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Introduction





The first of the plays here collected, chronologically speaking, is Total Eclipse, which was written in 1967 and which I now tend to think of, quite inaccurately, as the start of my career. This may be because my earlier writings, as schoolboy or student, were tentative experiments produced with the fluency and unselfconsciousness of an amateur, whereas this was a commissioned play more than likely to be professionally produced in front of paying customers; or because I had always considered my first play, When Did You Last See My Mother?, given a Sunday-night production by the Royal Court Theatre and kindly (no doubt too kindly) received by the critics, to be a kind of dry-run for this much more ambitious piece; or even because the beginnings of a literary career and the potentialities of a writer’s life were in a sense the very subject I was examining in the play.


Language students at Oxford are given the option of extending their course for a year in order to work abroad and thus improve one or other of their languages. The amount of time I had spent in my second year mounting my plays, first in Oxford and then in London, combined with a no more than vestigial ability to speak German, made this in my case a necessity. My sympathetic and resourceful tutors found me a post in one of those vast municipal theatres which, then as now, possessed the resources to spend more money making armour for a single production than a comparable English theatre might receive in a year. So it was in Hamburg that I began writing the play, on 1 April to be precise, which seemed an appropriate date for so foolishly ambitious an undertaking.


My days in Hamburg were numbered. I had not enjoyed my time in the city: but, more to the point, there had been a misunderstanding about the nature of my Studienstelle, which turned out to be an honorary rather than a salaried position. I used this difficulty as an excuse to make an early getaway to Paris: where, under far more congenial circumstances, supporting myself with a translation job I was lucky to find, I pressed on into the summer with the play, which I eventually completed back in England in September.


Second plays were somewhat easier to place in those days than in the present, colder climate; still, production was by no means a foregone conclusion. The play had been commissioned by Michael Codron for the West End, but he soon decided, I’m sure correctly, that its dubious commercial prospects could never justify its expensive requirements, in terms of size of cast and number of locations. The Royal Court’s initial response, meanwhile, was cautious. I began to be tormented by the idea that the piece, which had been at the forefront of my mind now for a number of years, would never be performed. Then, one day, unexpectedly, Robert Kidd (who had directed my first play) and William Gaskill (Artistic Director at the Royal Court) arrived in Oxford and asked me to read the play to them. They settled into the only two chairs in the room: I sat up on the bed and read. At the end there was a long silence, before Bill said, ‘All right, we’ll do it.’


This was not his only act of generosity towards me, as I’m happy to be able to acknowledge here. He also invented a job for me, which was given the resonant title of Resident Dramatist in the (successful) hope of attracting support from the Arts Council. And so, two weeks after graduating, I arrived for the start of rehearsals on Total Eclipse and a formative two years’ work at the Royal Court.


The play was tepidly received at the time, but has since had more productions, I would guess, than any of my others; it seems to speak to a limited audience, but to speak to them loud and clear. Enthusiastic strangers have told me how much the play means to them in Utah and in Tokyo. For me, it was a means of posing a number of questions around a central puzzle, namely, what does it mean to be a writer? What could one reasonably hope to achieve? What were the pleasures and torments and what, if any, the responsibilities? Might one change the world, or would it prove beyond one’s abilities even to change oneself? I still, of course, have no settled answers to these questions; but at that time it seemed that by examining two writers, Rimbaud and Verlaine, who had reached diametrically opposite conclusions on all these issues, despite their strong influence on one another, despite even the fact that they were lovers, some kind of fruitful internal debate might be triggered. For reasons I couldn’t have explained then and still can’t now, it seemed important to include the barest minimum of literary discussion in the play; to contemplate, in other words, only their lives and to leave with a scene which emphasized, despite the violence of their opposition, their fundamental solidarity as writers. Except in that final scene, I stuck firmly to the known facts (‘Did you plunder my book?’ Enid Starkie asked me when we met to discuss the play and seemed delighted when I admitted that I had), in the belief that reality will always yield more in the way of unexpected twists and poetic illumination than the most extravagant fictions.


Because the play is so central to me, I have had the greatest difficulty leaving it alone: consequently, there are four different published versions, two British and two American, of which I have chosen, for publication here, the third version, published after the revival at the Lyric, Hammersmith, in 1981, directed by David Hare. The fairly extensive changes for this production were made with David’s help and encouragement and I haven’t yet repented of them: but I still can’t guarantee that this will remain my final version of Total Eclipse.


 


Molière was one of my special subjects at Oxford; and as I worked on Le Misanthrope, it occurred to me that in the climate of abrasive candour which characterized the late 1960s, Alceste would have been quite at home: whereas his opposite, a man concerned above all to cause no offence and be an unfailing source of sweetness and light, would very likely succeed only in raising hackles wherever he went. This notion was the germ from which The Philanthropist grew. As a setting which might be a modern equivalent of Molière’s world, in which clever and envious people with a startling amount of leisure time sit around demolishing their colleagues, thoroughly insulated against any external pressures or upheavals, the university naturally suggested itself. Nowadays, no doubt, the bubble has burst and universities are as subject as the rest of us to the harsh rigours of market forces; but in 1968, as campuses erupted all over Europe, Oxford seemed as sleepy as ever, cocooned and self-regarding.


