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MAX FRISCH 

Born in 1911 in Zurich ( and thus old enough to have lived 
through two world wars ) ,  Max Frisch has been for some fifteen 
years one of the outstanding literary figures in Europe. That he 
has remained up until this time almost totally unknown in 
America is partly a result of his own lack of interest in a world
wide reputation, but is probably more particularly a commentary 
on the present state of the theatre in America . Even Frisch's 
equally distinguished fellow-countryman, Friedrich Duerren
matt, has at least enjoyed a sort of succes de scandale on Broad
way with his The Visit, but The Chinese Wall-written in 
1946 and revised in 1955-is the first Frisch play to be trans
lated and published in America. 

Frisch is-and has been throughout his adult life-an archi
tect by profession, a writer by avocation, which may account 
for his persistent experimentalism and his indifference to com
mercial considerations. His style, as exemplified in The Chinese 
Wall, is obviously indebted to Brecht, but even more to 
Thornton Wilder, whose The Skin of Our Teeth may be seen 
as the optimistic other side of the coin to Frisch's deeply 
pessimistic uworld theatre" in The Chinese Wall. 

Although Frisch had written several plays, novels, and stories 
before he wrote The Chinese Wall, it was this play that first 
brought him fame beyond the borders of Switzerland. Its 
impact on a world which was still listening to the echoes of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki is not hard to imagine. It was fol
lowed by several other works exhibiting that peculiar bitter
sweet blend of ironic wit and profound despair that is the 
trademark of Frisch as a writer-Graf Oederland ( 1951 ) ,  Don 
Juan, oder Die Liebe zur Geometrie ( 1953 ) , and Biedermann 
und die Brandstifter ( 19 59 ) . 

The latter is a good example of Frisch's indefatigable passion 
for revision ( a  passion he shares with Duerrenmatt ) .  Originally 

5 



6 l\1AX FRISCH 

written in 1953 as a radio play, it was reworked in 1959 into a 
stage play, and then in 1960 was re-rcvised and produced as 
Biedermann und Die Holle. The "Don Juan" of the play 
bearing his name originally appeared as a minor character in 
The Chinese \Vall. Graf Oederland was originally an extended 
prose sketch in one of Frisch's published diaries. 

In addition to his plays, Frisch has published several novels 
( two of which, Stiller and Homo Faber, have been translated 
into English ) ,  diaries, and various literary and political essays . 
He has in recent years received a number of literary prizes. He 
travels frequently; shortly after \Vorld War II, he spent a year 
in America on a Rockefeller grant. 

He is at present living near Zurich and continuing his twin 
careers of architecture and literature. 

-J.R. 



JAMES L. ROSENBERG 

Translator James L. Rosenberg reports that he has been in and 
out of theatre all his life, in one way or another, although his 
professional career has been as a teacher of English . 

The son of a newspaper editor, Rosenberg was born in 
Sheridan, Wyoming, in 1921 but grew up in southern Cali
fornia. After four years' service in a combat infantry division 
during 'Vorld 'Var II and what he calls "a tour of duty with 
stock companies in New England," Rosenberg married and 
returned to school-the University of California and then the 
Universitv of Denver, from which he received his Ph .D. in 1954 . 

.I 

Professor of English at Kansas State University and, in 1961-
1962, visiting Professor of Theatre at Tulane, Mr. Rosenberg 
has published a verse translation of Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight and a volume of his poetry, A Primer of Kinetics. 





INTRODUCTION 

When I was in Germany in 1958 I was told by a lady busy 
with the translation, distribution, and production of American 
plays in various cities there that though the theatre in that 
country was most active very few new German plays of dis
tinction were being written . The exceptions were the plays of 
two Swiss writers, Friedrich Duerrenmatt and Max Frisch . \.Ve 
know Duerrenmatt as a dramatist through The Visit in which 
Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne starred. Max Frisch, who was 
born in 19ll, makes his English-language bow here as a play
wright with The Chinese Wall, which he wrote in 1946 and 
revised in 1955. 

I know of no play which is more universally contemporary 
than The Chinese Wall. And it may be significant that such a 
play comes from a traditionally noncombatant country sur
rounded on all sides by nations whose histories may be read as 
a long series of wars with their aftermaths and the continued 
anticipation or fear of further wars. 

The reason for this anomaly may be that neutrality no longer 
has the sound of safety which characterized the term up to 
1945. And the reason I refer to the play's contemporaneity 
before anything else which distinguishes it is that the central 
question of our time is not the struggle between East and \Vest 
or between two ideologies but rather the survival of man. 
((Europe" says one of the characters in the play ((is death," but 
he is a character out of the past. The ((eternal" lovers of 
history (hence contemporary ) realize that ((The world's be
come a single grave." 

The subject of the play then is this all-embracing preoccu
pation of  our day, the problem transcending all parties or 
national issues. Yet the author calls his play-and this too is 
utterly characteristic-a ((farce." I t  is a farce because of its 
theatrical form-a morality play in terms of a masquerade, 

9 



1 0  MAX FRISCH 

almost a spoof. No realistic illusion is sought : "the stage re
mains a stage" as the author notes for the director's benefit. 
TI1us it is possible for Hitler to appear as a guest at the in
auguration ball of the Chinese Wall ( 221 n.c. ) , for a con
temporary to converse with Napoleon, Brutus, Don Juan, 
Columbus-and Cleopatra to sit on a Chinese Emperor's knee. 
Yet all through this toying with time and history one senses the 
author's agony over our present dilemma. 

Another farcical aspect of the situation is that its horror, 
which has been so often described ( and photographed ) ,  still 
makes relatively little impression . "The end of history" in this 
country at least still strikes many as so much science fiction, a 
theme for sensational film exploitation . Many of our "serious" 
discussions are in fact frivolous, for while they may lead our 
minds to a view of total extinction no one will actually take its 
possibility seriously. Our air-raid exercises are more propaganda 
than precaution. 

"We are face to face with the choice: will there be a human 
race or not? The end of the world can be manufactured . The 
more we become able to do ( thanks to technology ) the more 
nakedly we stand l ike Adam and Eve before the primal ques
tion 'What do we want.' " Thus speaks the Contemporary, the 
central figure in The Chinese Wall, who stands in the midst of 
the frolic of his arguments, images, quips, stage tricks and 
diversions somewhat in the manner that we, readers and spec
tators, occupy our time in diverse entertainments while we 
rarely turn to the real issue. 

During the Thirties most of the ironies of The Chinese Wall 
might have been dubbed "left-wing" stuff. For example, the 
Chinese Emperor says "We are going to build a wall" and the 
Contemporary answers "Against the barbarian I know. For the 
barbarians are always the others . . .  and culture, that's always 
us. And therefore we must liberate other people, for we (and 
not the others ) are the Free World." The Emperor constantly 
reiterates that he works for Peace-which he defines as "The 
Great Order [his own regime], the True Order, the Only Order, 
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the Final Order." But in the context of the play these jokes lose 
all their "radical" color, for the very notion of radicalism or 

revolution ( as the words are ordinarily understood ) become 
absurd: so many delusions which lead to the futile repeti tion 
of old follies . We have come to a point of time when a wholly 
new sort of thinking has become imperative and distinction 
between right and left are fast becoming almost as obsolete as 
the chop logic of high-school debating societies. 

The author makes merry and even kids his own method (bor
rowed in part from Brecht, to whom in the course of the play 
he makes jocular reference ) ,  but the play cannot be set down 
as "hopeful"-for hope in the sense of an abiding optimism 
would in this connection be tantamount to obscenity. "You 
have said what you had to say," the Chinese Princess says re
assuringly. The Contemporary replies "And achieved nothing." 
"And still," replies Her Grace, "and still you had to say it." 

So The Chinese Wall, which is both inte1ligent and naif, as 
smiling as a parade and as earnest as a Jeremiad, gentle and 
mordant, does not conclude with an "answer" or a "solution ." 
It simply bids us attend. As lament or as farce it calls us to 
the order of the day. In this regard, it is less and more than a 
"play." 

HAROLD CLURMAN 





The purpose of Spotlight Dramabooks is to introduce single plays 
by distinguished contemporary authors. For a complete list of these 
and other Drama books (collections of plays and drama criticism), 
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CHARACTERS 

THE CoNTEl\IPORARY 
HwANG TI, Emperor of China 
l\1EE LAN, his daughter 
\Vu TsrANG, a Chinese prince 
0LAN, a Chinese mother 
THE l\1 UTE, her son 
Sm, a servant 
DA HrNG YEN I, II, III, Masters of the Revels 
Fu CHu, a Chinese executioner 
A HERALD, SoLDIERs, MANDARINs, WAITERS, EuNucHs, JouRNAL· 

ISTS 
THE MASKERS 

Rol\IEO and JuLIET 
NAPOLEON BoNAPARTE 
CoLul'.mus 
L'INCONNUE DE LA SEINE 
PONTIUS PILATE 
DoN JuAN 
BRUTUS 
PHILIP OF SPAIN 
CLEOPATRA 
MARY STUART 
A GENTLEMAN IN A TAll. COAT 
A GENTLEMAN IN A CuTAWAY 





PROLOGUE 

The CoNTEMPORARY steps fonvard in front of a drop curtain on 
which is painted in realistic style the Chinese \Vall. 

THE CoNTEMPORARY. Ladies and gentlemen. You are looking at 
the Chinese Wall, the greatest edifice in the history of mankind. 
It measures ( according to the encyclopedia ) over ten thousand 
li, or-to express it more concretely-the distance between Ber
lin and New York. According to newspaper reports, the structure 
is in poor condition; recently, indeed, there has been talk of the 
government's tearing it down, on the ground that here, as it 
stands, it no longer serves any real purpose. The Chinese Wall 
( or, as the Chinese say, the Great Wall ) ,  planned as a defensive 
rampart against the barbaric peoples from the steppes of Cen
tral Asia, is another one of these constantly repeated attempts 
to hold back time, to dam up history, and, as we know today, 
it has not succeeded. Time will not be held back. This great 
work was completed under the reign of the glorious Emperor 
Tsin She Hwang Ti, who tonight will personally appear on our 
stage. As for the remainder of that with which this evening's 
action is concerned, and so that no false expectations may be 
aroused, let me read to you the additional characters in our play 
[He reads from a list] : Romeo and Juliet; Philip of Spain; Mee 
Lan, a Chinese princess; Pontius Pilate; L'Inconnue de la Seine; 
Alexander the Great-oh, yes, after a consultation with the 
author, we have changed that :  we will present Napoleon instead 
( in this play, it really makes no difference, and we've got to 
remember our wardrobe )-so, Napoleon Bonaparte; Brutus; 
Don Juan Tenorio; Cleopatra; Christopher Columbus. 

Two Chinese figures, 0LAN and WANG, mother and son, appear. 

In addition, you will �ee: Miscellaneous People, Courtiers, 
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20 MAX FRISCH 

Mandarins and Boards of Directors, A Waiter, An Executioner, 
Eunuchs, Newspaper Reporters--[Tlze two Chinese bow to 
him.] 
Yes-what is it? 

Olan. I am a Chinese farmer's wife. My name is Olan . I am 
the eternal mother who plays no part in the great history of the 
world. 

The Contemporary [Aside] . Naturally, she says that now, 
because later, as we shall see, she will play a most decisive role. 

Olan. We live in the time of the Great Exalted Emperor, 
Tsin She Hwang Ti, called the Son of Heaven, he who is always 
in the right. We come from the land of Chau. We have been on 
this pilgrimage for a year now. Seven times we came through 
floods, thirty times we were seized by soldiers, ninety times we 
lost our way-because there was no way. Just look at my poor 
feet! However, you are an honest man, sir, we can see that, and 
if  you tell us that we are in Nanking--

The Contemporary. We are in Nanking. 

Olan. Wang! You hear? [WANG nods.] Wang! We're m 

Nanking! Wang! [OLAN embraces her son.] 

The Contemporary. Why are you crying? 

Olan. A whole year, sir, a long year--

The Contemporary. -you have been on this pilgrimage; I 
understand. 

Olan. Do you know the Yangtse-Kiang? 

The Contemporary. In my atlas, yes .  

Olan. A whole year's walking straight ahead, then a sharp 
left; and there you are-our land :  a lovely place, sir, a fruitful 
place, you can believe me, plenty of work for us, plenty of crops 
for the Emperor. Oats and millet, rice and tobacco, bamboo, 
cotton, poppies, oh, and we have typhoons there, too, and apes 
and pheasants--
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The Contemporary. I understand. And you've just come here 
from there? 

Olan. We have come here from there. 

The Contemporary. What do you want in Nanking? 

Olan. Wang! You hear? He asks what we want in Nanking. 
Wang! He asks that. You hear? [WANG laughs silently.] We 
want to see our Emperor! 

The Contemporary. Ah. 

Olan. Tsin She Hwang Ti, called the Son of Heaven, he who 
is always in the right. They say it isn't true. 

The Contemporary. What isn't true? 

Olan. They say it through the whole land. 

The Contemporary. What? 

Olan. They say he is no Son of Heaven. 

The Contemporary. But rather-? 

Olan. A blood-sucking leech. 

The Contemporary. Hm. 

Olan. A hangman, a murderer. 

The Contemporary. Hm. 

Olan. "\Vhat do we count on the day of victory, 
We, the farmers and folk in the land? 
We count our dead, we count our dead, 
While you jingle your gold in your hand.'' 

The Contemporary. Hm. Hm. 

Olan. They go around singing it, you know. 

The Contemporary. Who does? 

Olan. Whoever has a voice. That is my son over there. My 
son is mute. He doesn't get it from me. 

The Contemporary. Mute? 
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Olan. Perhaps it's just as well that he is mute. Really, my 
son, really! There's enough stupid talk in this world simply be
cause people know how to talk. And what's the result? For forty 
years people have been saying things have got to change. rn1ey've 
got to get better. Justice will come. Peace will come. Have you 
heard the latest, sir? 

The Contemporary. I haven't yet spoken to anyone here in 
Nanking. [OLAN whispers in his ear.] Min Ko? 

Olan. That's what they call him. The Voice of the People! 
But no one has ever seen him. Only his sayings are known. Now 
the Emperor wants to have him killed. Does that mean that 
men have been singing the truth for forty years? [Drum rolls 
are heard.] Here they come! 

A Chinese HERALD enters, along with a SoLDIER with a drum, 
a SoLDIER with a lance, a SoLDIER with a footstool for the 

HERALD. 

Herald. "We, Tsin She Hwang Ti, called the Great Exalted 
Emperor, the Son of Heaven, he who is always in the right, an
nounce to the dutiful people of our realm the following 
proclamation : [Roll of drums.] Victory is ours . The barbarian 
hounds of the steppes, our last enemies, have been smashed! 
The barbarian hounds of the steppes lie, as promised, in the 
lake of their own blood. The world is ours." [Drum roll.] 

Olan. Heil. Heil . Heil. 

The HERALD looks at THE CoNTEMPORARY and waits. 

The Contemporary. Heil . [Drum roll.] 

Herald. "People of our realm! There remains one last ad
versary today in our land, a single man, who calls himself the 
Voice of the People : Min Ko. We will seek him out and find 
him, even to the remotest corner of our land. His head on 
the block! And to anyone who is caught repeating his sayings, 
the same thing will happen : His head on the block!" [Drum 
roll.] Long l ive our Great Exalted Emperor, Tsin She Hwang 
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Ti, called the Son of Heaven, he who is always in the right. 

Olan. Heil . Heil. Heil . 

The HERALD looks at THE CoNTEMPORARY and waits. 

The Contemporary. Heil. 
[The HERALD and the three SoLDIERS withdraw as they came, 

perfectly in step, like mechanical figures. 

Olan. You hear, sir? 

The Contemporary. Min Ko, the Voice of the People-his 
head on the block-. It sounds like a crisis for that party in 
power, which has conquered everything-except the truth. I 
understand. 

Olan. Come, my son, come! 

The Contemporary. One more question--

Olan. I don't know anything, sir, I don't know anything! 
Come, my son. And thank God you are mute! 

(0LAN and WANG exit. 

The Contemporary. So much for the situation in Nanking. 
You are going to ask, ladies and gentlemen, what is meant by 
all this? \Vhere is this Nanking today? And who, today, is 
Hwang Ti, the Son of Heaven, he who is always in the right? 
And this poor mute boy who can't even say a single "Heil" and 
Wu Tsiang, the general with the bloody boots, and all the rest 
-what do they all mean? Who are they? I hope you won't be 
too upset, ladies and gentlemen, if you don't find any ready 
answer to this. All that is meant (word of honor! ) is the truth, 
but, once you embrace it, you find it two-edged. [The first 
gong.] On with the play ! Place of the action : this stage. Or 
one might also say : our consciousness. Hence, for example, 
Shakespeare's characters, who exist only in our consciousness; 
and Biblical quotations, and so forth. Time of the action : this 
evening. And thus in an era when the building of Chinese 
Walls has become, you understand, a farce. [Second gong.] 
Tonight, I play the role of an intellectuaL [Third gong.] 



THE PLAY 

SCENE 1 

The stage remains a stage: right, an outside staircase in the 
Chinese manner; left, in the foreground, a group of modern 
armchairs. Ceremonial music is heard and the voices of an 
unseen company. After a while (when the spectators have had 
a chance to get used to the stage ) there appears a youthful 
pair in costumes which every theatergoer would recogmze. 

SHE. Wilt thou be gone? it is not yet near day. 
It was the nightingale and not the lark, 
That pierced the fearful hollow of thine ear; 
Nightly she sings on yond pomegranate tree. 
Believe me, love, it was the nightingale. 

He. It was the lark, the herald of the morn
I must be gone and live, or stay and die. 

She. Yond light is not day-light, I know it, I; 
Therefore stay yet; thou needst not to be gone. 

He. Let me be ta'en, let me be put to death; 
I am content, so thou wilt have it so. 

She. They come! I hear a sound! Farewell !  

He. Farewell! 

She. 0, thinkst thou we shall ever meet again? 

A WAlTER in tails appears, right. 

Waiter. Ladies and gentlemen : the Polonaise is beginning 
on the terrace. The company awaits your pleasure. 

[He disappears. 
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He. If I but knew, dear, where we are-and when ! 
I shudder at these people here. It seems, 
1l1ev've all ransacked their closets . 1l1eir costumes 
Smell of mothballs, and in truth it is 
As though they all were dead, and yet they talk 
And dance about in circles endlessly 
Like tiny figures on a musical clock. 

