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MAX FRISCII 

Born in 1911 in Zurich (and thus old enough to have lived 
through t\vo world wars ) ,  Max Frisch has been for some fif
teen years one of the outstanding literary figures in Europe. 
'll1at he has remained until recently almost totally unknown 
in America is partly a result of his own lack of interest in a 
,,·orld-wide reputation, but is probably more particularly a 
commentary on the present state of the theatre in America . 

Frisch is-and has been throughout his adult life-an 
architect by profession, a writer by avocation, which may 
account for his persistent experimentalism and his indiffer
ence to commercial considerations. 

Although Frisch had written se,·eral plays, novels, and 
stories before he wrote The Chinese \Vall, it \Vas this play 
that first brought him fame outside of Sw-itzerland. It was 
followed 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 in 1951, 
Don Juan, oder die Liebe zur Geometrie in 1951, and Herr 
Biedermann und die Brandstifter (The Firebugs) in 1959. 
Andorra, a sensational success in Europe, was first produced 
in 1902. 

The Firebugs is a good example of Frisch's indefatigable 
passion for revision. Originally written in 1951 as a radio 
play, it was re\vorked in 1953 into a stage play, and then in 
1960 was re-revised and produced as Biedermann und die 
Holle. The "Don Juan" of the play bearing his name first 
appeared as a minor character in The Chinese Wall. Graf 
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vi MAX FRISCH 

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 es

says. He has in recent years received a number of literary 
prizes. He travels frequently; shortly after World 'Var II, he 
spent a year in America on a Rockefeller grant. 

Max Frisch is presently living near Zurich. 



THE FIREBUGS 





SCENE 1 



CHARACTERS 

GOTTLIEB B IE D E R MANN 
BABETTE, his wife 
ANNA, a maidservant 
SEPP S c HMITZ, a wrestler 
WILLI EISE N R ING, a waiter 
A PoLICEMAN 
A PH.D. 
MRs. KN E CHTLING 
THE CHORUS OF FIR EM EN 

ScENE-A simultaneous setting, showing the living room and 
the attic of BIEDERMANN's house. 

TIME-Now. 



The stage is dar!�; then a match flares, illuminating the face 
of GoTTLIED BIEDER�IANN. He is lighting a cigar, and as the 
stage grows more visible he lool.:s about him. He is surrounded 

by firemen wearing their helmets. 

BmnER\IANN. You can't even light a cigar any more without 
thinking of houses on fire . . . .  It's disgusting! [He throws 
away the burning cigar and exits.] 

The firemen come forward in the manner of an antique 
CnoRus. The town clock booms the quarter-hour. 

Chorus. Fellow citizens, we, 
Guardians of the city. 
\ Va tchers, listeners, 
Friends of the friendly town. 

Leader. \Vhich pays our salaries. 

Chorus. Uniformed, equipped, 
\Ve guard your homes, 
Patrol your streets, 
Vigilant, tranquil. 

Leader. Resting from time to time, 
But alert, unsleeping. 

Chorus. \Vatching, listening, 
Lest hidden danger 
Come to light 
Too late. 
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4 MAX FRISCH 

The clock strikes half-hour. 

Leader. Much goes up in flames, 
But not always 
Because of fate. 

Chorus. Call it fate, they tell you, 
And ask no questiom. 
But mischief alone 
Can destroy whole cities. 

Leader. Stupidity alone--

Chorus. Stupidity, all-too-human-

Leader. Can undo our citizens, 
Our all-too-mortal citizens. 

The clock strikes three-quarters. 

Chorus. Use your head; 
A stitch in time saves nine. 

Leader. Exactly. 

Chorus. Just because it happened, 
Don't put the blame on God, 
Nor on our human nature, 
Nor on our fruitful earth, 
Nor on our radiant sun . .  
Just because it happened, 
Must you call the damned thing Fate? 

The clock strikes four-quarters. 

Leader. Our watch begins. 

The CHoRus sits. The clock strikes nine o'clock. 



SCENE 2 





The Living Room. BIEDER!\IANN is reading the paper and 
smoldng a cigar. ANNA, the maidservant, in a wlzite apron, 

brings him a bottle of wine. 

ANNA. l\fr. Biedermann? [No answer.] Mr. Biedermann--

BIEDERMANN puts down his paper. 

Biedermann. They ought to hang them! I've said so all 
along! Another fire! And always the same story: another 
peddler shoe-horning his way into somebody's attic-another 
"harmless" peddler-- [He picks up the bottle.] They 
ought to hang every one of them! [He picl�s up the cork
screw.] 

Anna. He's still here, Mr. Biedermann. The peddler. He 
wants to talk to you. 

Biedermann. I'm not in! 

Anna. Yes, sir, I told him-an hour ago. He says he knows 
you. I can't throw him out, Mr. Biedermann. 

Biedermann. \Vhy not? 

Anna. He's too strong. 