These are the factors which anchor The Philanthropist to its time; but I was also interested in applying Molière’s method (comedy in which a character is examined in the light of a defining trait, such as hypocrisy or lust or avarice) to the study of what might technically be described as a virtue rather than a vice: compulsive amiability.


I began writing the play in February 1969, but pressure of work at the Royal Court, where I was now running the literary department, slowed me down and it was not until August, by which time I had agreed to stay on another year and acquired an assistant (and successor) in the shape of David Hare, that I was able to deliver. As with Total Eclipse, it was almost a year before the play reached the stage. During this time, I was happily employed providing new versions of Uncle Vanya (for Anthony Page at the Court) and Hedda Gabler (for Peter Gill at Stratford, Ontario), but The Philanthropist’s lack of progress was a constant source of anxiety. It was too soon for the Court to have refined what later became one of its deadlier techniques, refusal to produce the Resident Dramatist’s play, but The Philanthropist was being passed from one distinguished director to another, without ever arriving at one whose dates or casting requirements or overall reservations about the play would allow him to sign the necessary bit of paper. Robert Kidd, meanwhile, fired from the Court, so he very plausibly claimed, for having received better reviews than he deserved, was in Manchester, working off a nine-month contract with Granada TV.


Eventually Robert was free, an exceptionally strong cast was quickly assembled and despite a quite serious outbreak of last-minute management jitters about the viability of the play, it opened on an early August evening in 1970, so sweltering that some unfortunate patron noisily passed out near the beginning of the second act: which made it particularly satisfying that the play’s success (Michael Codron moved it to the West End, where it became, as far as I know, the Court’s longest-running straight play) largely contributed towards the installation of the theatre’s air-conditioning system. The week after the opening my time at the Court was up and I was on my own.


The text used here is the second edition, published to coincide with a revival of the play in Chichester in 1985. Apart from a certain streamlining, amounting to perhaps five minutes of cuts, it remains identical to the first edition, not to say the first draft of the play.


 


On 23rd February 1969, the Sunday Times Colour Magazine published an article by Norman Lewis called ‘Genocide’, which dealt with the destruction of the Brazilian Indians. Among the many appalling examples of systematic extermination discussed by Mr Lewis and ranging from the sixteenth century to the present day was one which involved the slaughter of large numbers of the Cintas Largas tribe, supervised by one Francisco de Brito, ‘general overseer of the rubber extraction firm of Arruda and Junqueira of Juina-Mirim near Aripuanã, on the river Juruena’ in the early sixties.


‘It was seen as essential’, Mr Lewis writes, ‘to produce the maximum number of casualties in one single devastating attack, at a time when as many Indians as possible would be present in the village, and an expert was found to advise that this could best be done at the annual feast of the “Quarup”. This great ceremony lasts for a day and a night, and under one name or another it is conducted by almost all the Indian tribes whose culture has not been destroyed. The “Quarup” is a theatrical representation of the legends of creation interwoven with those of the tribe itself, both a mystery play and a family reunion attended not only by the living but by the ancestral spirits. These appear as dancers in masquerade, to be consulted on immediate problems, to comfort the mourners, to testify that not even death can disrupt the unity of the tribe.


‘A Cessna light ’plane used for ordinary commercial services was hired for the attack, and its normal pilot replaced by an adventurer of mixed Italian-Japanese birth. It was loaded with sticks of dynamite – “bananas” they are called in Brazil – and took off from a jungle airstrip near Aripuanã. The Cessna arrived over the village at about midday. The Indians had been preparing themselves all night by prayer and singing, and now they were all gathered in the open space in the village’s centre. On the first run packets of sugar were dropped to calm the fears of those who had scattered and run for shelter at the sight of the ’plane. They had opened the packets and were tasting the sugar ten minutes later when it returned to carry out the attack. No-one has ever been able to find out how many Indians were killed, because the bodies were buried in the bank of the river and the village deserted.’


It is this incident which forms, and which I knew as I read the article would form, the climax of this play. How this insistent image developed over the next four years into the finished play is a long and irrelevant story I need not go into here, except to mention that it involved first a realisation that it would be impossible to deal with the ‘Indian problem’ at all adequately without taking into account the current political situation, and second a journey to Brazil, which confirmed much of what I had researched in England, as well as providing one or two of those revelations which seem so obvious in hindsight, notably that the average urban Brazilian has far too many difficulties in his life to allow himself the luxury of worrying about the Indian of the interior, of whose existence he is in fact largely ignorant.