She. \Vhat has happened? 

He. Time-Time is standing still .  

She. Away, my love, away! and let us  flee! 

A WAITER in tails appears, left. 

25 

Waiter. Ladies and gentlemen : the Polonaise is beginning 
the terrace. The company awaits your pleasure . 

[The WAlTER disappears. 

She. 0 God, I have an ill-divining soul ! 

He. I know not what, but something strange has happened. 
"Entropy" and Ita tom": what are these? 
Somebody speaks, but no one understands. 
"Death by radiation"-what is this? 
1l1e Time, my love, the Time is standing still . 

She. Send news, my love, each hour, every day! 
Too many seconds does the year contain; 
Counting them all, I will grow old and die 
Before we meet again, love, lip to lip. 

He. 0 Juliet ! This night I'll lie with thee. 

She. 0 Romeo! beloved Romeo! 

He. How oft when men are at the point of death 
Have they been merry! 0 my love! My wife! 
The world's become a single grave. 0 eyes, 
Look, look your last ! Arms, take your last 
Embrace-thus, with a kiss, I die! 

The members of the Polonaise enter, in costumes of every 
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type: NAPOLEON, CLEOPATRA, DoN JuAN, THE MAID OF ORLEANS, 
FREDERICK THE GREAT, HELEN OF TROY, w ALLENSTEIN, MARY 

STUART, LoHENGRIN, etc. 

Someone. Here they are : Romeo and Juliet, the classic pair! 

Ro::\IEO and JuLIET are swept up and carried away by the merry
mal,ers. NAPOLEON BoNAPARTE remains behind, in half profile, 
his hand in his white vest. THE CoNTEl\IPORARY, also left behind, 

approaches him respectfully. 

The Contemporary. Excellency! Could I speak to you for a 
moment? 

Napoleon.  We are not acquainted with thee, Monsieur. 

The Contemporary. That's not surprising, Excellency. We 
live in different Times . Perhaps it would please you to hear, 
Excellency, that your fame-and I do not wish to startle you in  
any way-has survived its first century. 

Napoleon. What dost thou say? 

The Contemporary. That which concerns my insignificance, 
Excellency, since I belong to the people who are living on the 
earth today and who would like to live. 

Napoleon.  A century? sayst thou. And what-inform mel
has happened since then? 

The Contemporary. I will inform you, Excellency; that's why 
I have come. You died, if I mistake not, in the spring of 1821. 
Yet even today you remain a sort of symbol . Your personality, 
your profile ( the inner and the outer man ) ,  your glorious cam
paigns, and your hand's predilection for concealing itself in your 
vest, these are known to every educated person-indeed, to 
every half-educated person, and nowadays that's most of man
kind. You are admired, Excellency, and not only in France. 
Your letters may be read in every library--even the most in
timate ones ( in facsimile, of course ) .  If I may be explicit, 
Excellency; we are very well acquainted with you. You belong 
to those figures who people our brains, and to that degree, as 
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a figure in our thoughts, you are still living-otherwise how 
could I be speaking to you, Emperor of France?-living and 
dangerous ! 

Napoleon .  I ask, what is happening? What are the French 
doing? And the British and the Russians? Tell me that they are 
at last defeated ! 

The Contemporary. Excellency--

Napoleon. Russia can be defeated; it was an unusually hard 
winter when we marched against Russia. 

The Contemporary. We all know that very well .  

Napoleon. Russia must be defeated! 

The Contemporary. Excellency--

Napoleon .  Europe is the world-! 

The Contemporary. No more, Excellency, no more

Napoleon. \Vho is the Master of Europe? 

The Contemporary. Excellency! 

Napoleon. Why dost thou not speak, citizen? 

The Contemporary. Excellency-the atom is fissionable! 

Napoleon. What does that mean? 

The Contemporary. That means-with the troops ready, 
Excellency, and the generals ready: the next war, which we 
believe to be inevitable, will be the last. 

Napoleon. And who will win it? 

The Contemporary. No one. You can't grasp that, Excel� 
lency, I know. But it is so : the deluge can now be re�enacted. 
It remains only for the order to be given, Excellency, which 
means we are faced with the simple choice, will there be a 
mankind or not? But who, Excellency, should make this 
choice : humanity itself-or you? 

Napoleon. Thou art a democrat? 
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The Contemporary. I am worried, yes . We can no longer 
stand the adventure of absolute monarchy, Excellency, nowhere 
ever again on this earth; the risk is too great .  \Vhoever sits on 
a throne today holds the human race in his hand, their whole 
history, starting with Moses or Buddha, including the Acrop· 
olis, the Temple of Maia, Gothic cathedrals, including all of 
Western philosophy, Spanish and French painting, German 
music, Shakespeare and this youthful pair: Romeo and Juliet. 
And included in it all, our children and our children's children. 
A slight whim on the part of the man on the throne, a nervous 
breakdown, a touch of neurosis, a flame struck by his madness, 
a moment of impatience on account of indigestion-and the jig 
is up! Everything! A cloud of yellow or brown ashes boiling up 
toward the heavens in the shape of a mushroom, a dirty cauli· 
flower-and the rest is silence-radioactive silence. 

Napoleon. Why teHst thou this to us, Napoleon Bonaparte, 
banished to Saint Helena? 

The Contemporary. I don't know, Excellency7 if you can 
grasp what a contemporary has to say to you? 

Napoleon. Answer me! 

The Contemporary. Why do I come and report to you in 
your banishment? Quite frankly : You must not return, Excel· 
lency, not for a hundred days or even a hundred seconds. The 
era of great generals ( even of a great one l ike yourself )  is past. 

Napoleon. And if the people call me? 

The Contemporary. They won't. The people want to l ive. 

Napoleon. And what if I tell thee, Monsieur, that thou art 
wrong? I hear the call of the people day after day. 

Laughter in the background. THE CoNTEMPORARY turns to the 
audience. 

The Contemporary. You see, ladies and gentlemen, how 
ticklish it is speaking with these great personages who people 
our brains, these evil spirits out of the bad dream of a history 
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which must not be repeated, and who cannot grasp that which 
a contemporary has to tell them. However, I will not give 
up . . . .  

A new pair of maskers now enters, an elderly man, seemingly a 
Spanish seafarer, and a young girl, who, barefooted and m 

laughing rapture, is dancing along before him. 

L'Inconnue. Entrez dans la danse, 
Voyez comme on danse, 
Sautez, dansez, 
Embrassez cell' que vous voudrez! 

Columbus. I don't understand it . . . .  

L'Inconnue. Entrez dans la danse, 
Voyez comme on danse. . 

CoLUMBUS shakes his head. 

L'Inconnue. It's a party, my friend, a great ball, such as I 
have envisioned a thousand times behind my closed lids when 
I couldn't sleep beneath the bridges of the Seine. 

Columbus. I don't understand it. . . .  

L'Inconnue. I love exciting parties, my friend-the formal 
gardens, which I have never entered; I love the silk, the music 
which seems to make all things possible. I love the lives of 
fine people. All this, you understand, I know only from reading 
the newspapers . 

Columbus. America, they call it. . . . 

L'Inconnue. vVe must hurry, my friend, or we'll miss out on 
the Polonaise. Give me your arm! 

Columbus. America, they call it . America ! And so it's not 
India that I 've discovered? Do you understand that? Not India, 
not the truth ! [The two masl�ers disappear. 

Napoleon. Who was that? 

The Contemporary. Columbus, I think, the old Columbus. 
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Napoleon. I mean the girl . 

The Contemporary. She has no name. 

Napoleon. She mentioned the Seine. 

The Contemporary. Her life was unknown, Excellency, no 
one inquired into it. \Ve know only her death mask; it hangs 
in the shop windows and can be bought at any second-hand 
store. 'Ve call her "L'Inconnue de 1a Seine." 

Napoleon. Does that mean that even this barefooted waif is 
on the guest list? 

Tlze Contemporary. So it seems. 

Napoleon. And why haven't we been informed whose guests 
we are? 

The Contemporary. I have already told you, Excellency. 
Nowadays whoever sits on a throne holds humanity in his 
hand, the whole kaleidoscopic history of deeds and dreams, 
Romeo and Juliet, Napoleon Bonaparte, Christopher Colum
bus, and the rest-and even those who are nameless : "L'Incon
nue de la Seine"! 

The crack of a whip is heard. A Chinese master-of-ceremonies 
appears, with a pack of coolies who drag in the throne and 
place it on the stage. All this is carried out like a swift and 
flawless military drill-left, right, left, right-while periodically 
the sharp crack of an invisible whip is heard. Then they all 

disappear. 

Napoleon. 'Vhat is the meaning of all this chinoiserie? 

The Contemporary. That's the throne. 

Napoleon. And who are these here . . . ? 

From the opposite side there appear two new maskers, who 
promenade bacl� and forth like men awaiting a ceremonious 
occasion-at which they are expected; back and forth in casual 
companionship . They are a Roman and a young Spaniard who 
impatiently, while he listens, toys with a glove and peers 

mysteriously about. 
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Pilate. \Vhat is truth? Now in that time it happened that I 
was the governor of a province which was called in Hebrew 
Eriz J israel--

Don Juan. I know, I know--

Pilate. One fine morning ( it was the eve of Passover ) they 
brought him to the place of judgment and I said to them : 
What kind of complaint bringcst thou against this man? l11e 
Jews, however, answered and said so on and so forth. Then I 
went back to him and said to him : Art thou King of the 
Jews? But he replied : My kingdom is not of this world--

Don Juan. I know! 

Pilate. After this, when he had thus spoken, I went to the 
high priests and said : I find no fault in him. Then they cried 
and said : He has claimed to be the Son of God! l11en, as I 
heard these words, I was greatly afraid and returned and spoke 
to him, saying: Whither comest thou? He, however, made no 
answer. I sat then, in the scat of judgment ( that which in 
Hebrew is called Gabbatha ) and waited his answer, but in 
vain . Everyone that is of the truth heareth my voice, he said; 
then I said: What is truth? 

Don Juan. I know, we all know. 

Pilate. However, I am not fond of decisions. How can I 
decide what is the truth? l11ere was an uproar, though, and 
before the place of judgment they cried: Crucify him! Crucify 
him! And I spoke and said :  I have a custom of releasing one 
at Passover. Which do you want me to release? l11en they all 
cried together and said : Not this one, but Barabbas ! 

Don Juan. I know-I know. 

Pilate. Yet, Barabbas was a robber. 

Don Juan. A murderer. 

Pilate. Then I delivered unto them the other, that they might 
crucify him, and saw how he went out to the so-called Place 
of the Skull ( in Hebrew called Golgotha ) --
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Dox JuAN approaches L'INCONNUE and kisses her hand. 

Don Juan. l\Jademoiselle de la Seine? 

L'I ncomzue. \Vho does me this honor? 

Don Juan. A man who envies you! Not for the greatness of 
your fame, which, I fear, is inferior to mine. I envy you, 
l\1ademoiselle de la Seine, for the manner of your fame! 

L'Inconnue. How do you mean that, l\1onsieur? 

Don Juan. All the world imagines that it knows me. All 
wrong, l\1ademoiselle, all wrong! The world, on the other hand, 
admits that it knows nothing of you, nothing but the name : 
L'Inconnue de la Seine! How I envy you! 

L'Inconnue. But I am tubercular-and pregnant . . .  

Don Juan. l\1y name is Don Juan . 

The Contemporary. Of Seville? Don Juan Tenorio? 

Don Juan. You are mistaken! You know me from the theater. 
[To the audience.] I come from the hell of literature. What 
things have been imputed to me! Once, after a night of revelry, 
it's true, I took a short-cut through the cemetery and stumbled 
over a skull. And I had to laugh, God knows why. I am young, 
I hate death, that's all . When have I blasphemed against God? 
The confessor of adulteries in Seville, a priest, Gabriel Tellez, 
put it into verse. I know. May God punish him for his poetical 
fantasies ! Once there was a beggar, that's true, and I swore 
at him, for I am a Tenorio, son of a banker, and the alms-giving 
of the Tenorios disgusts me. But what else do Brecht and his 
crowd know about me? In the bordello, of which I have no 
need, I go and play chess. I am considered an intellectual !  The 
love of geometry !  \Vhatever I do or don't do, though, it's all 
misunderstood and poeticized. Who can put up with that? I 
am young and I simply want to be what I am. Where is there 
a land without literature? That's what I'm seeking, ladies and 
gentlemen : Paradise. I'm seeking the virgin land! [He turns to 
CoLUMBus.] You are, I understand, the discoverer of America? 
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Columbus. So they call it. 

Don Juan. We are compatriots! 

Columbus. I am in the service of the Spanish Crown, al
though born a Genovese--

Don Juan. Honored friend and compatriot, I want to discuss 
with you the following--

Columbus. I t's a question of truth, that's all. \Ve didn't 
voyage in the name of the Spanish Crown to discover a piece 
of land which nowadays is called ( I  don't see why ) America! 
To root out and destroy a whole race of people in the name of 
the Spanish Crown ( as later happened ) -this we did not 
voyage for! And that the fields should be torn up in the search 
for gold: That was not our purpose! 

Don Juan .  I know, I know. 

Columbus. Five years I had to wait, talking and waiting, 
five years until they built the ships. I said, we will reach India . 
And then the storm! It was not a question of India, the treas
ures of India-it was a question of truth ! Death and danger 
and hunger and thirst, God knows, these we endured, and then 
those nights that I stood chained and fettered to the mast; all 
those howling nights-! knew that we'd reach India! And we 
did reach India ! Why does he shake his head? 

Don Juan. I? 

Columbus. Him, over there. 

Pilate. Yes, yes, ·what is truth? 

Don Juan. I forgot to introduce you-: Pontius Pilate. This is 
the situation, Captain-! want to leave Europe--

L'Inconnue. Ah ! 

Don Juan. I know, Mademoiselle, what you're thinking now. 
All honor to Mozart! but it has nothing to do with women. 
[He turns to the men.] Gentlemen, Europe is Death . . . .  



SCENE 2 

DoN JuAN cannot go on speaking, since their attention is now 
distracted by a Chinese steward who bows to them cere-

moniously. 

n.\ I-h�G YEN. l\�1y name is na Bing Yen, Master of the 
,\utumn Revels. I have the undeserved honor of announcing 
to our guests the bill of fare in honor of our victorious gen
eralissimo, Tsin She Hwang Ti, our Great Exalted Emperor, 
called the Son of Heaven, he who is always in the right and 
therefore has taken possession of the world. 

Pilate. Who? 

Da Hing Yen. Tsin She Hwang Ti . 

Pilate. Never heard of him. 

The Contemporary. Two thousand years before Christ : un
known in Rome; builder of the Chinese WalL 

Da Hing Yen. First course : Soup of young tender bamboo 
sprouts, horse-radish sprinkled with dew from morning roses, 
fattened duck liver with rice wine, pheasant a Ja Peking, pome
granates in Siamese vinegar, stewed swallows' nests--

Don Juan. Stewed? 

Da Hing Yen. Stewed . . . .  Second course : Tibetan chiC'ken 
·stuffed with young apes' brains, butterfly salad with Indian 
.cherries, broiled pigeons' eggs-

L'Inconnue. Broiled? 

Da Hing Yen. Broiled. 

L'Inconnue. Go on ! 
34 
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Da Hing Yen. Third course : Assorted fish, caught in the hours 
of dawn by the imperial cormorants, brought to Nanking by the 
imperial dispatch riders, garnished with sugared lotus pips, pep
pered oranges, mussels with sour ant eggs--



SCENE 3 

Church music; a blacl<-clad monarch appears. 

TnE CoNTEMPORARY. Sire! 

Philip. Knowest thou with whom thou speakst? 

The Contemporary. Philip of Spain presumably. 

Philip. Why dost thou not kneel? 

The Contemporary. Sire-it is urgent--

Philip. Why dost thou not kneel? [THE CoNTEMPORARY 
1-.neels down.] Thou wouldst speak with me? 

The Contemporary. Sire-! am-I must confess, Sire-! am 
really not prepared to clothe in words a subject which I as a 
citizen of this world have thought much about, especially since 
-I am not sure, Sire, if you have been informed about develop
ments? We have, to put it briefly, Sire, the Second World War 
behind us, and now, concerning proud Spain-! wonder, Sire, 
if I might rise? 

Philip. Speak! 

The Contemporary. We pay homage to Picasso, Garda 
Lorca, Casals--

Philip. Thou hast yet more to say to me. 

The Contemporary. I hope you know that the Netherlands 
arc free. Gibraltar is British. Spain has not become a democracy, 
but rather a foothold for America. And so forth ! I will not dis
turb you, Sire, if you really prefer not. 

Philip. The Netherlands-thou darest to say-! 

The Contemporary. What the facts are. 
36 
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Philip . Is there, then, no longer an Inquisition? 

The Contemporary. Not exactly. 

Philip. I have done my duty. 

The Contem.porary. For that, may God forgive you. 
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Philip . I know heretics . I burned them by the thousands and 
the ten thousands . There is no other way. 

The Contemporary. You are wrong, Sire. There is another 
way. Today we have the hydrogen bomb. 

Philip. \Vhat does that mean? 

The Contemporary. That means that the others have it also. 
And that is the good of it, by your leave, for he who wants to 
burn up others because they believe differently than he must 
now burn up himself. It is no longer so simple, Sire, not so 
simple-to save Christianity! There only remains to us, in fact, 
the obligation to behave l ike Christians .  

Philip. Mad dreamer! 

The Contemporary. Sire-- [PHILIP stands motionless with 
folded hands.] In a word: You shall not return, Sire. Remain 
in the Escorial! There stands your bed, with a peephole before 
the high altar. 

Philip. Thou wast in my sleeping quarters? 

The Contemporary. As a tourist . . . .  [He turns to those 
standing about.] All of you, my lords, all of you, you must not 
return. I t  is too dangerous . Your victories, your kingdoms, your 
thrones by divine right, your crusades hither and thither, they 
just don't make sense any more. We want to live . Your way of 
making history-we can't put up with it any longer. It would 
be the end, a chain reacton of madness--

A WAlTER appears offering aperitifs. 

Waiter. With or without gin? With or without gin? 

The Contemporary. I beg you, gentlemen, to listen to me--
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\Vaiter. \Vith or without gin? 

Don Juan .  \Vith. 

