find a European author having the prescience to chart this treacherous, twentieth-century territory of projection and desire with as much longing and insight as Schnitzler.




 





David Hare     


July 1998     

























Characters







The Girl (Irene)


The Cab Driver (Fred)


The Au Pair (Marie)


The Student (Anton)


The Married Woman (Emma)


The Politician (Charles)


The Model (Kelly)


The Playwright (Robert)


The Actress


The Aristocrat (Malcolm)




 





The play is set in one of the great cities of the world, in the present day.

























First Performance





The Blue Room was first performed at the Donmar Warehouse, London, on 10 September 1998 with the following cast:
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Directed by Sam Mendes


Designed by Mark Thompson


Lighting by Hugh Vanstone


Music by Paddy Cunneen


Literal translation by Julian Hammond
























1. THE GIRL AND THE CAB DRIVER








Darkness. Music. You have the impression of the stage opening up, as if it were expanding. You begin to see a Girl, sitting on a bench, smoking a cigarette. As the stage grows around her, it becomes clear she is under a scrubby tree by the side of a street. She looks eighteen, like an amateur, in a short black leather skirt and shoes, but she also has an odd self-confidence. A Cab Driver walks past, taking no notice. She makes no reaction. Then, ten seconds later, he passes again, going back in the other direction. This time, the music stops and she speaks as he passes her.




Girl   What? What did you say?


Cab Driver   I didn’t say anything.


Girl   I thought you said something.


Cab Driver   No.


Girl   What made me think you just spoke? (She puts out her cigarette.) Do you want to come home with me?


Cab Driver   Do I want to go home with you? Go home? Why would I go home with you?


The Girl is impassive, not responding.


Where is your home?


Girl   Quite near.


Cab Driver   Where?


Girl   South of the river.


Cab Driver   I’m not going south.


Girl   We can take a taxi.


Cab Driver   Take a taxi? I drive a fucking taxi.


Girl   Is it yours?


Cab Driver   It’s mine.


Girl   I mean, does it belong to you?


The Cab Driver turns to go.


So?


Cab Driver   I haven’t got any money. I just spent the lot on sushi.


Girl   So?


The Cab Driver looks at her a moment, recognizing her.


Cab Driver   Great. Let’s go.


Girl   And suddenly we’re in a rush.


Cab Driver   How far is this place of yours?


Girl   It’s ten minutes by cab.


Cab Driver   Oh look, forget it. Ten minutes? No. Forget it. I have to work. I’ve made nothing tonight. And I’m not doing it in the car. It’s the first rule of driving. I never do it in the car.


Girl   Give me a kiss.


Cab Driver   Here?


The Girl takes his hand and leads him quickly to a darker place across the street.


Girl   Now give me a kiss.


She kisses him. It’s magical, suspended for a moment. They stay in each other’s arms. It is dark in the street and deserted.


The kiss is the best bit. I like the kiss best.


Cab Driver   It’s still too far.


The Cab Driver looks at her. They start to walk towards the river. As they go down by the riverside, it is very beautiful, the reflection of the water thrown high against the wall.


Girl   What do you think? Do you think you’ll always want to drive a cab?


Cab Driver   Shall we just stick to what we’re doing?


The Girl throws a glance at him.


Girl   What I want … what I really need is someone long-term. I need someone ambitious.


Cab Driver   Long-term I’d make you jealous.


Girl   Oh yeah?


Cab Driver   Sure.


Girl   Why?


Cab Driver   I’m irresistible. Women can’t resist me.


Girl   Watch out. It’s dark down here. One foot wrong and you’re in the river.


Cab Driver   I’d love to be in the river.


The Girl smiles. He tries to push her up against the wall.


Girl   Let’s do it on the bench.


Cab Driver   I’m not walking that far.


The bench is about three feet away.


Let’s do it here.


Girl   Watch out, or we’ll both be in the water …


Cab Driver   Great …


Girl   Wait. We’ll both be in the water.


Music engulfs them. The lights go out.
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Light returns. The Girl is lying on the ground. The Cab Driver is kneeling beside her, his hands on his knees.


Girl   It would have been better on the bench.