The legends spoken by West are based, respectively, on myths of the Kayapo-Gorotire, Macuxi, Arekuna, Xipaya, Xerente and Tukuna tribes. Two of them (‘The Origin of Music’ and ‘The Life After Death’) I found in Vol. 11 of the immense Mythology of All Ages (ed. Alexander), and the rest are from the first two volumes of Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Mythologiques – Le Cru et le Cuit and Du Miel aux Cendres. The geographical area covered by these tribes is enormous – from the Xingu to the Colombian border to and perhaps even across the borders of Venezuela and Guyana – but I felt no necessity to choose myths from a specific area of Brazil, any more than I felt restricted when I was informed by various anthropologists and friends that strictly speaking the Cintas Largas tribe could not have been performing a ‘Quarup’, as this is a ceremony limited to the Xingu area. The point is, as Norman Lewis says, that ‘this great ceremony … under one name or another … is conducted by almost all the Indian tribes whose culture has not been destroyed’; and since what is in question is not only the fate of individual tribes, but the survival of an entire race, I haven’t hesitated to sacrifice scrupulous anthropological accuracy to what seemed to me to be most appropriate dramatically.


As to the political background of the play it is perhaps enough to say that an American-backed military coup took place in Brazil on 1st April 1964; that a serious urban guerrilla movement under the leadership of Carlos Marighela of the A.L.N. (Ação Libertadora Nacional) was established in 1968; that the military dictatorship consolidated its position in December 1968 with the notorious Fifth Institutional Act, designed to suppress all political and civil opposition; that between September 1969 and December 1970 ambassadors and embassy officials from the U.S.A., Japan, West Germany and Switzerland were kidnapped and exchanged for varying numbers of political prisoners; and that the urban guerrilla movement began slowly to fall apart after Marighela had been killed by the police in November 1969. The West-Carlos section of the play is set in early 1971 – in other words at a time when intense police pressure and the widespread use of torture was undermining and destroying the revolutionary movement: the event is fictional but the circumstances and outcome are, I think, not too unlikely.


 


Treats was the last of the five plays I wrote for the Royal Court. It was also the shortest, the one which took longest to write and, by a considerable margin, the one which was least well received by the critics. It had its origins in two disparate ideas, one visual and one literary. First, I was haunted by the simple notion of a set which would represent a half-furnished room; and second, while I had naturally been delighted by the success of a translation I had made of A Doll’s House, which had opened in New York in 1971 and caught the crest of the Women’s Liberation wave, in retrospect there seemed something disturbing about this fashionable endorsement. Ibsen, after all, had designed the play to provoke; now it seemed the last word in social orthodoxy. And yet, as everybody knew, there were still just as many women trapped in unsatisfactory, restrictive and degrading relationships as ever there could have been in the 1870s.


Inclining my head to tradition, I began writing the play on 1 April 1974. It tormented me for almost a year, during which, at various times, I rented rooms in Oxford and London in order to try to knock it on the head. Finally, early in 1976, it reached the stage.


An author who sets out to provoke can hardly complain if his aim is achieved. And, in any case, slightly to our amazement, the play broke a box-office record at the Royal Court and went on, again with Michael Codron’s help, to a respectable run in the West End. Strangely enough, I found the critical reception rather bracing. All the same, the play formed a full-stop to the first phase of my career. I kept in touch with the theatre by writing translations, but I wanted to explore other avenues and it was more than five years before I attempted another original play. And then it was not for the Royal Court: I had a conviction it was a theatre for new writers, a description to which I could no longer lay claim. Still, it should be clear from the above that the plays in this volume were largely influenced by things I learned and supported by friends I made at the Court.


The version of Treats published here is the original text. Whether or not the memory of the agonies and mathematical rigours of its construction has caused me to shy away from the effort of revision, I can’t say. In any event, the revival of the play at the Hampstead Theatre in 1989 made no changes. The critical response was noticeably mellower, but I was pleased to see the piece had not entirely lost its capacity to irritate.
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New Production





This new production of Total Eclipse opened at the Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith on 5 May 1981. The cast was as follows:




Paul Verlaine Simon Callow


Mme Mauté de Fleurville Eileen Page


Mathilde Verlaine Lynsey Baxter


Arthur Rimbaud Hilton McRae


M. Mauté de Fleurville Tim Seely


Charles Cros William Sleigh


Étienne Carjat Tim Seely


Jean Aicard Peter McKriel


Judge Théodore T’Serstevens Tim Seely


Clerk Peter McKriel


Eugénie Krantz Judith Barker


Barman William Sleigh


Isabelle Rimbaud Anna Nyghe


 


Directed David Hare


Designed Hayden Griffin






















First Performance





The first performance of Total Eclipse was given at the Royal Court Theatre on 11 September 1968. The cast was as follows:




Mme Mauté de Fleurville,


Verlaine’s mother-in-law Kathleen Byron


Mathilde Verlaine, Verlaine’s wife Michele Dotrice


Arthur Rimbaud Victor Henry


Paul Verlaine John Grillo


Charles Cros Malcolm Ingram


M. Mauté de Fleurville Nigel Hawthorne


Étienne Carjat Nigel Hawthorne


Ernest Cabaner William Hoyland


Jean Aicard Stanley Lebor


Clerk Stanley Lebor


Judge Théodore T’Serstevens Nigel Hawthorne


Eugénie Krantz Ursula Smith


Isabelle Rimbaud, Rimbaud’s sister Gillian Martell


Barman William Hoyland


Maid Judy Liebert


Artists, customers in cafés etc.