Tlze Contemporary. Sire !-[He falls to his knees.] Give us 

the four freedoms ! 

Philip. four-? 

Tlze Contemporary. First, the freedom of thought-

\Vaiter. \:Vith or without gin? 

THE CoNTEMPORARY, interrupted by tlze \V AlTER, cannot con
tinue; he lmeels, speechless, for a moment before the gently 
urgent politeness of the VV AlTER, wlzo bows before him, lower-

ing his tray a little. 

\Vaiter. With or without gin? 



SCENE 4 

A fanfare. Sound of jubilant voices in the distance. 

DA HING YEN. Entry of our Great Exalted Emperor, called the 
Son of Heaven, into Nanking . . . .  Do not miss the opportu
nity, my lords, of being eyewitnesses to this indescribable spec
tacle. An unparalleled kaleidoscope of color, gentlemen, a 
never-before-equaled crowd of people, all throwing themselves 
on their knees while forty thousand streaming pennants fill the 
streets of Nanking. An ear-splitting wave of joy, gentlemen, rolls 
on before our Emperor, who is not yet to be seen . [Fanfare 
again.] Do not miss the opportunity, my lords, of being eye
witnesses to this historic spectacle :  The entry of Tsin She Hwang 
Ti, called the Son of Heaven, into Nanking-which is to say, 
into the Center of the \Vorld .  (DA HING YEN motions toward 
the right, and TnE iVIASQUERADERS, aperitifs in their hands, 
move toward the right in order to observe the goings-on to best 
advantage. Only THE CoNTE:\IPORARY, who has arisen and 
dusted off his trousers, hangs back] Who are you? \Vhere do 
you come from? \Vho invited you? Are you a historical figure? 

The Contemporary. Don't trouble yourself .  

Da Hing Yen. At any moment the Great Exalted Emperor 
will appear--

The Contemporary. Tsin She Hwang Ti-or however you 
pronounce it-the builder of the Chinese \Vall .  I know. I want 
to speak to him.  [He lights a cigarette. ]  Just think, my friend, 
today the remains of your wall still stand; every school child has 
seen pictures of it . And if humanity is destroyed-as seems 
more likely day by day-along with all these evil spirits who 
promenade about there and lie in wait for their historical re
turn, deaf and blind to the evolutions of our consciousness-of 

39 
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all the works of man, your wa11 will he the only thing visible, 
say, from Mars-this serpent of stone, this monstrosity, this 
monument of madness, capable of being blown away like the 
ashes from a cigarette-so-dust of the centuries ! 

Da Hing Yen. I am Da Hing Yen, Master of the Autumn 
Revels . If I do not know who someone is, that means: To the 
Ivlongolian dogs with him! If I do not understand what some
one says, that means : To the Mongolian dogs with him! If I 
understand that which is not pleasing to our ears, that 
means--

The Contemporary. Who is that? 

Da Hing Yen. Ssh ! 

DA HI�G YEN howtows and THE CoNTEl\IPORARY steps back so 
as not to be seen. 



SCENE 5 

MEE LAN, the young princess, enters, followed by her maid. 

DA HING YEN. Princess, called Mee Lan, which means Beautiful 
Orchid ! God is gracious to thy simple servant who has the 
unmerited honor of announcing to you that which will bring 
sweet joy into the heart of our Princess : The barbarian hounds 
from the steppes are smashed, the victory is ours, the world is 
ours! 

Mee Lan. What else is new? 

Da Hing Yen. Heil . Heil. Heil. 

Mee Lan. What else is new? 

[He backs out kowtowing. 

Siu. Yesterday, they say, our court jester died. 

Mee Lan. Who do you think will take over his job? [She sits.] 
Bring the tea . [She fans herself.] What a world !  I don't under
stand them, Siu, they're always talking about victory. I find 
men so boring. And so stupid .  Papa, for example! Now he's send
ing his drummers all through the empire and he wants to arrest 
the voice of the people. How can he do that? 

Siu. Not the voice of the people, Princess. You misunderstood 
me. They are looking for a man, Min Ko, who calls himself 
"The Voice of the People." 

Mee Lan. One man? 

Siu. So they say, Prince9s. 

Mee Lan. What kind of man is he? 

Siu. Oh, a bad man, they say, a liar, an unbeliever, a destroyer 
-a very bad man . 

Mee Lan. What does he look like? 
41 
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Siu. l11at, Princess, no one knows. Only his words are known. 
They arc bad words, they say, lying, unfaithful, destructive, 
wicked words. 

Mee Lan. And as a result Papa wants to kill him? 

Siu. Nothing is sacred to him, they say, not even war. 

Mee Lan. Ah. 

Siu. Therefore they say : His head on the block! 

1\llee Lan. I am curious . So often I like what Papa considers 
had! I 'd like to see him !  

Siu . i\Iin Ko? 

;'vlee Lan. Papa is comical. He always wants to forbid me 
whatever is displeasing to him. And the books he forbids me 
entice me most of all ! He is called Min Ko? 

Siu. Yes. 

j\1ee Lan. Perhaps it is he? 

Siu. Who? 

Mee Lan. I want to see him! 

Siu.  l\tfin Ko? 

Mee Lan. Perhaps he is the man I love-

Siu. Princess ! 

Mee Lan. I love someone, somewhere-- [MEE LAN has 
risen, fanning herself.] What else is new? [She sits again.] 

Siu . Perhaps, Mee Lan, the Prince will also return, the young 
hero who has been courting you, who won the battle of Liau
tung for love of you. Nothing has yet been heard of his death . 

?vlee Lan. Nothing yet? 

Siu. Mee Lan--

Mee Lan. I don't love him. 

Siu. This is the eighth prince, l\1ee Lan, the eighth ! 
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Mee Lan. I haven't kept count. 

Siu . One after another you have sent them into battle because 
you cannot love them--

Mee Lan.  Love! 

Siu. The gods will punish you. 

l\1ee Lan .  vVith a handsome head leaning on my breast, do 
you mean? And suddenly they get all fishy-eyed . And their hands 
get like slippery fins. Ugh ! I have to laugh every time they try, 
these princes, and then they become angry and leap onto their 
horses and plunder some province somewhere so that I will 
take them seriously: If that's love-! 

Siu. You are pledged to the Prince, l\1ee Lan, if he survives 
the war. 

Mee Lan. And above all, this stupid blood pounding in my 
ears? I don't like that-no! Everything is so-so inexpressibly 
--[l\1EE LAN breal�s her fan.] I won't put up with it! [She 
rises.] Bring us the tea ! And inquire if it is true that nothing has 
yet been heard of the Prince's death . 

[S1u kowtows and exits. 



SCENE 6 

MEE LAN. You look at me and are silent. TI1e eighth prince! 
I don't deny I hope he never returns. But what have I done that 
you are so silent? He will die for me-all of them say that. 
Then let them do it! I know, you find me common and base. 
You feel that a true Chinese girl should not speak like this, a 
daughter of the Great Exalted Emperor, called the Son of 
Heaven, a princess in silk and jade, whose duty it is to wait for 
a prince-- [She protests.] I am not a Chinese girl ! [She looks 
at the spectators.] You think you can prescribe my duty to me? 
You think I don't know that I am disguised, in costume? And 
you, who are grown up and know everything, do you really 
believe, for example, that Papa is always in the right? I am not 
stupid. You think I don't know that everything here ( for exam
ple, this throne-even a schoolgirl can see it ) everything here is 
nothing but theater? But you sit and look at one another. You, 
who are grown up and wise, you sit, your arms folded over your 
breast, and you are silent-and no one comes forward and says 
what it really is, and no one dares and is a man! 
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THE CoNTEl\IPORARY steps forward from his hiding place. 

Tim CoNTEJ\IPORARY. Miss--[MEE LAN sees him and 
screams.] Don't be afraid. 

Mee Lan. Help! Siu !  Help! Siu, Siu--

The Contemporary. I haven't been spying on you. Please. 

Mee Lan. Who are you? 

The Contemporary. Calm yourself. I'm sorry if I frightened 
you. Don't be afraid of me. I'm no prince. 

Mee Lan. vVho are you? 

The Contemporary. I want to speak with the Emperor of 
China. Why do you stare at me like that? This is the costume 
of our time; business suit, ready-made. 

Mee Lan. Who are you? 

The Contemporary. Shall we sit down? 

He leads her toward the chairs in the foreground. 

Mee Lan. Are you-Min Ko? 

The Contemporary. Me? But why? 

Mee Lan. And you have dared to enter the imperial park-

[She falls silent with astonishment, then gestures toward the 
other chair.] 

The Contemporary. Thank you very much! [l-Ie sits down and 
crosses his legs.] An elegant park! Your papa, the Great Exalted 
Emperor, will be coming in at any moment, I believe. How old 
are you? 

Mee Lan. Seventeen. 
45 
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The Contemporary. I really didn't mean to spy on you. 

l\1ee Lan. But where have you come from so suddenly? 

The Contemporary. 1-er-how shall I put it-? [He talws a 
cigarette.] I come from another time. I am older than you, 
Princess, by some two thousand years . 

Mee Lan. T11en do you know our future? 

The Contemporary. In a certain sense, oh, yes . That which 
concerns the future of this empire, for example--

l\1ee Lan. And mine? l\1ine? Speak! \Vhom will I marry? I 
can't stand this prince. But who else is coming toward me in 
my future? I sit and wait-you can see-in hope and fear, with 
open eyes, yet blind, for not an hour can I see forward, not even 
a minute! And you know the future two thousand years from 
now? [He snaps on his cigarette lighter.] Oh, tell me what you 
know! 

Sm, the maid, brings tea. Silence. Soft music is heard in the 
distance. Sm lwwtows and disappears. 

The Contemporary. \Vhat we know? 

Mee IAn. Speak! 

The Contemporary. Item : Energy equals mass times the speed 
of light squared. Whereby the speed of light ( one hundred 
eighty-six thousand miles a second ) is the single absolute power 
with which we are able to reckon nowadays . Everything else, we 
know, is relative. 

l\1ee Lan. I don't understand that. 

The Contemporary. Item : Even time is relative. Seat yourself 
on a ray of light, Princess, and you will become convinced : 
There is ( for you ) no space, therefore likewise no time. And 
your every thought will be endlessly slow. "No!" you think, "I 
don't want to be eternal !" and you dismount from your ray of 
light. And you will return here ( I  swear it to you ) not a second 
older. On our earth, however, there have been-look-two 
thousand years in the meantime--
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Mee Lan. Two thousand years? 

The Contemporary. Irredeemably. 

Mee Lan. And I? 

The Contemporary. You, Princess, live on-today. 

Mee Lan. How do you sit on a ray of light? 

47 

The Contemporary. Time is a function of space. That, for 
example, is what we know. And there is actually neither time nor 
space! Nor truth, for we are so created that we can exist only in 
time and space. . . . You are seventeen? 

Mee Lan. Yes. 

The Contemporary. I am thirty-four, twice as old as you, 
Princess. An impossible pair! 

wlee Lan. \Vhy? 

The Contemporary. Do you see that reddish star? 

!vlee Lan.  Which one? 

The Contemporary. There, above my thumb! [They gaze up, 
heads close together.] See it? 

Mee Lan. Yes . 

The Contemporary. Suppose I emigrate to that reddish star, 
whizzing along at an ungodly speed ( let's say, one hundred 
fifty thousand miles per second ) and you, Princess, remain 
here--

1\!Iee Lan. I remain here? 

The Contemporary. And now let's compare our ages. I will 
leave you my wrist watch. And look, you will be convinced : We 
are both seven teen ! 

1\!Iee Lan. Really? 

The Contemporary. Suppose I am whizzing toward that red
dish star and then, to be sure, we are the same age, according 
to your earth time. But also, Princess, I am adjusting our ages 
and measuring according to my then-and-there time, and be-



48 MAX FRISCH 

hold : you are seventeen while I am almost sixty, a graybeard, 
no longer worthy your falling in love with. 

Mee Lan. Ah! 

The Contemporary. So what happens now? 

Mee Lan. Tell me! 

The Contemporary. Nothing to either of us, Princess, or some
thing to both of us, but later, not now, where we are. On this 
earth, as I said, we are seventeen and thirty-four. But tempus 
absolutum, a universal time such as man hitherto believed in, a 
time that embraces all and everything-no, there is no such 
thing. 

Mee Lan. That is what you know!? 

The Contemporary. Among other things. 

Mee Lan. And what do you know about men? 

The Contemporary. That they measure wrong, always, in 
space that is not endless, yet is unlimited-space that curves 
back in upon itself at its borders. 

Mee Lan. Ah. 

The Contemporary. Read Einstein. 

Mee Lan. I can't picture it. 

The Contemporary. No one, Princess, not even a contempo
rary, can picture it, any more than he can picture God. 

Mee Lan. You believe in a God? 

The Contemporary. What shall I say to that? Energy equals 
mass times the speed of light squared, which means : mass is 
energy, an ungodly ball of energy. And woe to the world if it 
goes wrong! And it does go wrong. It's been doing it presumably 
for two million years . \Vhat is our sun? An explosion . All the 
cosmos : one giant explosion. It's flying apart. And what will 
remain? The greater probability-so our modern physics teaches 
us-is that it will be chaos, the collapse of the mass. Creation
so our modern physics teaches us-was a vast improbability. 
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Energy will remain, with no loss, with no possibility. Destruc
tion by heat of the world!  That is the end : unalterable endless
ness, nothingness. 

Mee Lan. I asked if you believe in a God. 

The Contemporary. Man discovered the microscope. But the 
deeper he was able to penetrate into creation, the less was there 
any creator to be seen. In order to compensate for the loss of 
God, man established the law of cause and effect. We con
sidered everything else to be wrong. But suddenly behold : an 
atom with suicidal free will : the radium atom. And then the 
behavior of the electrons! And matter, the only thing we can 
count on, what is it? A dance of numbers, a ghostly diagram. 
So today we have come this far :  God, who could not be found 
in the microscope, still calls us menacingly to the inevitable 
reckoning. Anyone who does not think of Him has ceased to 
think. \Vhy are you looking at me like that? 

Mee IAn. I don't know . . . .  

The Contemporary. What don't you know? 

Mee Lan. If you are the one whom I have awaited. 

The Contemporary. Awaited? Me? 

Mee Lan. Oh, say that you are! 

DA HING YEN, the Master of the Revels, comes in with three 
soldiers. 

Da Hing Yen. There he is. To the Mongolian dogs with him! 

The soldiers obey, throw a noose over THE CoNTEMPORARY, but 
MEE LAN jumps up, removes the noose, and places it around the 

neck of the Master of the Revels. 

Mee Lan. To the Mongolian dogs with him! 

The soldiers obey and haul out DA HING YEN howling fearfully. 

The Contemporary. Thanks . 

Mee IAn. Do you drink tea? 
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The Contemporary. As I said, I have come to talk to the 
Emperor of China . For in view of all that we now know it's 
clear that things cannot go on l ike this. The calculations of our 
learned men have been proved correct : unfortunately, quite 
fatally correct. I don't know, Princess, if you have heard of the 
hydrogen bomb-

Mee Lan. Is that what you want to talk to Papa about? 

The Contemporary. It's a question of whether or not the 
rulers of the world understand that things can't go on like this. 
Others arc of the opinion that the rulers of the world should 
not be persuaded reasonably, but simply hanged. Only I 'm 
afraid that even the revolution which stands this moment before 
your gates is too late--[l\1EE LAN offers him a cup. ]  Oh
thank you, Princess, thank you very much ! [He takes the cup 
and holds it.] By the way-what gave you the idea that I was 
�lin Ko? 

Mee Lan. Papa wants to kill him . His head on the block! 
Papa is looking for him throughout the whole empire. If you are 
he--

The Contemporary. Min Ko. That means "The Voice of the 
People"? 

f..1ee Lan. Y cs . 

The CoHtemporary. I am an intellectual .  [He drinks tea.] 
Delicious tea ! Oh, yes, we have often thought, over and over, 
that one of us, an intellectual, might be "TI1e Voice of the 
People," beginning with Kung Fu Tse, your teacher. 

Mee Lan. You know Kung Fu l 'se? 

The Contemporary. "Every man among the people earns his 
title according to what he can do. He enjoys the fruits of his 
labor in his time. He takes his position according to his labors . 
In this fashion, true brotherhood will be achieved. \Vhen the 
people live in brotherhood, then dissatisfaction will be rare and 
discord will not arise. This is the basis upon which state and 
home will build and long endure." 
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l\1ee Lan. Kung Fu  Tse said that? 

The Contemporary. Kung Fu Tse said that. I wonder : Was 
Kung Fu Tse "The Voice of the People!"? 

DA HING YEN II, the successor to his unfortunate predecessor 
of the same name, enters with the same three soldiers. 

Da H ing Yen II. My name is Da Hing Yen, l\1aster of the 
Autumn Revels. I f  I don't know who someone is, that means : 
To the l\1ongolian dogs with him! If I do not understand what 
someone says, that means : To the l\1ongolian dogs with him 1  I f  
I understand that which i s  not pleasing to  our cars, that means : 
To the l\1ongolian dogs with him! 

The soldiers obey, and everything is repeated: they put the 
noose over THE CoNTE:MPORARY, but MEE LAN fumps up, talws 
it off and throws it over the neck of the Master of the Revels. 

l\1ee Lan. To the Mongolian dogs with him! 

The soldiers obey and DA HING YEN II is dragged out howling 
even more fearfully than the first one. 

The Contemporary. Do you have any more of these? 

Mee Lan. It's a much sought-after job .  [They take up their 
cups again.] You were speaking of Kung Fu Tse . . . .  

They look at one another. 

The Contemporary. You are a lovely girl . (l\1EE LAN drops her 
cup.] What is it, Mee Lan? You're crying? 

MEE LAN fumps up and turns away. 

l\1ee Lan. No! I won't have it. No! And this stupid blood 
pounding in my ears . No! That everything is so-so inexpres
siblv--

J 

The Contemporary. Mee l.an! Your name is still Mee Lan? 

Mee Lan. Don't touch me! 

The Contemporary. You're all mixed up. \i\lhat's happened? 
You're confused, Princess; think of the two thousand years 
between us . . . .  
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l\1ee Lan. I love you in spite of them. 

The Contemporary. But seriously . . . 

Mee Lan.  I love you in spite of them. 

The Contemporary. Mee Lan . . .  ? 

Mee Lan. I love you. 