Biedermann. Let him come to the office tomorrow. 

Anna. Yes sir. I told him three times. He says he's not 
interested. He doesn't want any hair tonic. 

Biedermann. What does he want? 

Anna. Kindness, he says. Humanity. 

Biedermann [sniffs at the cork]. Tell him I'll throw him 
out myself if he doesn' t  get going at once. [He fills his glass 
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8 �lAX FRISCII 

carefully.] Humanity! [lie tastes the wine.] Let him wait in 
the hall for me. If he's selling suspenders or razor blades . .. 
I'm not inhuman, you know, Anna. But they mustn't come 
into the house-l've told you that a hundred times! E,·en if 
we have three vacant beds, it's out of the question ! Any
body knows what this sort of thing can lead to, these days--

AN:-.A is about to go, when ScHMITZ enters. He is athletic, in 
a costume reminiscent partly of the prison, partl)' of the cir
cus; his arms are tattooed and there are leather straps on his 
wrists. A:-.;::-.A edges out. BrEDERM.u.� sips his wine, unaware 

of ScHMITZ, who waits until he turns around. 

Schmit::. Good evening. [BrEDER�fA."'N drops his cigar in 
surprise.] Your cigar, Mr. Biedermann. [He picks up the cigar 
and hands it to BrEDER...'IHNN.] 

Biedermann. Look here--

Schmitz. Good evening. 

Biedermann. \Vhat is this? I told the girl distinctly to have 
you wait in the hall. 

Schmitz.I'vly name is Schmitz. 

Biedermann. \Vithont even knocking! 

Schmitz. Sepp Schmitz. [Silence.] Good evening. 

Biedermann. \Vhat do \·ou want? 

Schmitz. You needn't \vorry, �lr. Biedermann. I'm not a 
peddler. 

Biedermann. l\o? 

Schmitz. I'm a wrestler. I mean I used to be. 

Biedermann. And now? 

Schmit::. Unemployed. [Pause.] Don't worry, sir, I'm not 
looking for a job--I'm fed up with wrestling. I came in here 
because it's raining hard outside. [Pause.] It's warm in here. 
[Pause.] I hope I'm not intruding . . .  [Pause.] 
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Diedemwnr1. Cigar? [lie oflers one.] 

Sclrmit.:. You know, it's awful, �lr. Biedermann-with a 
build like mine, everybody gets scared .... Thauk you. 
[BrEDER:\IAN::-: gives him a light.] Thank you. [They stand 
there, smoking.] 

Biedermann. Get to the point. 

Schmitz. �ly name is Schmitz. 

Biedermann. You've said that . . .  Delighted . 

Schmitz. I have no place to sleep . [l ie holds the cigar to 
his nose, en;oying the aroma.] No place to sleep. 

Biedermann. \Vould you like-some bread? 

Schmitz. If that's all there is. 

Biedermann. A glass of wine? 

Schmitz. Bread and wine . . .  If it's no trouble, sir; if it's 
no trouble. [BmDER!\IANN goes to the door.] 

Biedermann. Anna! [He comes back.] 

Schmitz. The girl said you were going to throw me out 
personally, Mr. Biedermann, but I knew you didn't mean it. 
[AK::-:A has entered.] 

Biedermann. Anna, bring another glass. 

Anna. Yes sir. 

Biedermann. And some bread. 

Schmitz. And if you don't mind, miss, a little butter. Some 
cheese or cold cuts. Only don't go to any trouble. Some 
pickles, a tomato or something, some mustard-whatever 
you have, miss. 

Anna. Yes sir. 

Schmitz. If it's no trouble. 

Al\�A exits. 

Biedermann. You told the girl you know me. 
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Schmitz. That's right, sir. 

Biedermann. How do you know me? 

Schmitz. I know you at your best, sir. Last night at the 
pub-you didn't see me; I was sitting in the comer. The 
whole place liked the way you kept banging the table. 

Biedermann. \Vhat did I say? 

Schmitz. Exactly the right thing, Mr. Biedermann! [He 
takes a puff at his cigar.] "They ought to hang them all! The 
sooner the better-the whole bunch! All those firebugs!" 

BIEDERMANN offers him a chair. 

Biedermann. Sit down. [Scul\UTZ sits.] 

Schmitz. This country needs men like you, sir. 

Biedermann. I know, but--

Schmitz. No buts, Mr. Biedermann, no buts. You're the 
old-time type of solid citizen. That's why your slant on 
things--

Biedermann. Certainly, but-

Schmitz. That's why. 

Biedermann. \Vhy what? 

Schmitz. You have a conscience. Everybody in the pub 
could see that. A solid conscience. 