 


Directed Robert Kidd


Designed Patrick Procktor
























Act One
























SCENE ONE










Verlaine’s Voice   Sometimes he speaks, in a kind of tender dialect, of the death which causes repentance, of the unhappy men who certainly exist, of painful tasks and heart-rending departures. In the hovels where we got drunk, he wept, looking at those who surrounded us, the cattle of poverty. He lifted up drunks in the black streets. He had the pity a bad mother has for small children. He moved with the grace of a little girl at catechism. He pretended to know about everything, business, art, medicine. I followed him, I had to!




During this, the lights go up on the drawing-room/ conservatory of the Paris home of the Mautés de Fleurville at 14, Rue Nicolet. It’s the 10th September, 1871. Indications of discreet affluence. Mme Mauté de Fleurville, a handsome middle-aged woman, is trimming flowers and handing them to her daughter, Mathilde Verlaine, who arranges them in a vase. Mathilde is an attractive girl of 18, now 8 months pregnant.


The women continue working for a moment in silence; then a strange, incongruous figure enters the room and stands for a moment, waiting in the shadows, watching them. Neither of them notices him. He is Arthur Rimbaud. His appearance is striking. He is not quite 17 and looks his age. His hands are large and dirty. His tie hangs loose round his neck like a piece of old string. His trousers are too short and end an inch above his blue socks. His boots are filthy. He’s extremely good-looking: thin lips, cold, grey eyes. Eventually he speaks, startling the women considerably.





Rimbaud   Evening. I’m looking for M. Paul Verlaine.


Mme M. de F.   Are you … M. Rimbaud?


Rimbaud   Yes.


Mme M. de F.   Oh, M. Rimbaud, I am Mme Mauté de Fleurville, M. Verlaine’s mother-in-law. And this is Mme Verlaine, my daughter.




Rimbaud smiles frostily, nodding to the two women.





Mme M. de F.   You’re not with M. Verlaine?


Rimbaud   No.


Mme M. de F.   Only he went to the station to meet you. I suppose he must have missed you.


Rimbaud   Yes, well he doesn’t know what I look like, does he?


Mme M. de F.   Er, how did you get here?


Rimbaud   Walked.




Silence.





Mme M. de F.   Perhaps … would you like a wash?


Rimbaud   (considers this a moment) No thanks.


Mme M. de F.   Did you give your luggage to one of the servants?


Rimbaud   I didn’t meet any servants.


Mme M. de F.   Well, then, it’s in the hall, is it?


Rimbaud   What?


Mme M. de F.   Your luggage.


Rimbaud   I haven’t got any luggage.


Mme M. de F.   No … luggage?


Rimbaud   No.


Mme M. de F.   Oh.




Silence.





Mathilde   Won’t you sit down, M. Rimbaud?




Rimbaud does so, slouching back in the chair and reaching into his pocket to find a repulsive old clay pipe and some matches. He lights the pipe, sucking noisily.





Rimbaud   Mind if I smoke?


Mme M. de F.   (with obvious distaste) Not at all. 




Silence.





M. Verlaine and I were very impressed by your poetry.


Rimbaud   He let you read it?


Mme M. de F.   Oh yes, I’m a fervent admirer of the Muse. We’re great friends with M. Victor Hugo, you know. He’s an utterly charming gentleman.


Rimbaud   He’s getting a bit senile.


Mme M. de F.   I don’t think so. He still has perfect command of his faculties. Naturally to the young he seems a little elderly. But then the young must always be revolutionary.


Mathilde   You’re even younger than we thought you were.


Rimbaud   Oh, yes?


Mathilde   How old are you?


Mme M. de F.   Darling, it’s not very polite to ask people their ages.


Mathilde   I’m sorry. I was just so interested.




Rimbaud, ignoring this exchange, has risen and crossed to the window. He stands, looking out at the garden.





Rimbaud   Pleasant view.


Mme M. de F.   Yes, charming, isn’t it?


Rimbaud   Pleasant.




Rimbaud picks up a china animal, considers it with distaste, puts it down and turns back to the window. At this moment, Paul Verlaine hurries in. He’s 27, bearded, but already going bald. He’s well-dressed and looks like a civil servant with private means – which is what he is. He doesn’t at first notice Rimbaud.





Verlaine   I combed the station but no sign of him.


Rimbaud   (without turning round) He’s here.


Verlaine   M. Rimbaud?




He advances towards Rimbaud, hand outstretched, then, as Rimbaud turns towards him, hesitates for a moment, apparently transfixed by Rimbaud’s appearance.





Rimbaud   M. Verlaine.




They shake hands.





Verlaine   You found your own way here. What initiative.


Mme M. de F.   Good, well, I must see about organizing some dinner. I expect M. Rimbaud must be hungry.


Rimbaud   Starving.


Mme M. de F.   Yes. (to Mathilde) Come along, dear. You can give me a hand and the men can have a little chat.




She leaves with Mathilde.





Verlaine   Well, this is …




Rimbaud nods.





Verlaine   How old are you, if you don’t mind my asking?


Rimbaud   I do.


Verlaine   Oh, sorry.


Rimbaud   Sixteen.


Verlaine   Sixteen? Are you sure?


Rimbaud   Of course I’m sure.