She hisses him. And then he hisses her. DA Hrnc YEN III enters, 
lwwtows. MEE LAN and THE CoNTEMPORARY remain in an 

embrace. 

Da Hing Yen. My name is Da Hing Yen, Master of the 
Autumn Revels. God is gracious to thy simple servant who has 
the unmerited honor of announcing that which will bring joy 
into the heart of the Princess : Your father, Tsin She Hwang Ti, 
is here! [Drum roll.] Hei1 . Heil. Heil . 

[DA HING YEN disappears. 

Mee Lan. What will I do when you are not beside me? 
Kiss the stones, embrace the pi11ars, kiss the ]eaves of the trees; 
oh, I will walk in the river embracing wave upon wave, I will talk 
with dogs and with clouds, and when I walk in the sun I will 
close my eyes in order to feel your warmth. I will go mad with
out you. And when I cannot sleep, the night winds will caress 
me, and if you do not come, I will be sick until I find you.  
You are silent? 

The Contemporary. You are speaking. 

Mee Lan. Is it true? I don't know. Where did you get this 
scar? I feel you like a blind person. From a serpent's bite? No, 
it was in a child's game with bow and arrow. 

The Contemporary. An accident. 

Mee Lan. I want to know everything about you ! 

The Contemporary. Your father was just announced. 

Mee Lan. Here in your arms like this I could hear them say 
over me: Tomorrow you will die, struck down by lightning, and 
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your grave will be prepared! and I would not tremble, i t  would 
not touch me, if I could only feel myself in your arms! 

The Contemporary. Mee Lan--

Mee Lan. How I have planned and dreamed : You would 
be thus and so and such and such! And now you are simply 
what you are, and I am glad. 

The Contemporary. Don't you hear me? 

Mee Lan. Don't tell me there's another woman! 

The Contemporary. Your father was just announced. 

Mee Lan. There is another woman? 

The Contemporary. I want to tell you how it is--

Fanfare. 

Mee Lan. Hide yourself! They're coming! And wait for me! 

The Contemporary. And you? 

Mee Lan. I will come-to your time! 



SCENE 8 

Deployment of EuNucHs in preparation for the reception of 
the Emperor. 

DA BING YEN. Line up on both sides, as I ordered! And here, 
where is the interval? T11irteen paces for eunuchs ! 

Journalist. Excuse me, but we're not the eunuchs, we're the 
gentlemen of the press! 

Da Hing Yen. Thirteen paces, I said !  [A fiash bulb explodes.] 
\Vhat-was-that?! 

Journalist. Thank you! 

Fan fare for the second time, and the EuNUCHS prostrate them
selves. However, instead of the Emperor, two promenading 
masqueraders appear: L'INCONNUE DE LA SEINE and a man in a 

toga. They pause on the steps. 

The Toga. I said to myself :  
"I t  must be by hi s  death; and for my part, 
I known no personal cause to spurn at him 
But for the general; he would be crowned." 

DA Hrnc YEN gestures that they should disappear. 

The Toga. I said to myself : 
"It is the bright day that brings forth the adder, 
And that craves wary walking. Crown him? That
And then, I grant, we put a sting in him 
T11at at his will he may do danger with ." 

DA HING YEN gestures that they should disappear. 

The Toga. "And therefore think him as a serpent's egg 
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Which, hatched, would, as his kind, grow mis
chievous, 

And kill him in the shell ." 

L'INCONNUE takes his arm. 

L'Inconnue. We mustn't pass through here. 

The Toga. vVhat clo you mean? 

L'Inconnue. Something is going on here, it seems. 

The Toga. I don't like these ceremonies. 

L'Inconnue. It doesn't concern us, my noble friend. They 
are honoring their emperor, that's all. 

The Toga. But I thought Caesar was dead! 

Fanfare for the third time, and TsiN SHE HwANG TI, Emperor 
of China, appears on the steps. He has a round, soft face, a 
gentle voice. He is smiling. He is absolutely the opposite of the 
bloodthirsty tyrant we have exfJecied. He seems almost timid. 

Hwang Ti. �1y loyal subjects! 

The Eunuchs. Heil! Heil ! Heil ! 

TnE ToGA steps forward toward the EuNUCHS. 

Brutus. ��ly name is Brutus, whoever you may be. 
( It's l ike an evil dream; the icy sweat 
Runs on my forehead as I look at you, 
TI1ere where you kneel and huzzah and exult 
As though what we have done was done in vain . )  
Listen to Brutus ! I with my own hand 
Struck down the mighty Caesar, he who was 
My friend, until, ambitious, deaf to friends, 
\Vho offered their advice, their pleas, their warning, 
He lay before us, dead, a fallen tyrant. 
And what has happened since? Do you permit 
That bold and shameless tyranny should thrive 
Till all free will and action disappear? 
Now is the time; do not delude yourselves; 
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You have, unquestioned by your judgments, 
Robbed yourselves of all your dearest rights; 
And for the common good to fight you have 
( How long? ) a single weapon, friends-a dagger! 

L'Inconnue. Come on ! Vve're only interrupting! 

Brutus. Shall Rome ( the world ) quake before one man? 

L'Inconnue. It's no use, my noble friend. They don't hear 
you. All that happened in a completely different time. 

Brutus. Is Caesar then not dead? And has not Brutus 
Atoned for his friend's blood upon this dagger 
With his dear wife's and his own poor life? 
Is this what history means, that men's mistakes 
Keep returning endlessly forever? 

L' I nconnue. Come! 

Brutus. It's like an evil dream, whene'er I see 

L'Inconnue. Let's go to the pond, my noble friend, I will 
show you the goldfish . 

She takes BRuTUs away. 

Hwang Ti. My loyal subjects ! Since I have been upon this 
throne, as you well know, I have fought for only one thing : 
Peace-but not for a barbarous peace, rather for a true peace, 
a conclusive peace, which is to say-for the Great Order, which 
we call the True Order and the Happy Order and the Final 
Order. 

The Eunuchs. Heil! Heil ! Heil ! 

Hwang Ti. My loyal subjects! It  is achieved : The world is 
free. That is all that I can say to you at this moment : The 
world is free. I stand before you with a full heart . The barbarian 
hordes of the steppes are silenced, they who opposed the Great 
Peace-as you know, they wanted a twenty-year peace treaty!
and the world is ours, which is to say : there is now in the 
world only one Order, our Order, which we call the Great 
Order and the True Order and the Final Order. 
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The Eunuchs. Heil! Heil ! Heil! 

Hwang Ti. Here is my plan- [He takes out a parchment 
scroll.] Do not fear the future, my loyal subjects . For, as things 
are now, so they will remain. \Ve will forestall any future. [He 
gives the scroll to DA HING YEN.] Read! 

DA HING YEN kowtows, then reads. 

Da Hing Yen. "TI1e Chinese \Vall, or the Great Wall .  In 
Chinese : \Van-li-chang-cheng; literally, the Ten Thousand Li 
Wall .  The greatest structure in the world. Up to sixteen meters 
high and (defensively ) over five meters wide. It begins west of 
Suchou and ends at the Gulf of Liautung. Built as defense 
against the northwestern barbarian hordes under Tsin She 
Hwang Ti ( 221-210 B.c. ) ." 

Mwang Ti. It  will be started tomorrow. 

The Eunuchs. Heil. Heil . Heil . 

Hwang Ti. \rVhat remains for preparation for the ceremonies 
is, I hope, in readiness; our guests are all assembled? 

Da Hing Yen. A slight oversight, Your Majesty. A gentleman 
named Hitler, apparently a German, is not to be admitted. My 
predecessors didn't trust him, since this gentleman made such a 

terrible impression at first glance, and my unfortunate predeces
sors felt that, generally speaking, Germans don't look like that. 

Hwang Ti. Hm. 

Da Hing Yen. The gentlemen from Moscow adhere to their 
" et " ny . 

Hwang Ti. And the ladies? 

Da Hing Yen. A youthful Queen of Egypt, Your Majesty, 
who is complaining that she has nothing to wear-literally 
nothing. She protests that this is historically accurate. 

Hwang Ti. Lest we forget : Before we proceed to the great 
banquet in order to enjoy ourselves, and so that your joy, my 
loyal subjects, shall be complete, one more word-there now 
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remains but one last enemy, a single adversary in our empire, 
one man who calls himself "1l1e Voice of the People." You 
know him as Min Ko. You know his sayings . \Vith abhorrence, 
I know, with abhorrence. Well, you can take comfort now. Min 
Ko has been captured. 

1vlee Lan. Ivlin Ko? 

Hwang Ti. I am going to bring him to trial. 

Da H ing Yen. Before we dine? 

Hwang Ti. It won't take us long. You, however, my loyal 
subjects, prepare for the feast. It will be the feast of our lives . 
Let there be music, classical music. Let there be nothing lack
ing for the delight of ourselves and our foreign guests . Let 
there be incense and theater, cost what it may, fireworks and 
culture! 

Gong. DA HING YEN and the others withdraw. 



SCENE 9 

HwANG T1 and MEE LAN are alone. 

HwANG Tr. Greetings, my child, you above ail ! 

Mee Lan. Papa . . . 

Hwang Ti. Mee Lan : my lovely orchid ! [He seats himself on 
the throne and relaxes.] It is achieved. At last I can say it !  A 
final adversary, a single one-I laugh at him, at ail who hope 
to change the future. They wi11 not survive their future . For 
power is ours . And we who have that power, we need no future. 
For we are happy. I will foresta11 the future. I wi11 build a wall 
-that is, the people will build it-- My child, why are you 
looking at me l ike that? 

l\1ee Lan. I don't know, Papa, how much you know. 

Hwang Ti. About what? 

Mee Lan. About the future . . . . I can't explain it. But, if 
I understand it rightly, our future, Papa, lies behind us. \Ve 
are ( if I understand it rightly ) two thousand years behind 
reality. And it's all untrue . I don't know, Papa, whether you 
know it or not. 

Hwang Ti. What is untrue? 

Mee Lan.  The show that's being played here. Ail . Your whole 
empire. Nothing but theater. . . .  

HwANG TI gives a fatherly chuckle . 

Hwang Ti. You have read too much, my child. You talk all 
this intellectual nonsense, my child, and you know I don't like 
that sort of thing. The Atomic Age ! You read that in all the 
newspapers . Sit by me and be a child, as you ought to be : a 
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happy child, a nice child, a positive child. Sit down ! For I have, 
my child, good tidings for you. [MEE LAN sits on the steps.] He 
is alive !  

l\1ee Lan. \Vho? 

Hwang Ti. Your prince, \:Vu Tsiang-Prince Charming! TI1e 
Brave Prince, who has earned that title in action . It hung in the 
balance-unforeseen, they swooped down from the north and 
the south, the barbarian dogs of the steppes ! \Ve were sur
rounded!-that is to say, not us, of course, but our troops . Do 
you understand, my child, what that meant? Then up spoke 
\:Vu Tsiang the Brave : "We will fight to the last man!"  And so 
it happened. He sacrificed h is entire army, thirty thousand 
men--

Mee Lan. And he h imself survived? 

Hwang Ti. He is a born general, no doubt about it !  His 
fatherland owes h im its praise. And now within the hour he 
will appear, my child, as your suitor before the assembled court. 
[MEE LAN jumps up violently.] \Vhat is it? [�1EE LAN fans her
self furiously, back to her father, silent.] What does this mean? 

Mee Lan. \:Vhat you already know, Papa : I will marry no 
prmce. 

Hwang Ti. My dear child-

Mee Lan. It's out of the question . 

Hwang Ti. \:Vhy? 

Mee Lan. I no longer believe in princes. 

Hwang Ti. TI1en whom do you wish to marry? 

Mee Lan. Min Ko. 

Hwang Ti. Wlrat's that you -say? 

Mee Lan.  I will marry Min Ko. 

Hwang Ti. A water-carrier? 
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Mee Lan. Laugh, Papa-I'm laughing too-Min Ko arrested, 
when no one even knows what he looks l ike! 

Hwang Ti. Now that he is arrested, we know very well how 
he looks-this water-carrier, this gaping fool, this mule-driver. 
\Vhy do you smile? \Ve paraded through the city and when 
people saw their emperor, they roared with joy. Only one man, 
once, did not roar. I saw him immediately. He gaped at me 
without making a sound. I said to my people : "I wonder what 
that voiceless one is thinking. Seize him after I have passed!" 

Mee Lan. And? 

Hwang Ti. All the others, scarcely had I passed but they were 
roaring with joy--

Mee Lan. TI1en turned away, I can well imagine, and mur· 
mured their mocking words as always . 

Hwang Ti. True. 

Mee Lan. \Vith the exception of this one. 

Hwang Ti. True. 

Mee Lan. And so he has been arrested, this lone brave man? 

Hwang Ti. Anyone who flaunts his bravery as openly as that, 
my child, is sure to be a pretty rascal, indeed. I don't l ike 
bravery. I don't trust it . Why didn't he roar with joy, eh? Tell 
me that. 

Mee Lan. I don't know. Maybe he is mute. 

Hwang Ti. Mute? 

Mee Lan. That happens, you know. 

Hwang Ti. Mute. Most amusing. \Ve search for Min Ko, TI1e 
Voice of the People, and now he wants us to believe that we 
have arrested a mute. \Vhat does that mean-that he is making 
fools of us again? 

Mee Lan. Papa . . . 

Hwang Ti. Why should he be mute? Why him, of all people? 
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[HwANG TI gets up.] We'll see about this .  We have a way of 
making him speak. 

!v1ee Lan. You're going to have him tortured-? 

Hwang Ti . Until he confesses . 

Mee Lan. Torture a mute-? 

H·wang Ti. Until he confesses ! [For the first time HwANG Tr 
loses his gentle voice and bellows suddenly.] It must be some� 
one! What's the good of all our victories, the greatness of all 
our victories, when the mocker goes on with his blasphemies? 
Am I never, ncYcr, to enjoy my peace? \Ve can't win any more 
great victories; there arc no enemies left. Do you grasp what 
that means? There are no more enemies lcft--[HwANG TI, 
who has been pacing about in his rage, stops suddenly.] Who is 
that? 



SCENE 1 0  

THE CoNTEl\IPORARY steps forward from his place of conceal
ment. 

THE CoNTEl\IPORARY. Allow me to introduce myself-

Hwang Ti. Are you Min Ko? (HwANG Tr draws his dagger.] 

1\!Iee Lan. Papa ! [MEE LAN springs between them.] 

Hwang Ti. \Vho are you? 

The Contemporary. An intellectual . 

Hwang Ti. A-what? 

The Contemporary. Doctor of J urispruclence. 

Hwang Ti. You come most appropriately, Doctor of Juris
prudence! [He replaces his dagger.] Go and call the mandarins 
of my court to assemble. Bring in the water-carrier whom we 
have arrested. I will hold trial-here and now. 

The Contemporary. Your Majesty-

Hwang Ti. \Vhy don't you go? 

The Contemporary. I wanted to speak with you, Your 
�Iajesty. 

Hwang Ti. What? 

The Contemporary. �ly knowledge of history is not particu
larly extensive, and yet perhaps of some use to you. 

Hwang Ti. Do you know the future? 

The Contemporary. If you leave out of account certain 
modern scientific accomplishments-then yes, Your Majesty, 
generally. 
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Hwang Ti. We are going to build a wall--

The Contemporary. Against the barbarians : I know. For the 
barbarians are always the others . That's still true today, Your 
l\�Iajesty. And culture, that's always us. And therefore we must 
liberate other people, for we ( and not the others ) are the Free 
vVor1d. 

Hwang Ti. Do you doubt it? 

The Contemporary. I have just seen your naked dagger, Your 
Majesty. How can I doubt it? 

Hwang Ti. What do you mean by that? 

The Contemporary. That I want to live. 

Hwang Ti. And why don't you do what I order? 

The Contemporary. Did you order me to speak the truth ( in
sofar as we understand i t )  or did you order me to call the 
people to a Donkey Court? 

Hwang Ti. Donkey Court? 

The Contemporary. I'm only asking. [HwANG TI draws his 
dagger again.] Your Majesty-! understand! 

[THE CoNTEMPORARY lwwtows and goes. 

Hwang Ti. But he didn't dare, you notice, he didn't dare ! 
[MEE LAN follows THE CoNTEMPORY.] Mee Lan? Mee Lan ! 



SCENE 1 1  

HwANG T1, left suddenly alone, turns toward the audience. 

HwANG T1. I know well enough what you're thinking, you out 
there. But I laugh at your hopes. You're thinking, this very 
evening you will see me hurled from this throne, for the play 
must have an ending and a moral, and when I am dethroned 
then you can complacently return home and drink your beer 
and nibble on a cracker. That's what vou would like. You with 

-' 

your dramaturgy! I laugh . Go out and buy your evening news-
paper, you out there, and on the first page you will find my 
name. For I do not intend to be dethroned. I don't believe in 
dramaturgy. 
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A young Egyptian princess, attractively unclad, now appears. 

CLEOPATRA. I find you alone, my lord, and not in the serene 
good humor appropriate for such a masquerade party. 

Hwang Ti. \Vho are you? 

Cleopatra. How can you ask? I am Cleopatra . Or have I 
disguised myself too thoroughly? [She sits on his knee.] \Vhy 
so grave? 

Hwang Ti. The situation is grave. 

Cleopatra . Oh, well, hasn't it been for centuries? 

Hwang Ti. Never as gra,·e as it is today. 

Cleopatra . I remember, that's what Caesar said, too-and 
also Antony. I understand you great men who make history. 
Sometimes you are Roman, sometimes Spanish, sometimes 
Chinese. Onl�· I, you notice, ne,·er change costumes. I love all 
men who make history. Indeed, I love all men-[She caresses 
HwANG T1.] How lonely you must be ! 

Hwang Ti. Since I have been on this throne, I have fought 
for one cause and one cause only : Peace ! By which I mean, of 
course : for the Great Order, which we cal l  the True Order and 
the Onh- Order and the Final Order! For thirteen \'Cars I have 

. . 

said, again and again and again, that I am their Savior. \Vhy 
won't they believe me? For thirteen years they have gone around 
slandering me, and then, if I have one of these slanderers killed, 
I am considered a murderer. 

Cleopatra. Really? 

Hwang Ti. Am I a bloodsucker? 
66 
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Cleopatra. \Vho says that? 

Hwang Ti. l\Iin Ko. 