Cab Driver   On the bench. Off the bench. Up the fucking wall. What’s the difference? Up you get.


Girl   Hey, where you going?


Cab Driver   Back to work. (Suddenly he reaches down with unexpected tenderness and pulls her up. He smiles.) I told you. I’ve done no business tonight. (He begins to leave.)


Girl   What’s your name?


Cab Driver   Oh no, I’m not telling you my name.


Girl   My name’s Irene.


Cab Driver   Irene, well!


Girl   What’s yours?


They both smile. The Cab Driver turns to go.


Hey, listen …


Cab Driver   What?


Girl   Come on.


Cab Driver   What? What are you asking?


Girl   Come on. I didn’t want any money. Really. I didn’t.


But, please, give me some money.


The Cab Driver looks at her a moment.


Cab Driver   It went on the sushi. I’m not an idiot, Irene.


The Cab Driver goes.


Girl   Wanker! Fucking wanker!



























2. THE CAB DRIVER AND THE AU PAIR








At once the sound of Elvis Presley. A slow ballad is being amplified very loudly and resonantly inside a neon-lit dance hall. Suddenly a door opens. Warm-coloured light falls across a darkened space and on to the Cab Driver, who is already in the room. In the doorway stands the Au Pair. She is young, with a foreign accent, and is wearing a dress which is subtly too small for her. They are in the middle of a disagreement.




Au Pair   I don’t want. I really don’t want.


Cab Driver   Why not? Why not?


Au Pair   We were dancing.


Cab Driver   Come in the room. Just for a while. It’s an interesting room.


The Au Pair moves into the room, leaving the door open.


Au Pair   Do you know my name? Can you even my name remember?


Cab Driver   Can I your name what?


Au Pair   Ah, the verb …


Cab Driver   The verb?


Au Pair   Yes. In my country the verb comes last.


Cab Driver   Not in ours.


Au Pair   No.


Cab Driver   We get on with it. (He looks her in the eye.)


Tell me, then. If it’s so important.


Au Pair   Marie. And you?


Cab Driver   Fred.


Au Pair   I can’t call you Fred.


Cab Driver   Why not?


He closes the door. Pitch dark. The Au Pair giggles.


Au Pair   It’s so dark. My God, look how dark it is.


Cab Driver   You’ll be all right. Whatever happens you’ll be all right. Girls say they’re scared, but what are they scared of?


Au Pair   The dark. They’re scared of the dark.


The Cab Driver lights a match and makes a big arc with it.


Cab Driver   This way, my dear.


The Au Pair smiles, slightly charmed. He lights a cigarette with the match, then pulls at a string above his head. A bare light bulb comes on. We are in a dusty store-room. Cardboard boxes, not much else.


Why not tonight? Just tell me, why not?


Au Pair   Because.


Cab Driver   Girls all say ‘because’. I don’t know what ‘because’ means.


Au Pair   It means because.


Cab Driver   Because it’s Tuesday? Because it’s been raining?


Au Pair   Just because.


Cab Driver   Because you don’t fancy me? It’s hardly likely, is it?


Au Pair   Why not?


Cab Driver   Well, just look at me.


Au Pair   It’s so dark I can’t see you.


Cab Driver   So it can’t be that then, can it?


The Au Pair looks away, not responding.


What’s the problem? I promise you, I won’t tell anyone.


Au Pair   Oh, that’s great. That’s a real come-on …


Cab Driver   What’s wrong with that?


Au Pair   That makes me feel really sexy. What a great line! ‘I won’t tell anyone’!


Cab Driver   Well, no one’ll know.


The Au Pair throws a sideways glance at him.


Au Pair   I saw you looking …


Cab Driver   What do you mean?


Au Pair   More with the blonde than with me you danced.







OEBPS/a12_online.jpg
The Girl

The Au Pair

The Married Woman Nicole Kidman
The Model

The Actress

The Cab Driver

The Student

The Politician Iain Glen
The Playwright

The Aristocrat





OEBPS/9780571300617_cover_epub.jpg
fi

rLA

The Blue Room

freely adapred
from Arthur Schnitzler’s La Ronde
by David Hare






OEBPS/a16_online.jpg





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