Verlaine   It’s just that in your letter you said you were twenty-one.


Rimbaud   You never want to believe what I say in my letters.


Verlaine   I’m amazed. I thought those poems you sent me were remarkable for someone of twenty-one. For someone of sixteen, they’re – unprecedented.


Rimbaud   That’s why I told you I was twenty-one. I didn’t want you to feel patronizing before you’d read them.


Verlaine   Of course, it all becomes clearer now. The fact that your mother kept you at home with no money. If you’re sixteen. You’ve left school, have you?


Rimbaud   Yes.


Verlaine   I suppose your mother must be very angry with me.


Rimbaud   No, once she found out you’d sent me my train fare, she seemed quite happy.


Verlaine   I’m sorry I wasn’t there to meet you at the station. The thing is, your train arrived at the emerald hour. The hour of absinthe. (He grins, gesturing at the room.) I don’t suppose this is quite what you expected. My wife and I did have a flat on the Quai de la Tournelle when I was working. But what with one political upheaval and another I decided I was too sensitive for the Civil Service. So I couldn’t afford to keep on the flat. Then Mathilde’s father, rot his guts, very generously offered us a floor of this house. I thought it might be a good idea, Mathilde being pregnant and everything.


Rimbaud   And wasn’t it?


Verlaine   Yes, yes, except for my loathsome father-in-law. Fortunately for you, he’s away at the moment. On a shooting party. Where I sincerely hope he will meet with a fatal accident. My daily devotions are entirely directed to that end. (He sighs.) I suffered for that girl, you know. I had to wait over a year before I could marry her. The fates were against it. It was delayed so many times. By pestilence and war. Literally. She caught smallpox at the last minute. I thought, Mary mother, have I waited all this time to get married to a flayed hedgehog? Fortunately she was quite unmarked. Two days before the wedding one of my best friends committed suicide. Then, the next day, the final indignity, I got called up. But I was immune to all the portents. I even squirmed out of that – and I married her.


   It’s just that being pregnant’s had a bad effect on her. She’s only a child.


Rimbaud   So am I.




Mme Mauté de Fleurville comes in with Mathilde, who crosses to Verlaine and kisses him on the cheek. Then she smiles at Rimbaud, who doesn’t respond, but fills and relights his pipe.





Mme M. de F.   Dinner’s almost ready.


Rimbaud   Good, I’m famished.




Silence.





Mme M. de F.   You come from the Ardennes, don’t you, M. Rimbaud? Charleville?


Rimbaud   Yes.


Mme M. de F.   Pleasant town, Charleville, isn’t it?


Rimbaud   The last place on God’s earth.


Mathilde   And what does your father do?


Rimbaud   Drinks mostly, I believe. We haven’t seen him for ten years.


Mathilde   I’m sorry.


Rimbaud   No need to be. He’s very well out of it.




Silence.





Mme M. de F.   Perhaps you’d like to read something to us after dinner?


Rimbaud   I don’t think so.


Mathilde   Oh, why not?


Rimbaud   I don’t want to.


Mme M. de F.   M. Rimbaud’s probably tired, dear.


Rimbaud   No. I never read out my poetry.


Mathilde   Oh, but all the other poets do it. We have soirées here and …


Rimbaud   I’m not interested in what all the other poets do.


Verlaine   Don’t you think poets can learn from one another?


Rimbaud   Only if they’re bad poets.


Mathilde   I’m sure you’d enjoy our soirées. We had a lovely one last week. Poetry and music. Musset and Chopin.


Rimbaud   Musset?


Mathilde   Yes. Don’t you like Musset? He’s my favourite poet. Except for Paul, of course. Daddy was at school with him.


Rimbaud   Slovenly facile rubbish. The most objectionable and least talented of all the miserable buffoons of this dreary century. A poet for schoolboys and women.


Verlaine   Ah, but what about his plays?


Rimbaud   The theatre is beneath contempt.


Verlaine   Your opinions are firm.


Rimbaud   Shouldn’t they be?




Silence.





Listen, I must have a piss. Can you tell me where it is?




Verlaine leads him across the room, murmuring directions. Then, when Rimbaud has left, he turns back to the others.





Mme M. de F.   Well.


Mathilde   He’s not how I imagined him.


Verlaine   He’s all right.




Curtain.
























SCENE TWO








The same; 25th September, 1871.


Rimbaud walks into the empty room, smoking his pipe. He looks round the room, then, after a moment’s consideration, goes over and picks up the china animal we have already seen him handle in Scene 1. He contemplates it briefly, then deliberately drops it on the floor and smashes it. He’s moving away, back towards the door, when M. Mauté de Fleurville appears. He’s an imposing man of 64, with a white beard. He’s startled to see Rimbaud, who by contrast, seems remarkably calm.




Rimbaud   (hospitably) Morning. Everyone’s out, I’m afraid. They should be back soon. Unless you’ve come to see the old boy.


M. de F.   The old boy?


Rimbaud   M. Mauté de Fleurville. You’re not a friend of his, are you?


M. de F.   Er … no.


Rimbaud   No, I didn’t think you were. As far as I can gather he doesn’t have any friends.