Cleopatra. Kill him! [She caresses him.] 

Hwang Ti . They drive me to it, you know. For thirteen years 
they've been driving me to it. For thirteen years they've been 
saying :  There's no such thing as a government that's always 
right. And so for thirteen years they've driven me from victory 
to victory. Do they think I make war because I like to? They 
don't want me to have any peace . 

Cleopatra. I understand. 

Hwang Ti. But now what? The world is ours, yet no one 
understands what that means .  The situation is now more serious 
than ever : 1l1ere are no more victories possible! The world is 
ours ! [CLEOPATRA strokes him soothingly.] You say your name 
is Cleopatra? 

Cleopatra. I am the girl who offers consolation to the vic
tors .  However I can!  I \Vas scarcely a child when Caesar came. 
He considered himself the l\;faster of the \Vorld, and so 
naturally he moved me to pity. And then Antony! he needed me 
so desperately in order to enjoy his victories . 

Hwang Ti. Cleopatra ! 

Cleopatra. Yes? 

Hwang Ti. Tell me, just once-

Cleopatra . I believe in you! 

HwANG T1, overjoyed by her correct answer, kisses her naked 
thigh, as DA HING YEN appears. 

Hwang Ti. Yes. \Vhat is it now? 

Da Hing Yen. \Vu Tsiang, better known as the Brave Prince, 
wishes to make known his arrival .  He has just this moment 
leaped off the galloping horse which has dropped dead beneath 
l..." J pJm. 
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Hwang Ti. Let him approach . [DA HING YEN withdraws.] 
This prince comes as though in answer to my prayers . I will 
retire from the business of government. \Vhat do you think? 
1l1e Prince is going to marry my daughter and take over the 
burdens of history. \Vhat do I want here on this throne? I am 
not like this. People misunderstand me. 

Cleopatra. I don't. 

Hwang Ti. Fundamentally, you see, I am a simple man-

Cleopatra. l\1ake it short and sweet with this prince! 

Hwang Ti. I will retire-yes, that's it! 1l1at's all I 've ever 
really wanted from the beginning. Somewhere in the country. 
I adore nature. Fundamentally, I'm an introvert. A little bunga
low is all I ask. And I will read a good book, some book I've 
always wanted to read, perhaps by this Kung Fu Tse, and I 
will raise bees . Or I will go fishing. 1l1at's all I want to be on 
this earth : a poor, simple fisherman--

Cleopatra. And a landscape painter! 

Hwang Ti. How do you know that, my sweet? 

Cleopatra. Because, my sweet, I do not misunderstand you. 

Hwang Ti. Cleopatra ! 

HwAKG TI, again overjoyed by her answer, again kisses her 
naked thigh, as \V u TsiANG, the Prince, appears. 
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THE PRINCE. Long live Hwang Ti, our Great Exalted Emperor, 
called the Son of Heaven, he who is always in the right, the 
Savior of the Fatherland-all hail! [Drum roll.] All hail ! [Drum 
roll .] All hail ! [Drum roll. HwANG Tr returns the elaborate 
gestures of greeting.] 

Hwang Ti. You come in good time, Hero of Liautung. He 
who comes through such a battle as the only survivor of his 
entire army is an officer of stature, we know, and therefore I 
repeat : You come in good time, Prince, a time of celebration 
and gratitude. 

The Prince. He who fulfills his duty because it is his duty 
has no need, Your Majesty, either of reward or thanks. 

Hwang Ti. \Ve know only too well, my Prince, of your noble 
disposition, which nevertheless will not hinder us from award
ing you the highest order in our realm : for the medals are there, 
and the more dead there are, the more medals to go around 
for the survivors . 

The Prince. Your Majesty, I have not fought for medals

Hwang Ti. Not another word! 

The Prince. I have fought for Peace, and for that Order 
which we call the True Order and the Happy Order and the 
Final Order. 

Hwang Ti. \Ve know that, Prince. The gratitude of the 
Fatherland awaits you. I will keep my word : My child shall be 
your wife, Hero of Liautung, this very night! 

They repeat the complicated ceremony of soldierly greetings, 
then suddenly change their whole tone and manner; THE 
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PRINCE takes off his Chinese helmet, puffs loudly, and mops 
the sweat from his brow. 

The Prince. Phew! 

Cleopatra. I take it you're thirsty? 

The Prince. Talk about hot! 

Cleopatra. Vodka or whiskey-what do they drink here
abouts? 

The Prince. These historical costumes are suffocating! I 'm all 
chafed around my neck. 

Cleopatra. And you, my lord, what do you drink? 

Hwang Ti. We drink no alcoholic beverages. 

Cleopatra. Ha! Do-gooder! [CLEOPATRA mixes drinks.] 

Hwang Ti. Now, to get down to business, my dear Prince : 
this affair of the Great \Vall--

The Prince. Right! 

Hwang Ti. You've received my letters? 

The Prince. Right! 

Hwang Ti. You take over the management. I will, of course, 
be Chairman of the Board of Directors . And, as noted, we'll 
stick to the sandstone. 

The Prince. I hear that granite would be better. 

Hwang Ti. l\1y sandstone is cheaper. 

The Prince. Ah. 

Hwang Ti. Your father advises us to use granite, I know. 
Your father is a loyal mandarin, and his province, I hear, is 
full of granite. Also full of timber. And my provinces, as far as 
I know, are poor in timber. \Vhat I am able to sell the Father
land, however, is sandstone. TI1us it has occurred to me : The 
construction will require lots of scaffolding. Lots of timber, 
which your worthy father can supply--
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The Prince. At what price? 

Hwang Ti. Oh, I don't understand prices--

CLEOPATRA hands THE PRINCE a glass. 

The Prince. Thank you very much ! [He starts to drink.] 

Hwang Ti. I have still another concern, Prince-

The Prince. The labor supply? 
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Hwang Ti. vVe need a good million men, and many are 
going to die; nevertheless the figure of a million must remain 
stable, that's clear. And our people, I hear, are not enthusiastic 
over the plan. 

The Prince. So much the better! 

Hwang Ti. How is that? 

The Prince. So much the cheaper! Whoever is not enthusias
tic over the plan is obviously an enemy, and therefore becomes 
a slave-laborer. [He lifts his glass.] Your health ! [He drinhs. THE 
CoNTEl\IPORARY enters.] \Vho is this? 

Hwang Ti. My new court jester. 

The Prince. Ah. 

Hwang Ti. My Doctor of Jurisprudence. 
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HwANG T1. What do you want? 

The Contemporary. The lords of your court, Your Majesty, 
are assembled, as ordered, for the Donkey Court. The defend
ant has been advised that it is useless for him to plead innocent 
and that things will go more smoothly if he accuses himself of 
high treason. The death sentence has already been drawn up. 

Hwang Ti. Good. 

The Contemporary. And that's no joke. 

Hwang Ti. You see, my dear Prince, how all things fulfill 
themselves this day : Min Ko, my last adversary, is in cus
tody--

The Prince. I have heard about that, Your Majesty-in no 
uncertain terms. 

Hwang Ti. Where? 

The Prince. I am delighted, Your Majesty, to find you in 
such good spirits in spite of the uproar before your gates. I 
couldn't have gotten through that mob without the aid of 
my trusty followers. They chased us, and when I cried : "Open 
in the name of the Emperor! " they hooted and threw stones 
at us. "Hand him over !" they bellowed. "Give us the Emperor! "  

Hwang Ti. Before my gates? 

The Prince. Nine of my men are dead, not to speak of my 
horse. We had to carve an alley through the mob with our 
naked sabers . Look, Your Majesty, see the blood on my boots! 

Hwang Ti. Rioting? 

The Prince. You didn't know about it? 
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CLEOPATRA hands a glass to HwANG TI. 

Cleopatra. That one's for you, my lord. 

Hwang Ti. No alcohol? 

Cleopatra. Word of honor! 

HwANG T1 takes the glass. 

The Prince. Your health ! 

Hwang Ti. \Vhy should there be rioting? 

The Prince. They want to set him free. 

Hwang Ti. Min Ko? 

The Prince. To keep him from being brought to trial . 

Hwang Ti. He will be brought to trial. 
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The Prince. Anything else would be considered a sign of 
weakness. 

Hwang Ti. His head on the block! [HwANG T1 drinl�s, leav· 
ing himself with a milk mustache.] 

The Contemporary. And if the trial is not just? 

Hwang Ti. Be still . 

The Contemporary. Right. 

Hwang Ti. \Vas there something you wanted to say? 

The Contemporary. Nothing. 

Hwang Ti. \Ve need a head, my dear Doctor of Jurispru· 
dence. It  could be yours . Was there something you wanted to 
say? 

The Contemporary. I just wanted to say-well, for example 
-er, if you will allow me, Your Majesty-you have milk on 
your upper lip. 

Hwang Ti. You had something else you wanted to say! 

The Contemporary. \Vhat? 

Hwang Ti. Would you like to be The Voice of the People? 
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The Contemporary. I wanted to say : Nowadays-it's not 
very common for the people to go marching through the 
streets . Nowadays, after all, weapons-which the people don't 
have-keep getting better. Nevertheless, it happens. But nowa
days-we don't get excited about these things, Your Majesty, 
we know as a matter of course : These are not the real people, 
out there in the streets, those are not our people! 

The Prince. But rather-? 

The Contemporary. Agitators . Spies .  Terrorists. Undesirable 
Elements. 

The Prince. And what does that mean? 

The Contemporary. That means : The rulers determine who 
the people are. And those persons who are out there demon
strating in the streets today cannot be expected to be treated 
like people. For the real people-the real people-are always 
satisfied with their rulers . 

Hwang Ti. Good. 

The Prince. Very good. 

The Contemporary. Isn't it true? 1l1e blood on your splendid 
boots, Prince-how could that be the blood of the people? It 
would be a painful thought, wouldn't it? Very painful . 

Hwang Ti. What were those words again? 

The Contemporary. Terrorists, Undesirable Elements, Agita
tors . Very helpful words, Your 1\1ajesty; they nip truth in the 
bud. 

Hwang Ti. Doctor of Jurisprudence, you will remain in our 
service. 

The Contemporary. And this, too, Your 1\1ajesty, is no joke. 

HwANG Ti rises and repeats the ceremony of salutes. 

Hwang Ti. Hero of Liautung! [TnE PRINCE rises and puts his 
helmet bach on.] I greet you, Hero of Liautung, as my son-in-
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law and heir to  my kingdom; if you are able to  pass the final 
test! 

The Prince. Your I\1ajesty. 

Hwang Ti. Undesirable Elements are at our gates. 

The Prince. I understand. 

Hwang Ti. You know what hangs in the balance. 

The Prince. I will deal with them as they deserve, as Agita
tors, Spies, and Terrorists. 

Hwang Ti. I have complete confidence in you, Prince. You 
are loyalty personified. You battle for a kingdom that is sacred 
to you, my dear Prince, you battle for your own heritage! [The 
PRINCE repeats the ceremonial saluting.] We will meet again 
later, I hope, in fireworks and festivities ! 

HwANG Tr goes off to the celebration, arm in arm with CLEO
PATRA. THE CoNTEl\IPORARY follows them. The music swells. 

THE PRINCE, left alone, turns to the audience. 
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TnE PRINCE. You heard it yourselves : If I am able to pass the 
final test! And I swear to you, that's the way it's gone for 
years now. Patience ! Over and O\'er-patience, be patient, be 
patient! And always this talk about the Great Order and the 
True Order, which is going to make us all happy, of the Final 
Order, which is coming soon-if I am able to pass the final 
test! It's the old song, you know, the song of the Leaders
they can do everything except die. They drink milk and don't 
smoke, they take good care of themselves, until finally one finds 
oneself-you will come to understand my generation !-think
ing of overthrowing the government. [Laughter from the com
pany within.] And meanwhile where is the Princess-my 
betrothed? 
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The company of masqueraders passes across the stage again. 
L'INCONNUE DE LA SEINE is going about with a little basket 

distributing masks. 

L'INCONNUE. A cotillion, gentlemen, a cotillion ! 

Napoleon. I must not return, they say! I must not! The Era 
of Great Leaders is past. \Vhat sort of nonsense is that? I will 
return . I will lead them against Russia--

L' I nconnue. A cotillion, sir? 

Philip. Not return ! He said the same to me. Freedom of 
thought? Insane dreamer! At least, this is a novel idea, but, 
good heavens !--

L'Inconnue. If I may, sir? 

Philip. Yes? \Vhat are we to do now? 

L'Inconnue. Don't you know, sir, what a cotillion is? You are 
to dance with that mask which is a partner to your own. 

Philip. \Vhat? Dance? With a death's-head? 

L'Inconnue. Try it again . 

Philip. Ah. 

L'Inconnue. Again a death's head! 

Philip . Is the entire court to enjoy this performance? 

DoN JUAN stops with CoLUMBus.  

Don Juan. You see : it's a dance of death . Didn't I say so? 
\Ve are lost, Captain, if we don't get there. 

Columbus. Where? 
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Don Juan. When I think of your world : Marco Polo, who 
discovered China, and it was as though he had arrived on the 
other side of time and space; Vasco da Gama; and you-ah, 
that was a world open in all directions, surrounded by mystery. 
ll1ere were islands which no human had ever set foot on, con
tinents undiscovered by man, coasts of hope. A twig floating 
upon the sea was a twig of promise. Anything was possible, and 
everything; the earth was l ike a bride. l11ere was poverty, too, 
I know, injustice, hunger, the tyranny of kings, but also (and 
as a result ) :  Hope! There were fruits which belonged to no 
man, Paradise which was not yet lost-an answer to my long
ing. The Unknown was still possible; adventure was in the air. 
A virginal world. And the earth was not what it is today : a 
globe cut up into sections once and for all, a big ball that sits 
at one's elbow upon the writing desk, complete, contained, 
devoid of hope! For man is everywhere, and everything that 
we have now discovered has served to make the world, not 
greater, but smaller. . . .  Let's fly, Captain !  In seven days ( or 
four, or less-1 don't know any more ) we can circle the entire 
world, and all those spaces that represented Hope to you will 
become transmuted into time, which we no longer need, for 
we-we have no more hope, we have no Beyond!-if you don't 
give it back to us, Captain. 

Columbus. And where, my dear young man, am I to find it? 

Don Juan.  Discover it! ! 

Columbus. So that they can call it America again? 

L'INCONNUE comes forward. 

L'Inconnue. A cotillion, my lords, a cotillion? 

Don Juan. Death's-heads, nothing but death's-heads. 

L'Inconnue. The young gentleman sounds as though he were 
in despair. 

Don Juan. Yes, indeed, I am-so we all are, those of us who 
arc young--
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Columbus. There is no need to be. 

L'Inconnue. Really? 
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Columbus. The India that I meant to find IS still undis
covered. 

Don Juan. India? 

Columbus. There still remains for you, young man, the 
continent of your own soul, the adventure of truth. I never saw 
any other regions of hope. 
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MEE LAN now appears. She is wearing a contemporary evening 
dress, which draws every eye toward her and produces a sudden 

silence. 

MEE LAN. vVhere is The Contemporary? 

THE PRINCE falls on one knee before her. THE MASKERS dis
appear. 

The Prince. Daughter of our Great Exalted Emperor, Mee 
Lan, which means :  Beautiful Orchid--

Mee Lan. Yes, yes-1 know. 

The Prince. -at your chaste feet, the Brave Prince, Wu 
Tsiang, kneels-he who woos you truly, who has fought and 
won for love of you in the thick of battle, who has done all 
things for love of you--

Mee Lan .  So I hear. 

The Prince. -without thought of peril

Mee Lan. Stand up. 

The Prince. -returning home as victor, unconquered by the 
enemy, but conquered only by your love, returning home to kiss 
your chaste feet! 

\Vhile THE PRINCE kisses her feet, MEE LAN is looking all 
around for THE CoNTEl\IPORARY; THE MASKERS have gone, the 

stage is empty. 

Mee Lan.  Please. \Vhat's the good of all that Chinese 
nonsense? I'm looking for someone else--

The Prince. Mee Lan? 
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Mee Lan. I t's urgent. [THE PRINCE jumps up and stands 
blocking her way.] Let me go. Seriously. This is urgent. 

The Prince. Mee Lan !  

Mee Lan. You make me  sorry for you. What do you want? 
I see that you have survived the war. All right. Congratulations. 

The Prince. Mee Lan? 

1\1ee Lan. Speaking very frankly, you give me a pain. 

The Prince. Don't you remember the night before I went 
away? The moon was shining, the full moon, and we sat here 
in the park--

Mee Lan. And there was some kissing. I know. I was there. 

The Prince. Mee Lan--

Mee Lan. I remember too that whenever you couldn't think 
of anything else you always used to say : Mee Lan ! Mee Lan ! 
�1ee Lan ! [THE PRINCE tries to kiss her.] Stop that! [THE 
PRINCE lets go of her and steps back, proud and sulky.] Now 
you are insulted again . I remember you always get insulted 
when you can't think of anything else to say or do. [She strokes 
his helmet.] Come. Not another word now! 

The Prince. Mee Lan-? 

Mee Lan. I was a child. I 'm sorry. I didn't know what love 
means. But then who doesn't misuse and misunderstand that 
word? Simply because the moon is shining. Isn't it true? One 
lets oneself go, simply because nobody else is at  hand at  the 
moment. And since one sometimes believes that no other man 
will ever appear-well, all these things are not altogether lies. 

The Prince. And now another man has appeared? 

Mee Lan. I was a child, an inexperienced girl .  Word of 
honor! And then one morning-it's quite natural : I fell in 
love with your new helmet ( the way girls nowadays fall in love 
with a Porsche or a Mercedes ) ,  then one morning I awoke to 
discover I didn't believe in princes any more. 
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The Prince. Now he has appeared? 

l\1ee Lan. I hope so-yes . I hope so, very, very much-yes, 
oh, yes ! [TnE PRINCE draws his Chinese saber.] What does this 
mean . . .  ? Let me go . . .  I mean it. Let me go . . . .  Are 
you disappointed, is that it . . .  ? What can I do for you 
. . .  ? I don't want to insult you; I just don't love you . . . .  
\Vhy so grim? You have all my best wishes for your future 
career. . . .  Are you trembling with self-pity, Hero of Liautung? 

The Prince. He will learn to know me better! 

Mee Lan.  Who? 

The Prince. So this is my reward! This! 

Mee Lan. I don't understand you. 