M. de F.   (faintly) Really.


Rimbaud   Yes. Apparently he defeats all comers with an impregnable combination of tediousness and avarice. It is darkly rumoured that he cannot resist rifling the pockets of those who fall stunned by the monotony of his anecdotes.




M. de F. is beginning to show signs of impending fury. He utters one or two indeterminate sounds, but Rimbaud interrupts him, suavely changing tack.





You wouldn’t like to buy a crucifix by any chance, would you? (He produces one from an inside pocket.) Because I happen to have one with me which I can let you have on extremely reasonable terms. It’s ivory, I think.




M. de F. stares at the crucifix, which he recognizes as his own, with rage and incomprehension.





Tempted?

M. de F.   Who the hell are you?


Rimbaud   I might ask you the same question. Except I’d be more polite.


M. de F.   I am Mauté de Fleurville.


Rimbaud   Morning.




He exits smartly. M. de F. gapes after him. Then he hurries out the other side of the room. Hiatus. Verlaine and Mathilde appear, the former looking considerably more rumpled than in the first scene and already somewhat drunk.





Verlaine   All I’m saying is, if he goes, I go.


Mathilde   That’s just silly.


Verlaine   We can’t just put him out on the street, he’s only a boy.


Mathilde   He’s met all your friends. One of them will give him a bed for a while.




She sits down on the chaise longue and puts her feet up, grunting slightly with the effort.





Verlaine   People don’t understand him. I’m the only one who understands him.


Mathilde   Well, Daddy certainly won’t understand him.


Verlaine   I’m tired of being ordered about by that old bastard. He has no sympathy at all for my position. None of you seem to realize we had a revolution this year, which I supported. I could have been shot. If I hadn’t been thrown out of my job, do you suppose I’d have accepted his bloody charity for one moment?


Mathilde   No, but it’s …


Verlaine   I’ve been very tolerant with him, but this time I’m putting my foot down. Now do I make myself clear?


Mathilde   Yes.


Verlaine   And you’re going to give me your full support?


Mathilde   Yes.


Verlaine   I know you, the minute he comes back, you’ll start agreeing with him.


Mathilde   No. I won’t.


Verlaine   It’s not asking much, for God’s sake, all I’m doing is helping a friend. I don’t know why we have to go through all this. I’m your husband.


Mathilde   I’m sorry, Paul.


Verlaine   Are you trying to annoy me?


Mathilde   No.


Verlaine   Well, don’t.




Silence.





Mathilde   Why is it you like him so much?




Silence. Rimbaud slips into the room. He looks cheerful.





Rimbaud   I’m off.


Verlaine   No, look, you don’t have to go. We’re going to have it out with him when he gets back.


Rimbaud   He’s back.


Verlaine   What?


Rimbaud   We met. I don’t think he’s best pleased.


Verlaine   Did he ask who you were?


Rimbaud   It wasn’t that kind of conversation.


Verlaine   Well, look, we’ve decided you must stay, (to Mathilde) Haven’t we?


Mathilde   (hesitates fractionally) Yes.


Rimbaud   It doesn’t matter.


Verlaine   Of course it matters. Why should we let the old sod treat us like this?


Rimbaud   It’s his house.


Verlaine   Right, well, I’m going to say either we all stay or we all leave together, what about that?




Rimbaud smiles at Mathilde, a touch ironically.





Rimbaud   Suits me.


Verlaine   I mean, what could he do?


Mathilde   He could cut off our allowance.


Rimbaud   Ah.


Verlaine   He wouldn’t do that. Yes he would. Well, what the hell, eh, don’t you think?


Rimbaud   It’s entirely up to you.


Verlaine   Look, why don’t we discuss this over a few drinks? Then … er … I mean, look, go down and order one up for me, I’ll join you in a minute. Actually …


Rimbaud   What?


Verlaine   I do know someone who has a spare room going. What’s the joke?


Rimbaud   Nothing.


Verlaine   Listen, if you’d rather …


Rimbaud   No, no. I’ll go and order you a drink. (He starts moving towards the door, then stops, turns back and  produces a piece of paper out of his pocket.) I’ve got a list here of the books I want from Mauté’s library, I thought you might nick them for me, not all at once, one by one will do. They’ll obviously be more use to me than they are to him.




He hands the list to Verlaine. As he does so, M. de F. sweeps into the room followed by Mme. M. de F. He’s about to speak, but falls silent when he sees Rimbaud. Silence. Rimbaud grins.





Rimbaud   (to Verlaine) Don’t be long.




He leaves, bowing to the Mautés. Silence.





M. de F.   Since when have you had the right to invite people to stay here without my permission?


Verlaine   Since you had the kindness to offer the second floor of your house to Mathilde and me, I’ve treated it as our home.


M. de F.   So it is, your home, not a guest house.


Verlaine   If I can’t put up one guest in my home when I feel like it, I might as well live somewhere else.


M. de F.   If you weren’t so idle, you might be able to afford to.


Verlaine   Now, listen, you know very well, that since the Commune …


M. de F.   Any excuse.


Verlaine   I don’t notice you working your fingers to the bone.


M. de F.   Now look here, Verlaine, I want that hooligan out of my house. Is that clear?


Verlaine   (roars at him) He’s already left!




Silence.





M. de F.   And when you see him next, you’ll kindly ask him to return all the objects he’s pilfered.


Verlaine   What are you talking about?


M. de F.   I’d hardly stepped in the door when he tried to sell me one of my own crucifixes, (to his wife) Come along, dear.


Mme M. de F.   I think perhaps I’d better stay and have a word with them.


M. de F.   Will you come with me!




Cowed by his tone, Mme M. de F. follows her husband out of the room. Verlaine is still furious.





Mathilde   You’d better get him to give back Daddy’s crucifix.


Verlaine   What?


Mathilde   You must get it back from him.


Verlaine   I’ve no intention of doing anything of the sort. If your father’s capable of throwing that boy out without a penny he deserves to lose more than a few religious knick-knacks. He’s got no right to have Christ hanging all over his walls. You people don’t understand what poverty is. Do you realize that in Charleville, whenever Rimbaud wanted a book, he had to go and steal it off the bookstall.


Mathilde   That proves what sort of a person he is.




Verlaine bounds across the room, seizes Mathilde by the ankles and drags her off the chaise longue. She crashes heavily to the floor. He stands over her as she struggles to her feet, then punches her hard in the face. She goes over again, bringing down a small table as she falls. Brief silence. She moans softly. Verlaine starts forward and lifts her off the floor.





Verlaine  I’m sorry … I’m sorry, love … sorry. You shouldn’t have said that. (He helps her over towards the chaise longue.)




M. and Mme. M. de F. hurry in.





M. de F.   What’s going on? (Silence.) Mm?


Mathilde   Nothing.


M. de F.   What was all that noise then?


Mathilde   I … knocked the table over.


Mme M. de F.   Are you all right, dear?




Mathilde nods, very pale. M. de F. turns to Verlaine, and speaks in a venomous undertone.





M. de F.   There’s nothing more contemptible than a man who maltreats a woman.


Verlaine   Unless it be a man who maltreats two.




He storms out.


Curtain.
























SCENE THREE








A small attic room in the Rue de Buci; 7 November 1871.


Rimbaud is lying on a divan and Verlaine is sitting in an armchair.




Verlaine   You see, I didn’t think it really mattered who I married. I thought anybody would do. Anybody within reason.


Rimbaud   I don’t know why you wanted to get married in the first place.


Verlaine   I was tired of it all. I was living with Mother then. Only because I was too lazy to live by myself and look after myself. She did everything – and to an extent it was all right. I did what I liked and only went home to sleep or to eat or to change. But in the end it began to wear me down, the office was so boring and home was so boring, and I started to drink more and more and I had to keep slipping off to the brothel, things got worse and worse. Day after day I’d wake up fully clothed, covered with mud or with all the skin off my knuckles, feeling sick and nursing a dim memory of 3½ minutes with some horrible tart who hadn’t even bothered to take her shoes off.


   This can’t go on, I said.


   It has to stop.


   One day I went round to see Sivry, who was doing the music for a farce I was going to write and as he was showing me up to his room we passed through the Mautés main room, you know, and there she was, standing with her back to us, looking out of the window. I think we startled her because she turned round very quickly. I was stunned, she was so beautiful. She was wearing a grey and green dress and she stood in the window with the sun going down behind her. Sivry said, had I met his half-sister, Mathilde, and I said, no, unfortunately I hadn’t. So he introduced me and said I was a poet and she smiled and said how nice, she was very fond of poets.


   I tell you, that was it.


   A week later, I was in Arras, I woke up in bed with the most grisly scrubber you can imagine, sweaty she was, snoring, I was trying to tiptoe away when she woke up and called me back.


   I went back.


   Later on that morning I wrote to Sivry and told him I wanted to marry Mathilde.


   I thought she was ideal. Plenty of money. Well enough brought up to have all the wifely virtues. Innocent. Beautiful. Sixteen. She would look after me. And be there every night in my bed.


   I had to wait over a year before I could have her. It was agony. Delicious. I used to go there every evening and look at her. When the wedding was put off for the third time, I practically went berserk. And when it finally took place, I couldn’t believe it. I felt giddy all day.


   The next few months were marvellous, you know. I didn’t care about the war, the Prussians could do what they liked as far as I was concerned. I was otherwise engaged. I can’t tell you how wonderful it was. It was a kind of legalized corruption. She was impossibly coy at first, she didn’t like it, she didn’t understand it, it hurt. And then slowly she began to take to it, she relaxed, she became … inventive. And then one night, when I was very tired, she suggested it.




Silence.





Rimbaud   And now you have a son.


Verlaine   And now I have a son.




Silence.





Rimbaud   What happened last night, anyway?


Verlaine   Well, I … can’t remember it very clearly. As you know I wasn’t quite myself when I left you last night. My idea was to go to bed with her, as I think I mentioned to you.


Rimbaud   Many times.


Verlaine   Yes, well I thought, it’s a week since the child was born, it ought to be all right by now. I said I’d be careful, but, I mean, it’s been such a long time. Anyway, it was no good, she wouldn’t.