The Prince. I trusted in him. \Vho promised me fortune and 
success? I fought for h im. 

Mee Lan. \Vithout thought of peril, I know. 

The Prince. Laugh now! \:Ve are not yet at the end. 

Mee Lan. You are speaking of Papa? 

The Prince. Go ahead !  Laugh ! 

Mee Lan .  \Vhat did you think? 

The Prince. I thought an Emperor's word could be trusted. 

Mee Lan. Now you are really talking like a Chinese prince . 

The Prince. It was I who won the victory! 

Mee Lan. \Vho denies it? 

The Prince. I !  I !  No one else! 

Mee Lan. You're sure to get a medal . 

The Prince. A medal!!? 

Mee Lan. I s  that what you really thought : that I would be 
the reward to hang on your breast? 

The Prince. I will not be cheated! 
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Mee Lan. vVho i s  cheating you? You fought for the Emperor 
of China; what does that have to do with my love? I don't  love 
you; what does that have to do with the Emperor of China? 
You are really comicaL 

The Prince. Laugh ! 

Mee Lan. vVhat do you expect to do with that sword? 

The Prince. Go on! Laugh. 

Mee Lan. You imagine you've been cheated, whereas you've 
simply been told the bare truth . That's what it is. Fighting the 
bloodiest battles is easier for you, Hero of Liautung, than 
listening to the common, everyday truth spoken in confidence. 

The Prince. Laugh ! 

Mee Lan. I'm not laughing at  all . 

The Prince. The laugh will be on you, now-- [He re-
sheathes his sword and starts out.] 

Mee Lan.  \Vbere are you going? 

The Prince. At this moment, the people are at the gates . 

Mee Lan.  So I've heard. 

The Prince. I am to disperse them. 

Mee Lan. And? 

The Prince. And? If I don't disperse them? If I do not pro
tect that empire which does not reward my faith? If I open the 
very gates before which the people clamor? 

Mee Lan. I understand. 

The Prince. I will not be cheated! 

Mee Lan .  You've said that already . .  

They fall silent together. 

The Prince. I am going to do it .  

Mee Lan. I will never be your happiness. 
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The Prince. And if I force you to it? 

l\1ee Lan. That is all I can say : I will never be your happi-
ness. [THE PRINCE kneels again.] Why don't you go? 

The Prince. Mee Lan-

Mee Lan. I don't  love you. 

The Prince. For the last time-

Mee Lan. I don't love you. 

The Prince. Mee Lan!  

Mee Lan. You are laughable. Go away. You believe in power, 
all experience to the contrary. You believe in happiness through 
power. You make me sick. You are stupid. [A fanfare.] Go 
away! [Another fanfare.] The members of the court are coming. 
The farce is going on. . . . 
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Entry of MANDARINS and EuNUcHs; grand procession to the 
Royal Court ( choreography, drums, music ) , during which THE 
PRINCE, after some irresolution, stands up and goes away. 
THE MASKERS appear, in the meanwhile, and finally THE 

EMPEROR, in full regalia. 

HwANG TI. Mandarins of my realm !  I have called you together, 
as so many times in the past, to give me the benefit of your 
collective wisdom. I am handing over to your court my last 
adversary, a man who calls himself The Voice of the People. 
Let wisdom rule! As for me, my faithful subjects, I will remain 
silent, otherwise it might be thought that I was trying to in
fluence this court. Let that never be thought!  I will remam 
silent .  [HwANG TI seats himself on his throne.] 

Da Hing Yen. Bring in the prisoner! [Drum roll.] 

Mee Lan. Papa !-

Hwang Ti. Don't interrupt now! What's the meaning of this 
costume? 

Mee Lan. The Prince-

Hwang Ti. Later! Later! 

Mee Lan. Listen to me, Papa-

Hwang Ti. Later! 

A ceremony has begun: DA HING YEN and four MANDARINS 
stand up, each holding a large book open before him. 

Da Hing Yen. Let us read, as the ceremony prescribes, the 
sentences from the handbook of ritual : "Li Gi, the Master, 
Spake." 

8 5  
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First Mandarin. "The :Niaster spake : When the path of 
righteousness is followed upon the earth, then it will happen 
that there will come forth a Son of Heaven, one who well de
serves that name." 

Da Hing Yen. "It was not so, however, during the Tsin 
Dynasty." 

Second Mandarin. "The 11aster spake : It is of no importance 
how great the kingdom may be, but rather that the ruler is able 
to win the hearts of his subjects ." 

Da Hing Yen. "It was not so, however, during the Tsin 
Dynasty." 

Third Mandarin. "The 11aster spake : If there is justice in 
the hearts of the rulers, then state and house will flourish and 
prosper; i f  the rulers are pure in heart, there will be no strife 
among the people, and no unrest need arise." 

Da Hing Yen. "It was not so, however, during the Tsin 
Dynasty." 

Fourth l\1andarin. "The :WI aster spake : Justice is the root of 
true prosperity. But if  men set prosperity at any cost as a goal, 
evil results ." 

Da H ing Yen .  "This, however, is how it was during the Tsin 
Dynasty : The rulers did not act according to justice and 
propriety, and the life of the people was not harmonious. 
People sought only for news of victories; the rulers were cm·et
ous of possessions; the strong were only concerned with cun
ningly hoarding their strength. They had a book of ritual, but 
the rulers did not live in accord with its precepts. The Prince 
had been placed on the throne by a eunuch who taught him 
how to prosecute all his enemies in mock trials . The most 
learned men of the court were assailed as dissidents and traitors, 
and no one dared to speak out against this injustice. Heaven 
however will always punish an unjust ruler, through the actions 
of his own people. 

They close their books and resume their seats. 
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l\1ee Lan. Papa-

Hwang Ti. Ssssh ! 
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Mee Lan. You will be sorry if you don't listen to me-

Hwang Ti. Be quiet! 

Mee Lan. The Prince, Papa, the Prince is going to open the 
gates-- [Drum roll.] 

Da Hing Yen. The accused! 

The prisoner is brought in-WANG, the mute son of the Pro
logue. Helpless and uncomprehending, he turns the wrong way 
and gapes out at the audience. HwANG T1 involuntarily starts 

up, but then sinks down again. 

Da Hing Yen. Here! Here! You must face us ! 

Hwang Ti. Go on ! 

Da Hing Yen.  Accused, you are suspected of being the man 
who calls himself �lin Ko, The Voice of the People, whose 
words are known to all . I ask in the name of Justice, do you 
know the words I refer to? 

The Contemporary. For example : 

Or--

"What do we count on the day of victory, 
\Ve, the farmers and folk in the land? 
\Ve count our dead, we count our dead, 
While you j ingle your gold in your hand." 

Hwang Ti . Enough ! 

The Contemporary. 
"He who sits on the throne :  
He hopes the future never comes; 
He who loves the Lord : 
He hears the future in the drW11s." 

Hwang Ti. We're not interested in hearing all these rhymes ! 

The Contemporary. I can well understand that, Your 
11ajesty. Their literary value is slight. So slight that one won-
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ders at the extraordinary price Your Majesty has placed upon 
their heads. 

Da Hing Yen. I ask in the name of Justice : Are you the man 
who invented these words and spread them from mouth to 
mouth through the entire realm? 

The Contemporary. He's not. 

Hwang Ti. Silence ! 

The Contemporary. But I happen to know that--

Da Hing Yen. I f  you remain silent, my boy, that means that 
you do not want to be recognized. If you do not want to be 
recognized, that means that you must be the man we are seek
ing. And that means : Your head on the block! Therefore I ask : 
Do you confess to the charge or do you deny it? [vV ANG shakes 
his head.] You don't deny it? [WANG nods vigorously.] You 
confess? [WANG shakes his head.] Your Majesty, the accused 
denies--

Hwang Ti. We will prove him guilty! Go on! 

Da Hing Yen. As you will, Your Majesty. 

The Contemporary. You are innocent, I know. Why don't 
you speak out? They are afraid of your silence. Don't you see 
that? They suspect that you are thinking the truth, my son, 
simply because you don't speak. 

Hwang Ti. Go on ! 

The Contemporary. Don't be silent, my boy, glorify them at 
the top of your lungs ! 

Hwang Ti. Go on! Are we assembled to listen to the prat
tlings of a court fool? Go on! 

Da Hing Yen. It's an ancient custom, Your Majesty, that 
the man who defends the innocent before the lords of our 
land should be the Court Fool. 

Hwang Ti. The innocent? 
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Da Hing Yen. In the eyes of a fool, of course, Your Majesty. 
\:V e will demonstrate the opposite. 

Hwang Ti. So I hope. 

Da Hing Yen. As you will, Your Majesty. [He makes a sign.] 
Fu Chu, the Executioner! 

In the brief pause which now occurs as they await the appear
ance of the executioner, two more MAsKERS appear and prome
nade across the stage: Schiller's MARY STUART and PoNTIUS 

PILATE. 

Pilate. But then as I sat in the seat of judgment (which is 
called in Hebrew: Gabbatha ) ,  I answered and spake unto him : 
vVhat is truth? 

Da H ing Yen. Quiet! 

Pilate. There was, though, an outcry before the place of 
judgment, and the high priests cried out and said : "Away with 
him! Crucify him!" Then I flogged him, but when I saw that 
this was accomplishing nothing, I took some water and washed 
my hands before the people, saying :  "I am innocent of the 
blood of this just man." 

Da Hing Yen. Quiet ! 

Pilate. The other man was named Barabbas and was a 
robber--

Da Hing Yen. Quiet ! 

Pilate. --or a murderer--

The Chinese executioner enters. 

Da Hing Yen .  Fu Chu, the Executioner! [MEE LAN covers 
her face with her hands.] Let us continue in the name of 
Justice. Since the accused refuses to be accused and is not 
willing to incriminate himself--

The Contemporary. He is mute! 

Hwang Ti. Silence. 
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The Contemporary. I know it. 

Da Hing Yen.  Mute? 

The Contemporary. I can't help it, Your J\1ajesty. It's a joke, 
really-you have sought out The Voice of the People in order 
to silence him, and now you have arrested-look-a mute!  

Hwang Ti. How do you know this? 

Tlze Contemporary. Any man who sees your Justice and re
mains silent instead of praising your Justice in order to escape 
from your Justice must be a mute, it seems to me, or else a 
saint who is looking for martyrdom. Are you a saint? ['VANG 
shal-.es his head.] The accused denies being a saint. 

Hwang Ti. Anyone can deny that! 

The Contemporary. Except, of course, a saint .  For if he is a 

saint, he can't lie, simply because he is one. Er-does Your 
l\1ajesty follow the logic? Any man who sees your Justice in 
silence and is not posing can only be a saint or a mute, since, 
however, it's quite clear the accused is not a saint--

H WANG T1 stands up. 

Hwang Ti. The rack will teach him how to speak! 

The Contemporary. And what shall he speak, Your Majesty? 

Hwang Ti. The truth ! 

The Contemporary. 'Vhat for? 

Hwang Ti. Do you think I don't recognize the truth? 

The Contemporary. So much the better, Your J\1ajesty; then 
we won't need any rack. 

HwANG T1 stares about him lil�e a caged beast . 

Hwang Ti. Mute? Now all at once? How can this be? After 
he has mocked me in every street and village square for ten 
years? Am I never, never to- [He turns to the J\1ANDARINs .] 
Haven't  I taught my judges how to conduct trials properly? 

Da Hing Yen. To be sure, Your Majesty. 
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Hwang Ti. Go on! I say. O r  am I now t o  be mocked a t  by a 
mute? Go on!  [He sits down again.] 

The Contemporary. You see, my boy, how much simpler it 
would have been if you could have at least feigned respect, as 
everyone else does. Your silence is ruining everything. Y ou'Il 
wind up forcing them to speak the truth themselves. 

Da Hing Yen. Let us continue in the name of Justice. Ac
cused ! Your death sentence is preparoo, and the Emperor, whose 
graciousness is dear to us, awaits your confession. For it is an old 
Chinese custom that no death sentence should be executed 
without proof or confession of guilt. Therefore why are you 
silent? If you refuse to confess that you are guilty of high 
treason, then in effect you are saying that the Son of Heaven1 
who is always in the right, is not in the right-and you are then 
for that reason guilty of high treason ! Do you understand, my 
boy, what I am saying to you? In the name of Justice, although 
it makes no difference as far as your execution is concerned, I 
ask you for the last time:  Do you confess to the crime of high 
treason or do you deny it? (\VANG shakes his head.] That means : 
you deny it? [WANG nods.] That means : you confess? (\VANG 
shakes his head.] It is not becoming for you to shake your head 
at this court, my boy. Answer! I ask you for the last time : Do 
you confess or deny your guilt? [WANG nods and shakes his 
head and nods, faster and faster.] To the dragons with you ! I 
give up! Or-are you really mute? [WANG nods.] Your Maj
esty . . .  

HwANG T1 springs off his throne. 

Hwang Ti. Torture him! 1l1at's not true! Torture him ! 
That's a lie, like everything else he has already said! Torture 
him! 

The Contemporary. \Vhat has he already said, Your Majesty? 

Hwang Ti. You traitor, you wretch, you hard-hearted beast! 
Do you think we don't know what you are thinking behind 
your dirty forehead, you gaping fool, you ragamuffin, you man 
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of the streets ! The Great Wall, you say, nothing but a business 
deal ! Millions dead, because of a business deal ! Deny it, if you 
can!  [WANG is silent.] Bloodsucker, you say-my whole court� 
a company of bloodsuckers ! Do you think I haven't  heard? Ir 
Tsin She Hwang Ti, the liberator of the people, the bringer of 
peace, I, a bloodsucker, you say-I suck the blood of the poorr 
I enjoy the fruits of your labor! Your labor! [HwANG TI at
tempts a scornful laugh.] Hal Ha! [WANG is silent.] Gape at 
me, yes, and tremble! I 'll force you to be silent, you chatterbox, 
you seditionist, and if you refuse to bring one word out of your 
stinking throat-! know what your kind thinks! I am not the 
Savior of the Fatherland. I am a robber of the people, a mur
derer of the people, a criminal-deny it if you can!  [WANG is 
silent.] You don't deny it !? [WANG is silent.] You dare-to my 
face-a criminal !-you dare-before all the mandarins of my 
court-to my very face! I, the mightiest man in the world, I, 
you say, I :  a coward, a laughable simpleton, an idiot, a scare
crow of my own fear, you say, I tremble and shake, I don't dare 
hear what my loyal subjects really think, for I know that they 
hate me, you say, and there's not an honest man in my empire, 
you say, who wouldn't l ike to spit in my face if he could-

[H wANG T1 turns toward his court, suddenly composed and 
smiling.] My loyal subjects, is that true? I ask you in all honesty, 
is there a man in this assemblage who would l ike to spit in my 
face? [BRuTus steps fonvard.] I mean, among my contempo
raries . . .  ! [BRliTUS steps back.] I ask you before all the 
world : Is there a man who would like to spit in my face? [They 
all shake their heads.] That is to say-you love me? [They all 
nod.] 

Mee Lan.  Papa! Stop it! This is nonsense! Everyone knows 
you have the power. Papa ! You're not changing the truth ! \Vho 
believes you? I don't. What good is all this? Stop this farce, 
Papa . . . .  

A silence. A MANDARIN steps forward. 

The Mandarin. At last ! 
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Hwang Ti. \Vbat does my loyal subject mean? 

The Mandarin. Out of the mouth of your own child . At last. 
You have heard it. 

HwANG T1 looks at him. The silence continues. Everyone stares. 
HwANG T1 gives a tiny sign to DA HING YEN. DA HING YEN 
gives the same sign to Fu CHu, who relays it to someone else, 
and THE MANDARIN, almost before he grasps it, is silently and 
almost magically removed as if on runners. No one moves; it is 

as if nothing had happened. 

Hwang Ti. I ask you one more time before all the world : 
Is it true, my loyal subjects, that you are all feigning loyalty 
simply because you fear my torture chamber? [Everyone shakes 
his head.] And you, man of the streets, you dare to tell me-to 
my very face-my power lies in my torture instruments . \Vell, 
you shall become acquainted with them, you liar, you damnable 
-ha l  to my face ! A criminal, you say, a man has to be a crim
inal to stay out of my prisons .  And whoever is wise had better 
stay under cover. \:Vhat do you know about wisdom, you nasty
nose? And I, you say, I kill all wisdom, I am the lie in  person, 
I am the plague enthroned, and whoever stretches his hand 
toward me, it stinks of carrion; I am no Son of Heaven and no 
man, I am the spiritual sickness of my time-deny it, i f  you can !  
[WANG is silent.] You can't deny it ! !  [\VANG is silent.] Shall I 
strangle you with my own hands, you-you talker? So that you 
are finally silenced, you with your wisdom, you Voice of the 
People, do you think I am going to be mocked at on the day of 
my victory-do you think--[HwANG T1 suddenly has a 
thought.] Do you have a father? [WANG nods, then shakes his 
head.] \:Vhat does that mean? 

The Contemporary. His father was ki11ed in your last war. 

Hwang Ti. Do you have a mother? [\VANG nods, beaming.] 
Then I wi11 have your mother tortured-! [\VANG falls on his 
knees, unable to cry out.] Fu Chu! [The executioner steps for
ward.] Is it true, Executioner, what this slanderous dog tells in  
every street and vi11age square in the empire? I am the murderer 
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of my friends, he says . I ask you, Hangman, before all the 
world : Of all the people you ha \·e tortured, was a single one of 
them a friend of mine? [Fu CHu shakes his head.] You hear 
that? ( Hwc\.1\G Tr l�icks the mute. ]  Voice of the People-you

you hear? [�\lEE LAN sobs loudly. ] Enough .  The truth, I think, 
has been demonstrated. I, Tsin She Hwang Ti, a bloodsucker, 
I fatten myself on your labor! I :  the murderer of my friends, the 
destroyer of my people-I force them into the wars, you say this 
to my face! I create the wars myself, you say, in order to divert 
the people's rage tm\·ard others and to save myself through their 
patriotism-in my \·ery face !  Do you think I am going to let you 
drag our most sacred beliefs through the mud? Our wars, our 
battles for peace? The barbarian dogs of the steppes, you say
they wouldn't have done anything to us i f  I hadn't attacked 
them. How do vou know that? How do \·ou know what no one 

. . 

can know, you gaping lout who can't e\·en read a newspaper, 
you water-carrier, you mule-driver, you ragamuffin, how do you 
know what would ha\·e happened if I hadn't attacked just in 
time-attacked ! Yes, indeed! Naturally, I attacked them ! 
[HwAXG Tr grows angrier.] Shut up! I say. Shut up! [HwA;--;G T1 
sei::es him and shakes him.] One word more and I'll strangle 
you! One word more ! [Hw&"XG Tr hurls him to the floor.] Thou
sands, hundreds of thousands, you say, slaughtered for a l ie, 
bled \vhite, crippled for the kingdom of spiritual sickness in our 
time-mine!-bled white, vou sav, for me! For a criminal ! And 

. . 

this today-on the day of our victory! Do you think I am going 
to let you mock at all of them, the heroes of my army, thou
sands and hundreds of thousands, who have died for me-for 
me, yes ! for me! [HwA;--;G Tr is now almost voiceless.] Shut up! 
I say. [He totters bacl� to his throne, hoarse and shaking.] Tor
ture him ! He is the one. Torture him till he confesses . I will 
never listen to him . Torture him till he hears the cracking of 
his own bones ! 

Fu CHu, the executioner, drags out the mute. 

I 've gotten overexcited, gentlemen of the court. You heard the 
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slandering liar, though-enough ! No more o f  him! H e  was our 
final adYersary. My loyal subjects, assembled in honor of this 
glorious day, let us now proceed to the joyous banquet! 

Hw�""G T1 rises with an effort. !vlusic begins. Arm in arm with 
CLEOPATRA, he goes out, followed by his entire court, again with 
appropriate choreography. 1\fEE L-L'\-in evening dress-and 

THE Co�TE�IPORARY are left behind. 
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THE CoNTE::\IPORARY. You despise me, don't you? You are dis
illusioned. \Vell, what did you expect? 

DoN JuAN appears and bows to MEE LAN. 

Mee Lan. Thank you, but I don't dance the cha-cha-cha. 

Don Juan [Sadly] . Ah. [He bows again and withdraws.] 

Mee Lan. You knew that he was mute. 

The Contemporary. Yes. 

Mee Lan. And you are going to permit this mute boy to be 
tortured-you, who know everything? 

The Contemporary. Permit? 

Mee Lan. You shrug your shoulders. And that's all ! Shrug the 
shoulders, light another cigarette-while they torture a mute to 
force him to scream; and you, who can speak, stand there and 
keep silent-and that's all ! 

The Contemporary. What can I do? 

Mee Lan. You with your learning! Time and space are one; 
how comforting! Destruction of the world by heat; how excit
ing! And the speed of light is unsurpassable; how interesting! 
Energy equals mass times the speed of light. 

The Contemporary. -Squared. 

1\!Iee Lan. And what's the result of all this? You with your 
great formulas! You shrug your shoulders while a man is flayed 
alive, and light another cigarette! 

He is silent for a moment or two, then suddenly shouts. 

The Contemporary. \Vhat can I do? ! [He automatically takes 

96 
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out a cigarette, then speaks very quietly.] He wil1 be tortured. 
I know. As thousands before him have been. First the thumb
screw, then the nailed whip, then the business with the block 
and pulleys (which tears the tendons so that he will never 
again be able to l ift his arms ) , then the white-hot wire, then 
the bone-breakers, repeated as often as necessary-all that, I 
know, has been going on right up to today. And whether we 
cry or laugh, whether we dance, sleep, read-there is probably 
not a single hour that goes by today in which some man some
where is not being tortured, flayed, martyred, disgraced, mur
dered. [He takes the cigarette out of his mouth again.] But has 
any intellectual ever been able to forestall destiny simply because 
he foresaw it? We can write books and make speeches, even 
angry speeches : "Why this can no longer go on !"  And yet it goes 
on. Precisely so. Great and learned persons arise and cal l  to 
mankind :  "TI1e cobalt bomb, which you are now producing, 
will be the end of you!"-and people go on making the cobalt 
bomb. [He sticks the cigarette back in his mouth and snaps on 
his cigarette lighter.] You're right, Mee Lan-to shrug the 
shoulders and l ight another cigarette, that's all someone l ike 
me can do in times l ike these. [He lights his cigarette.] 

Mee Lan .  Talk! Nothing but talk! [He smokes.] Don't you 
hear? 

The Contemporary. What? 

Mee Lan. 11uough all of this-don't you hear? A mute, who 
is being tortured til1 he screams! Till he screams-a helpless, 
defenseless creature without a voice! And you hear only your 
own voice? I don't want to know the things you know. Why 
don't you cry? Yon with your sterile science! Why don't you 
cry for him? No! I hate you ! 

The Contemporary. :Lvlee Lan--

Mee Lan. I hate you! [She throws herself into a chair. ]  

The Contemporary. And you-what have you done? I see 
you have gotten yourself dressed up. You want to be a modern 
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woman, I see, and yet you still expect men to perform miracles. 
You were there, the same as I .  Why didn't you save h im? You 
put up with it, you wept, you hoped. For what? That the others 
would do something, that a man would, that I would? \Vhat 
were you able to do? Whether man or woman, we stand here, 
one human being facing another, and I ask you : What did you 
do? You changed clothes. TI1at's all .  [MEE LAN sobs.] You hate 
me--

Mee Lan.  Yes! 

The Contemporary. I don't know what you think love is. 
Did you hope that I would be something for you to admire and 
wonder at? And what do you find? A man who is not capable of 
changing the world--

Mee Lan. You're no man ! 

The Contemporary. Otherwise I would have committed 
suicide on the spot, is that what you mean? Is that what you 
expected? It wouldn't have changed the world-for there's never 
any shortage of deaths!-but you would have discovered that 
I was a man . Dead-but a man ! [He smiles teasingly.] And 
you're supposed to be a Chinese princess ! [She turns away.] You 
are young. And now you arc sobbing. You are very young. You 
know what hope is, l\1ee Lan, but hope is not the measure of 
our actions-or inactions . You don't know what the world 
IS. • . . 

Two men with cigars come in: a TAIL CoAT and a CuTAWAY. 

The Tail Coat. A cigar of distinction! 

The Cutaway. Isn't it? 

The Tail Coat. Have you had a chance to chat with Lohen-
grin? 

Tlze Cutaway. Lohengrin is here, too? 

The Tail Coat. The whole cultural world! 

The Cutaway. Tell me, what's he l ike? 
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The Tail Coat. Lohengrin? Not a bad fellow, if you can get 
him to stop singing. 

The Cutaway. I 've been chatting with Mary Stuart. 

The Tail Coat. Ah. 

The Cutaway. People always think persons like that have no 
culture. But they know all sorts of things .  A very fine person, 
this Stuart! And then, as I always say : What a fine gift of con
versation these classical characters have ! It's a shame my wife 
isn't here. As she always says, she simply can't l ive without the 
classics-and she means it. [They both nod with pompous 
courte�;y to someone offstage.] Do you have any inkling who this 
Roman is who keeps watching us all the time? 

The Tail Coat. I do indeed. 

The Cutaway. Really? 

The Tail Coat. Also a classic character. 

BRuTus enters, holding a newspaper rolled up like a parchment 
scroll. 

Brutus. A word, you citizens !  If I seem sad, 
Think only that the sorrow of my gaze 
Goes not toward men of mediocre mind. 
Consider that it is a bitter task, 
The full reconstitution of the State 
(TI1e which I love, you know, more than myself ) , 
And knowledge of these things, to freely speak, 
Has cast the shades of gloom across my face. 

The Tail Coat. Hm. 

Brutus. The times are grave. Your evening paper here
Which you had dropped-has roused my blood 
( I  understand your paper all too well ! ) ;  
No longer will I stand aside, the while my heart 
Buries its impulses at their birth. 
vVhat is the plan? You are, my friends, 
If I have understood your paper right, 
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My brothers under the skin, 0, businessmen, 
0, friends of Rome, who love the public weal, 
Love Justice as I do, and will defend 
Freedom with your lives, if necessary. 
Have I, friends, read your thoughts aright? 

The Cutaway. Yes, yes-quite. 

Brutus. My name is Brutus. 

The Cutaway. Ah. 

The Tail Coat. What did he 'ay? 

The Cutaway. Brutus. 

The Tail Coat. Hm. 

Brutus. I hear the raging mob is threatening 
Justice, that most noble work of man; 
Is threatening with violence the State, 
And in an hour of rage endangers Freedom 
( But oh, how well I understand that rage 
When I see the abuse of all these things ! ) 
A suicidal passion of destruction ! 
Is it then something for the common good 
( Do not conceal your thoughts from me! ) 
That you are planning? Hark! the shouts 
Of uproar that now reach our ears-a flame 
Whipped by a storm that whirls about us. 
What is to come? Evil is on the march 
And takes whatever path it  will when men 
Do not remove determinedly those things 
Which harm the folk ( be it a man's own friend! ) .  
You know? Declare yourselves! What do the people 

want? 

The Tail Coat. Higher wages. What else? 

Brutus. Think not, my friends, I am an advocate 
Of nonsense when I question you-
r, enemy of mob rule as I am-
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Concerning the true grounds of  this uprising. 

The Cutaway. Higher wages are out of the question, thafs 
quite clear. \Vhere will that lead us? To higher prices ! But try 
to explain this to the mob! Apart from that, though, there is 
nothing to worry about; the police have the situation well in 
hand. 

Brutus. I do not understand, my friends, the form 
Your government doth take, but if I read 
This paper here aright, 'tis a republic--

The Cutaway. Yes, yes-quite. 

The Tail Coat. Absolutely! 

The Cutaway. Yes, sir! 

The Tail Coat. And we won't have any tampering with it! 

Brutus. Brutus is glad to hear it. 

The Tail Coat. Particularly not by labor unions and the like! 

Brutus. I know not the condition of your state, 
And yet I hope that these police you speak of 
Are not the bodyguards of tyranny. 
If this were so, oh, then, eternal God! 
Then let us, brothers, let us bathe our hands 
In Caesar's blood up to the very elbows. 
Let us make our swords smoke red with blood! 
And let us step forth in the market place 
And, swinging round our heads our bloody weapons, 
Cry to all the world : Rescue! Freedom! Peace! 

The TAIL CoAT and the CuTAWAY exchange uneasy glances. 

The Tail Coat. Er-if you have no objections-we can be 
heard here-- [They lead their classic character aside.] 

Brutus. Give me your hands-one, then the other--

They disappear. MEE LAN and THE CoNTEMPORARY remain. 
During the BRUTUS intermezzo, which has crossed the forestage, 

they have taken no notice of the interruption. 
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The Contemporary. What did you expect from me? I ask 
you. \Vhat did you expect? I could have saved him? Is that 
what you think? I only had to speak up. Voluntarily. I only 
had to say : ui am the man you're looking for. Release this 
water-carrier, for he is not The Voice of the People. He is mute. 
Here is my head. Yes-I, an intellectual, a somewhat ordinary 
intellectual, a Doctor of Jurisprudence, unmarried, temporarily 
unemployed ( since I quit my job with the life-insurance com
pany ) ,  occupant of a two-room apartment without bath, con
tributor to leading literary quarterlies (which don't pay ) ,  cig
arette smoker, unaffiliated, idler in the fields of Physics, History, 
Theology-arrest me as The Voice of the People! Please-don't 
laugh !  Or arrest me ( in selling out your titles and honors ) as 
The Voice of the Spirit-it's all the same; my head won't 
change the course of history. But take it, you hangman . Other
'l.vise I am no man in the eyes of this girl ! Have pity, hangman, 
and take my head off my shoulders-show this girl who I am!" 
[lVIEE LAN arises.] Is that what you expected from me? 

j\,1lee Lan [Taking a cigarette] . Will you give me a light? 

The Contemporary. Can a man choose martyrdom the way 
he chooses a job? And yet you are right. I know! The only thing 
the mind can do is to offer itself as a sacrifice--

1\.!Jee Lan. Will you give me a light? 

The Contemporary. You have nothing more to say? 

A'Iee Lan. I see you talk, but I hear nothing. I only hear the 
mute. He is the only man in this whole stupid farce. 

He takes out his cigarette lighter, but doesn't snap it on yet. 

The Contemporary. Maybe I'm a coward. Otherwise I would 
have seen what I have to do. But I don't see it--

DoN J u.AN appears and bows. 

Don Juan. This time, Princess, it's not a cha-cha-cha. 

MEE LAN accepts him, smiling. 

The Contemporary. Mee Lan . . . ? Mee Lan . . .  
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HwANG Tr comes in, CLEOPATRA on his arm, a glass in his hand, 
followed by his retinue, everyone in high spirits. 

HwANG Tr. No matter, my dear child, no matter-a wall is a 
wall, and therefore I say-hic!-I say : Let's build one! Today, 
tomorrow, yesterday, eh? \Vhy do you laugh? A wall that will 
protect us from the future-hie!-! believe I'm beginning to feel 
this drink, but the situation is grave, my dear subjects, frankly 
grave, and therefore I say-Cleopatra, where are you? A toast ! 
Wan-li-chang-cheng, I say, and all that dwells within it, which is 
the Republic and Freedom and Culture-hic!-and that means 
us, and as for everything outside the wall-. My dear, faithfuL 
loyal subjects! Let us drink to the Great \Vall, as it is called in 
the books, my faithful subjects, one more time-brr! for a mo

ment it seemed to me as though we were concluding an affair 
that already for centuries, so to speak-as though we were build
ing a wall that-hic !-has already crumbled away-as though 
our future, so to speak, lay-hic!-behind us! [He seats himself 
on the throne.] A toast ! [General clinking of glasses, laughter, 
then a sudden silence.] \Vhat was that? [Machine guns are 

heard in the distance.] My loyal subjects, I feel unwell. All my 
life I have drunk milk and fruit juice so that I might see things 
clearly, as a Son of Heaven should; I have never smoked, never 
-the better to bring about that which we call the Great Order 
and the Final Order--[He starts to laugh.] Suddenly I feel 
quite well again ! [Another burst of machine-gun fire.] What is 
that?! 

THE CoNTEMPORARY steps fonvard. 

The Contemporary. That is the revolution. 
103 
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Hwang Ti. Revolution?-why-? 

The Contemporary. The people, my lords, are unpredictable . 
And who are the people? \Ve all are; we stand behind the cur
tain when the neighbor is arrested and dragged away. And we 
become cautious in our dealings with neighbors . But in vain. 
One morning ( around four o'clock) they come and drag your 
own father away; the next \vave will swallow up your own 
brother. And every time that the sun rises again o,·er this land, 
it seems that nothing has happened. On the contrary : the news
papers tell us of a disappointing wheat crop somewhere. And 
friends wonder whether their friend is still living, but they don't 
ask too many questions, lest they themseh·es be dragged away. 
And whoever is left alive lives harmlessly, and so, in truth, there 
is peace in the land. And yet now comes the revolution. \Vhy? 
Suddenly a bagatelle is enough to start the avalanche-a harm
less creature, someone whom we don't even know, a mute boy 
is tortured--

Hwang Ti. Harmless? 

The Contemporary. -and the people, afraid for years, rush 
into the streets, unafraid in memory of their dead. But the 
people, my lords, have no voice, unless we lend them one-one 
of us !  

Hwang Ti . \Vhat is he talking about? 

The Contemporary. Arrest me, my lords, as The Voice of the 
People. 

Hwang Ti. Hie! 

The Contemporary. Precisely. 

Hwang Ti. You are l\�Iin Ko? You? 

The Contemporary. As much as anyone. 

Hwang Ti. He thinks I am drunk. . . .  

The Contemporary. I f  you want to find out what the people 
think, don't go on torturing a mute! I will tell you. Listen to me! 
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H'vAxG Tr looks about. 

Hwang Ti. \Vhere is Fu Chu? 

Fu Chu . Here. [The Executioner takes two strides toward 
THE Co�"TE::\IPORARY.] 

Hwang Ti. \Ve are listening. Speak! 

THE CoxTE�IPORARY stands before a huge half-circle which THE 
l\'IASKERS and courtiers have formed about him. He has the 
typical manner of speaking of an intellectual: not loud, quite in
formal, somewhat ill at ease, but not disconcerted or confused, 
from time to time smiling or toying with a cigarette to mask 
his nervousness, the while his seriousness shows itself throughout 

in his objectivity. 

The Contemporary. \Vhat I have to say to you is banal; you 
can read it in the papers every morning . . . . \Ve find ourseh·es, 
my lords, in the era of the hydrogen bomb, or, as the case may 
be, the cobalt bomb, which means-without going any further 
into contemporary physics-whoever is a tyrant today, wherever 
he may be on this planet, is a tyrant over the whole of humanity. 
He holds in his hand, for the first time in the history of man
kind, the means to make an end of the human race-a possi
bility which up to now has seemed absurd; however, when you're 
dealing with neurotics, nothing is really strange . [An unbeliever 
laughs.] 11y lords, I am not drawing up the plans for the 
Apocalypse. I am simply reminding you of certain medical find
ings which are quite well known . The investigations of the 
survivors of Hiroshima, for example-and bear in mind that in 
Hiroshima we had, so to speak, a harmless bomb, one in which 
only the explosive effect was considered-these investigations 
shm,·ed among the women a definite gene damage as a result 
of radioactivity, a significant aftereffect which remains at least 
very much open to question . I can't go any further into this 
matter here; it invoh·es various horrible throwbacks in certain 
carriers of the genes which produce various kinds of physical 
deformities and mental deficiencies . The slaying of the children 
of Bethlehem is perhaps comparable to Hiroshima, except that 
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Hiroshima involved not only living children but those of the 
future as well-while Bethlehem, which was, to be sure, no idyl 
for those concerned, was of no real significance to mankind at 
large-- [ A murmur of dissatisfaction.] But let me be brief. For 
the first time in the history of man ( for up till now the tyrant 
who sent his Rome up in flames was always simply a temporary 
and quite local catastrophe ) -for the first time ( and therefore, 
my lords, the example of history will help us no longer! ) we are 
face to face with the choice, will there be a human race or will 
there not? The end of the world can be manufactured. Tech
nology-no problem. The more we become able to do ( thanks 
to technology) ,  the more nakedly we stand, like Adam and Eve, 
before the primal question : "What do we want?"-before 
what is ultimatclv a moral decision. However, i f  we decide "The 
human race must live!," that means your way of making history 
is no longer of any importance. \Ve can no longer tolerate a 
civilization which considers war unavoidable, that much is 
clear--

Hwang Ti. What is he saying? I am no longer of any im-
portance-! 