Rimbaud   So what happened?


Verlaine   I don’t know, God knows.


Rimbaud   Did you hit her again?


Verlaine   No, no, not this time. I woke up, as in Arras, with my boots on the pillow, and tiptoed away. But she didn’t call me back.


Rimbaud   So you’re still frustrated?




Verlaine nods. Silence.





Why don’t you leave her?


Verlaine   What?


Rimbaud   Leave her.


Verlaine   Why?


Rimbaud   Because she’s no good to you.


Verlaine   What do you mean?


Rimbaud   Do you love her?


Verlaine   Yes, I suppose so.


Rimbaud   Have you got anything in common with her?


Verlaine   No.


Rimbaud   Is she intelligent?


Verlaine   No.


Rimbaud   Does she understand you?


Verlaine   No.


Rimbaud   So the only thing she can give you is sex?


Verlaine   Well …


Rimbaud   Can’t you find anyone else?


Verlaine   I …


Rimbaud   You’re not that fussy, are you?


Verlaine   No.


Rimbaud   Anyone within reason would do, wouldn’t they?


Verlaine   Within reason.


Rimbaud   What about me?




Silence. Rimbaud laughs.





Are you a poet?




Silence. Verlaine smiles uneasily.





Verlaine   (cautiously) Yes.


Rimbaud   I’d say not.


Verlaine   Why?


Rimbaud   Well, I hope you wouldn’t describe that last volume of pre-marital junk as poetry?


Verlaine   I most certainly would. Very beautiful love poetry, that is.


Rimbaud   But you’ve just admitted that all you wanted to do was to go to bed with her.


Verlaine   That doesn’t make the poems any less beautiful.


Rimbaud   Doesn’t it? Doesn’t it matter that they’re lies?


Verlaine   They’re not lies. I love her.


Rimbaud   Love?


Verlaine   Yes.


Rimbaud   No such thing.


Verlaine   What do you mean?


Rimbaud   I mean it doesn’t exist. Self-interest exists. Attachment based on personal gain exists. Complacency exists. But not love. It has to be re-invented.


Verlaine   You’re wrong.


Rimbaud   Well, all right, if you care to describe what binds families and married couples together as love rather than stupidity or selfishness or fear, then we’ll say that love does exist. In which case it’s useless, it doesn’t help. It’s for cowards.


Verlaine   You’re wrong.


Rimbaud   When I was in Paris in February this year, when everything was in a state of chaos, I was staying the night in a barracks and I was sexually assaulted by four drunken soldiers. I didn’t like it at the time, but when I got back to Charleville, thinking about it, I began to realize how valuable it had been to me. It clarified things in my mind which had been vague. It gave my imagination textures. And I understood that what I needed, to be the first poet of this century, the first poet since Racine or since the Greeks, was to experience everything in my body. I knew what it was like to be a model pupil, top of the class, now I wanted to disgust them instead of pleasing them. I knew what it was like to take communion, I wanted to take drugs. I knew what it was like to be chaste, I wanted perversions. It was no longer enough for me to be one person, I decided to be everyone. I decided to be a genius. I decided to be Christ. I decided to originate the future.


   The fact that I often regarded my ambition as ludicrous and pathetic pleased me, it was what I wanted, contrast, conflict inside my head, that was good. While other writers looked at themselves in the mirror, accepted what they saw, and jotted it down, I liked to see a mirror in the mirror, so that I could turn round whenever I felt like it and always find endless vistas of myself.


   However, what I say is immaterial, it’s what I write that counts.


   If you help me, I’ll help you.


Verlaine   How can I help you?


Rimbaud   By leaving your wife. As far as I can see, it’s the only hope there is for you. Not only are you unhappy as you are, it’s not even doing you any good. What are you going to do, write domestic poetry for the rest of your life? Bringing up baby? Epics of the Civil Service? Or will you be forced, you, Verlaine, to write impersonal poetry? Foolish plays and feeble historical reconstructions? If you leave her and come with me, both of us will benefit. And when we’ve got as much from one another as we can, we split up and move on. You could even go back to your wife again.


   It’s just a suggestion, it’s up to you.


Verlaine   You seem to forget that I have a son now.


Rimbaud   On the contrary, that’s what makes it so ideal. If you leave your wife now, you won’t be leaving her alone. She can spend all her time bringing up her son. That’s what my father did, he just upped and left us one day, he couldn’t have done a wiser thing. Except he’d left it a bit late.


Verlaine   But how would we live?


Rimbaud   You’ve got some money, haven’t you?


Verlaine   Ah, now I understand. I help you by supporting you, and you help me by renewing my rusty old inspiration. Is that it?


Rimbaud   Not altogether.


Verlaine   Well, how else are you going to help me, then?


Rimbaud   You name it.




Long silence.


Curtain.












OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/9780571318308_cover_epub.jpg
fi

CONTEMPORAKY CLASSICS

Christopher Hampton: Plays

Tortal Eclipse « The Philanthropist
Savages . Treats

Introduced by the author






OEBPS/faber_and_faber_newlogo_1_online.png
i

FABER & FABRBER