The Contemporary. For war means the end of everything. 

Hwang Ti. Hie! 

The Contemporary. And I assure you, my lords : There is no 
ark we can board to save us from a radioactive flood! 

Hwang Ti. Does he think I am drunk? I am of importance! 
\Vhat is this radioactivity? And really-am I a monster? \Vhy 
can't I have some of this radioactivity, too? Does that mean 
that people don't trust me? [THE CoNTEl\IPORARY sees that he 
is interrupted and falls silent.] Am I a tyrant? [Fu CHu osten
tatiously arranges his hangman's noose in order to be ready.] 
Why don't you answer? 

The Contemporary. So far as I know, no one who was a tyrant 
ever called himself one. The position is more desirable than the 
title. 
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Hwang Ti. Answer: Yes or no! 

The Contemporary. What's this hangman doing here? Is he 
going to prove that I am wrong if I answer "Yes"? 

Hwang Ti. Am I a tyrant? 

THE CoNTEMPORARY, pausing a second, involuntarily sticks a 
cigarette in his mouth. 

The Contemporary. Yes. 

Fu CHu throws the noose over his neck. 

Hwang Ti. Release him! [Fu CHu takes the noose away 
again.] Speak further! I am going to prove you wrong. Speak 
further! I am a great admirer of your mental agility. 

The Contemporary. I have said what I have to say. 

Hwang Ti. We listen to you with pleasure. 

THE CoNTEMPORARY, uncertain about this behavior of HwANG 
T1, who is smiling benignly, looks about like someone who feels 
he is being mocked, then suddenly speaks quietly and directly. 

The Contemporary. Smile, gentlemen, mock at me! I see what 
I see, what everyone who wants to see can see : I see our earth, 
which is no more, a planet without life, cruising through the 
darkness of eternity, illuminated by the sun, but no creature 
lives to feel the warmth of its rays, and dead is the brightness 
of day; I see the streaked shadows of its mountains and its 
violet-colored oceans-dead-clouds like silver fungi, and dead 
are the continents, pale as the moon, fruitless, bare-a barren, 
sterile star, revolving aimlessly like a million other stars. I see 
the cities and states of mankind, as they once were, the lost 
oases of time : Greece, Italy, Europe! Morning dawns, but no 
one is alive to see this morning, no bird, no child, no voice of 
greeting-not even a voice of lamentation. Nothing. Water, 
fire, and wind rage and roar, but silently, for no ear hears 
them. And the light-the same light as this here today : bluish 
in the sky, brown or green on the earth, white or purple on 
your walls, or yellow or red-the light is colorless ! For no eye 



1 08  MAX FRISCH 

sees it. And empty and blind as his world is God, blind and 
empty and without creatures of His making: without the mirror 
of a dying human eye, without our human consciousness of 
time-timeless-continents, which once rose up shining out of 
the mists of timelessness and into the consciousness of man : 
Asia, Europe, America-meaningless !  senseless ! lifeless! spirit
less ! empty of man ! empty of God! 

Prolonged general silence. 

Hwang Ti. Bravo! Bravo! Now I call that poetry! [HwANG T1 
claps, and then they all clap. It mounts to an ovation, as at a 
concert or in the theater.] Where is Da Hing Yen, the Master 
of the Revels? 

Da Hing Yen.  Here. 

DA Hrnc YEN steps forward in place of the executioner. 

Hwang Ti. Read the document! 

Da Hing Yen [Unrolls a scroll] . "What would the mightiest 
empire in the world, victor over all barbarians, be without the 
lustrous splendor and adornment of its intelligentsia? Therefore 
is it an ancient custom to reward and honor the wise men of 
our realm, to whom we always listen with pleasure. And there
fore do we hereby proclaim" [Drum roll.] "The Kung Fu Tse 
Award, established by our Great Exalted Emperor, Tsin She 
Hwang Ti, called the Son of Heaven, he who is always in the 
right, annually awarded to the wise man who dares to portray 
the world as it was before our reign and thereby dares to be our 
encmy-a11 honor in this sacred hour to the man who was able 
so strikingly and movingly to speak into the ears of the tyrant 
of the Chinese Wall the complete and utter truth." [Drum 
roll.] 

Hwang Ti. Place the golden chain about his neck! [DA HING 
YEN lays a golden chain about TnE CoNTEl\IPORARY's neck.] All 
hail! 
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Hoisted onto the shoulders of the EuNucHs, THE CoNTEMPo
RARY covers his face. 

All. Heil ! Hei1 ! Hei1 ! 

Cleopatra. And a kiss from me--

The jubilation changes into equally loud laughter, everyone 
lifts his glass, a fanfare is sounded, then a sudden scream. 

Silence. 
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The revolution is here: men with arm-bands and sub-machine 
guns: one sees them now as the people on the stage disperse and 
draw bacT, .  HwANG T1, left standing alone, continues laughing 

for a moment in the general silence, then stops suddenly. 

HwANG T1. Hic!-Who are you? 

THE PRINCE steps forward, now in plain trousers and white shirt. 

The Prince. There he is-your Son of Heaven! Look, he can 
scarcely stand--

Hwang Ti. My prince? 

The Prince. I am no prince! 

Hwang Ti. And in this costume-? 

The Prince. Liquidate him! 

The Contemporary. Stop! 

The Prince. Fire! 

The Contemporary. Stop! I said . . .  Stop ! [He drags the 
Chinese mother out of the crowd of people.] Here is the 
Mother! [It is suddenly still. ]  She is here to plead for the free
dom of her son. [He turns to the crowd.] Don't you all see the 
game that is being played here? Our prince, who has just been 
playing the part of a man of the people (as is customary in mili
tary putsches ) ,  this born general who has sacrificed his thirty 
thousand men in order to spare himself for the problems of 
the postwar world-naturally he would welcome the idea that 
The Voice of the People was a mute! 

The Prince. Him too! Liquidate him! All of them! 

The Contemporary. How well we have come to know this 
I I O 
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figure, so easy to see through; only the people, the unhappy 
people, always see through him too late . . . .  The only hope 
left in this entire game, the last hope that I see, is you. [He 
turns to the mother.] You are the Chinese Mother, the good and 
poor mother who thinks that she plays no role in the history of 
this world. Right? 

Olan. Yes, sir, yes. . . . 

The Contemporary. Tell me, haven't you informed me that 
your son is mute? 

Olan. Yes, sir, yes. . . . 

The Contemporary [Gestures toward the right] . Bring him in.  

Fu CHu brings in the tortured mute. 

Olan. Wang! ! !  

The Contemporary. I s  this your son? 

Olan. My Wang! my poor Wang-! 

The Contemporary. Tell the whole world what you know, 
mother. Testify that he is mute. 

Olan. What have they done to you, Wang? \Vho has broken 
your fingers? Who has wrenched your shoulders? i\1y poor 
Wang, my dear Wang, my stupid Wang! Don't you recognize 
me? Who has burned your tongue? \Vho has torn the skin from 
your arms? My blood, my blood, I kiss you! You shouldn't have 
stood out in front of the crowd that day; you should have lis
tened to your mother! Oh, Wang, my son! Look at me! Why 
don't you at least listen, if you can't speak? Oh, \Vang! Oh, 
\Vang! 

The Contemporary. Control yourself. 

Olan. Why have they done this to you? 

The Contemporary. It will never happen again. If you speak 
the truth now before all of us-your son is a mute, isn't he? 

Olan. Yes, sir, he is my son. 
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The Contemporary. He is not Min Ko, he is not the man who 
made up the verses. Say it! 

Olan. Verses? 

The Contemporary. Because he is mute! 

Olan. Wang-what have you done? 

The Contemporary. He has done nothing. 

Olan. Wang? 

The Contemporary. Testify to the truth, nothing more. Tes
tify with a single word that he is a mute. 

Olan. Have I done you an injustice, Wang? I have always 
thought that you were stupid. My Wang, my poor Wang! Is 
that true, that you have made verses? 

The Contemporary. But, my good woman-

Olan. My son is not stupid! 

The Contemporary. No one has claimed that. 

Olan. Why shouldn't he do it? My son! Why shouldn't he 
make verses? 

The Contemporary. It's not true--

Olan. Oh, Wang, my sweet Wang, my unhappy Wang, 
my son, why have you never told your mother, my proud Wang, 
that you are the man? 

The Contemporary. It's not true! 

Olan. Why shouldn't my son be a man of importance? 

The Contemporary. Woman--

Olan. Yes, he is the man ! Yes! Yes ! 

The revolutionaries break out in jubilation, the crowd lifts 
Vv ANG onto its shoulders and starts to carry him into the streets. 
Then-MEE LAN appears; it grows still once more. She stands 

there with disordered hair and torn clothing. 
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Mee Lan. Here I am, Prince. 

The Contemporary. Mee Lan? !  

l l 3  

Mee Lan .  Shamed and disgraced by the power you have un
leashed. I told you once : I will never be your happiness . Well, 
here I am. 

The Prince. Forward! [No one stirs.] Forward! A savior of the 
world cannot trouble h imself over a single individual! Forward! 

The Contemporary. Stop! 

The Prince. Liquidate them! 

The Contemporary. Stop, I say! 

The Prince. All of them! All of them! 

Shots; the lights go out for a moment; shouts, cries of confusion; 
and when the lights come back on, the scene is empty of per
sons. The scenery has collapsed, and the stage is seen as a stage; 
the machinery is visible. Distant cries of confusion and rioting 
in the distance. BRuTus and his two companions come in as if to 

view the ruins. 



SCENE 22 

THE TAIL CoAT. What do you say about this? 

The Cutaway. \Vhat do you say now? 

Brutus. The fury of the mob I understand, 
Though it be evil : impulse, passion, 
Sprung from the selfsame root as tyranny, 
Despite the work of human reason. 
Injustice reigns to kill in justice, 
And bloodily there ends what was a hope 
For freedom, right, a world of common good. 

The Cutaway. That's the way it is here, all right. 

Brutus. Now upon the shoulders of the angry mob, 
So long neglected and suspected, now 
They hoist-they, throwers-down of tyranny
Their newest leader and their next oppressor. 

The Tail Coat. At least he's a former general. 

The Cutaway. That's right. 

The Tail Coat. You can do business with generals, I always 
say. 

The Cutaway. You're right. 

The Tail Coat. Generals have behind them a certain tradition. 

Brutus [Aside] . 
Oh you, Octavius and Mark Antony, 
How often shall we meet at Philippi? 

The Cutaway. What did you say? 

Brutus. Nothing, nothing, I was lost in memory. 
1 14 
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The Cutaway. Well, how do you judge our present situation? 

Brutus [Aside] . 
And yet I will not deal unjustly with r-.1ark Antony; 
He was an enemy of larger size than this, 
One who stood in person on the field ! 

BRuTUs lays his hands on their shoulders. 

I tell you : be of cheer! The form and manner 
Of your business dealings, honest men, 
You noble business-leaders, friends of Rome, 
I know too well; haven't you proved yourselves? 
I see you prosperous, well fed; what do you fear? 
As for the mob, consider only this : 
How can a mob like this, now here, now there, 
Free itself from your bland tyranny? 
If  it really wants its freedom, yes ! But does it? 

The Tail Coat. Then you think . . .  ? 

Brutus. As necessary as  is daily bread 
Are despotism, arrogance, misrule 
To you-these things that make men great .  
He who freely tolerates injustice 
( Look into your hearts ! ) then sees himself 
As somehow thereby just-oh, irony! 
Oft have I thought of this . . . .  Is it not true? 

The Cutaway. Very interesting-hmm . . .  . 

The Tail Coat. Yes, indeed. . . . 

The Cutaway. A rather psychological interpretation. 

Brutus. How could it otherwise have happened 
That such as you could for two thousand years 
Still hold the center of the stage 
Long after Caesar fell for your false sakes? 

The Cutaway. You mean-? 

Brutus. I mean : Be of good cheer! You'll not die out, 
0 noble citizens with hollow hearts ! 
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And if one stabs you with a sudden dagger

Suddenly he has a dagger in each hand. 

(So bitter has the world converted me! )

He plunges the daggers into their bellies. 

Good cheer! As species, you will still survive! 

The two men, who have listened to their classic character with 
growing suspicion, clutch their sides where the daggers are 
sticking; meanwhile, BRuTus, stepping forward two steps, turns 

to TH� CoNTEMPORARY, who now comes in from the side. 

Brutus. What is it? 

The Contemporary. The play is at an end. 

Brutus. The reason? 

The Contemporary. Because the farce is going to start all over 
again; again we must repeat it--



SCENE 23 

RoMEO and JuLIET enter as at the beginning. Music again. 

JuLIET. I t  was the nightingale and not the lark 
That pierced the fearful hollow of thine ear; 
Nightly she sings on yond pomegranate tree. 
Believe me, love, it was the nightingale .  

Romeo. Our only hope is haste; delay is death. 

Juliet. Oh, thinkst thou we shall ever meet again? 

A WAITER in tails appears, right. 

Waiter. Ladies and gentlemen : the Polonaise is beginning 
on the terrace. The company awaits your pleasure .  

Juliet. 0 God! I have an ill-divining soul; 

[He disappears. 

The song of birds, the whisp'ring of the trees, 
All make me fear we'll never meet again,  
We pawns of love in a divided world, 
By civil discord cruelly transposed. 
Each look, each glance, but makes me newly fear, 
As though each kiss, so sweet, were full of poison, 
The fear that death is counting every kiss . 
0 pain of love! 0 pain of innocence! 
So happy as we are, we also fear, 
And fearfully the frailty of this world 
We see. Is there no place for lovers 
In this world? I want to live until the Day 
Of Judgment if I can .  And in that time, 
No breath, no tears, no sorrow of the heart, 
No bitter pangs of longing could there be 
So keen to make me cry out : ( (No! 

1 1 7 
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This world is not a lovely world!  It shall not be!" 
The song of birds, the whisp'ring of the trees 
Still makes me glad. See, love, the shining moon ! 
The stars' white light is dazzling pure, 
Blazing in the east .  The river gleams, 
A shining mirror underneath the stars, 
And then the birds, chili in the frosty branches, 
Loudly greet the morning's early beam. 
The clouds, outlined in fire, shift and dissolve, 
And soon, kissed by the dawn's first rays, 
The dewdrops flash, the jewelry of the earth, 
And shadows flee 'neath evenr bush and stone. 
0 day! 0 inconceivable rich gift ! 
0 light! 0 lovely light! 0 morning breeze, 
'Vaking light and hue in every flower-
Too lovely and too sweet to be endured!
Remembrance in the sweet scent of the ]eaves, 
The spice of berries, ah, like tender lips, 
Remembrance of the rainbow-sparkling sea, 
Of all this wondrous world, the great, the sma11, 
A day of dallying with a butterfly 
'Vhile lounging on my sun-warmed window-ledge; 
A mute smooth stone caressed by mute smooth 

hands; 
And one's own image shimmering in a pond; 
And oh, my dear beloved's voice and face
Remembering, of all, one single day 
'Vhen fearful longing stood before my eyes 
And made me cry : "0 God, to live is all r' 
0 holy world! 0 world !  0 bitter world! 
'Ve Jove you so; you shall not be destroyed! 

A vVAITER in tails appears, left. 

Waiter. Ladies and gentlemen : the company awaits your 
pleasure. [The 'VAITER disappears. 

Romeo . If I but knew, love, where we are-and when ! 
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A swarm of costumes, and they smell of moth balls : 
I t  is as though they're dead, and yet they speak 
And dance about and form in circles 
Like little figures on a musical clock. 

Juliet. Away, my love, away! and let us flee! 

Romeo. But where? 

THE l\1ASKER's Polonaise enters. They circle about like figures 
on a musical clock: every figure, as he comes to the front of 

the stage, speaks in his turn. 

Napoleon. I must not return ! they say. I must not! \Vhat is 
the sense in such remarks? Russia must be beaten . It  was a 
most unusually severe winter. I wi11 lead you against 
Russia . . . .  

L'Inconnue. I am the girl from the banks of the Seine, the 
nameless one. I'm only known by my death mask; you can 
buy it in any second-hand shop . Nobody asks about my 
life . . . .  

Pilate. I do not like decisions. How am I to decide what is 
the truth? I am innocent of the blood of this just man . . . .  

Philip . I understand heretics; I have burned them by the 
thousands and the hundreds of thousands; I have done my 
duty . . . .  

Don Juan. I search for Paradise . I am young. I want to be, 
only to be. I search for a virginal world . . . .  

Brutus. Is this what History means, that ignorance 
Returns forever, endlessly triumphing? 
When I see this, it's like an evil dream . . .  

Cleopatra. I am Cleopatra; I am the woman who believes in 
victors, I love victors, I love men who make history, but, above 
all, I love men! . . . 

Columbus. I don't understand it .  They call it America, and 
they say it is not India I have discovered-not India, not the 
truth . . . ! 
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Romeo. 0 Juliet ! this night I 'll lie with thee. 

Juliet. 0 Romeo! beloved Romeo! 

Romeo. How oft when men arc at the point of death 
Have they been merry! 0 my love! my wife! 
The world's become a single grave! 0 eyes, 
Look, look your last! Arms, take your last 
Embrace-thus, with a kiss, I die! 

Darkness, and the music ceases. 



SCENE 24 

In the foreground, left and right of the stage, stand MEE LAN 
( with disordered hair and torn clothing) and THE CoNTEMPO
RARY ( with a golden chain about his neck ) ;  they look at one 

another. 

THE CoNTEMPORARY. Look at me, the weak and the helpless ! 

Mee Lan. You have said what you had to say. 

The Contemporary. And achieved nothing! 

Mee Lan. And still you had to say it. 

The Contemporary. Why? What for? 

Mee Lan. This is the truth we have learned : You, the help
less, and I, the shamed and insulted, we stand here in our 
time, and the world rolls forward over us. This is our history. 
Why do you hide your face? [She kneels before him.] I love 
you. I have come to understand you, and I love you. I, the 
arrogant, kneel before you, the scorned and despised, and I 
love you. [He is silent.] And now it is you who are mute. 

SLOW CURTAIN 

1 2 1  





The text of this book is set in Electra with Cursive, a modern 
type face designed for Linotype by vV. A. Dwiggins. It gives a 
warm effect, and is very readable in all sizes . 
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