Biedermann. Naturally, but--

Schmitz. Mr. Biedermann, it's not natural at all. Not these 
days. In the circus, where I did my wrestling, for instance
before it burned down, the whole damned circus--our man
ager, for instance; you know what he told me? "Sepp," he 
says, "You know me. They can shove it. \Vhat do I need 
a conscience for?" Just like that! "\Vhat my animals need is 
a whip," he says. That's the sort of guy he is! "A conscience!" 
[He sneers.] "If anybody has a conscience, you can bet it's a 
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bad one." [En;oying his cigar.] God rest him! 

Ricdcrmcmn Is he dead? 

Schmitz. Burned to a cinder, with everything he owned. 
[A pendulum cloc/.: stril�es nine.] 

Biedermann. I don't know what's keeping that girl so long. 

Schmit;::. I've got time. [Tlzeir eyes meet.] You haven't an 
empty bed in the house, l'vlr. Biedermann. The girl told me. 

Biedermann. \Vhy do you laugh? 

Schmit;::. "Sorry, no empty bed." That's what they all say . 
. . \Vhat's the result? Somebody like me, with no place to 

sleep- Anyway I don't want  a bed. 

Biedermann. No? 

Schmit;::. Oh, I'm used to sleeping on the floor. My father 
was a miner. I'm used to it. [He puffs at his cigar.] No apolo
gies necessary, sir. You're not one of those birds who sounds 
off in public-when you say something I believe it. \Vhat are 
things coming to if people can't believe each other any more? 
Nothing but suspicion all over! Am I right? But you still be
lieve in yourself and others. Right? You're about the only 
man left in this town who doesn't say right off that people 
like us are firebugs. 

Biedermann. Here's an ash tray. 

Schmitz. Or am I wrong? [He taps the ash off his cigar 
carefully.] People don't believe in God any more-they be
lieve in the Fire Department. 

Biedermann. \Vhat do you mean by that? 

Schmitz. Nothing but the truth . 

ANNA comes in with a tray. 

Anna. \Ve have no cold cuts. 



12 �lAX FRISCH 

Schmitz. 1l1is will do, miss, this will do fine. Only you 
forgot the mustard. 

Anna. Excuse me. [Exits. 

Biedermann. Eat. [He fills the glasses.] 

Schmitz. You don't get a reception like this e\'ery place 
you go, Mr. Biedermann, let me tell you! l '\'e had some 
experiences! Somebody like me comes to the door-no neck
tie, no place to stay, hungry; "Sit down," they say, "ha,·e a 
5eat"-and meanwhile they call the police. How do you like 
that? All I ask for is a place to sleep, that's all. A good wres

tler who's wrestled all his life-and some bird who ne,·er 
wrestled at all grabs me by the collar! "\Vhat's this?" I ask 
myself. I turn around just to look, and first thing you know 
he's broken his shoulder! [Picks up his glass.] Prosit! [Tizey 
drink, and ScHMITZ starts eating.] 

Biedermann. That's how it goes, these days. You can't 
open a newspaper without reading about another arson case. 
The same old story : another peddler asking for a place to 
sleep, and next morning the house is in flames. I mean to say 
. . .  well, frankly, I can understand a certain amount of 
distrust . . . [Reaches for his newspaper.] Look at this! [He 
lays the paper next to Sciil\liTZ's plate.] 

Schmitz. I saw it. 

Biedermann. A whole district in flames. [He gets up to 
show it to Scnl\UTz.] Just read that! [ScHMITZ ec1ts, reads, and 
drinks.] 

Schmitz. Is this wine Beaujolais? 

Biedermann. Yes. 

Schmitz. Could be a little warmer. [He reads, over his 
plate.] ''Apparently the fire was planned and executed in the 
same way as the prc\'ious one." [They exchange a glance.] 

Biedermann. Isn't that the limit? 
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Sclunitz. That's why I don't care to read newspapers. AI· 
ways the same thing. 

Biedermann. Yes, yes, naturally ... But that's no ans\\'Cr 
to the problem, to stop reading the papers. After all, you 
have to know what you're up against. 

Schmitz. \Vhat for? 

Biedermann. \Vhy, because. 

Schmitz. It'll happen anyway, l\lr. Biedermann, it'll hap
pen anyway. [He sniffs the sausage.] God's will. [He slices the 
sausage.] 

Biedermann. You think so? 

ANNA brings the mustard. 

Schmitz. Thank you, miss, thank you. 

Anna. Anything else you'd like? 

Schmitz. Not today. [ANNA stops at the door.] Mustard is 
my fayorite dish. [He squeezes mustard out of the tube.] 

Biedermann. How do you mean, God's will? 

Schmitz. God knows . . . [He continues to eat with his 
eye on the paper.] "Expert opinion is that apparently the fire 
was planned and executed in the same way as the previous 
one." [He laughs shortly, and fills his glass.] 

Anna. l\lr. Biedermann? 

Biedermann. \Vhat is it now? 

Anna. Mr. Knechtling would like to speak to you. 

Biedermann. Kneehtling? Now? Knechtling? 

Anna. He says--

Riedermann. Out of the question. 

Anna. Be says he simply can't understand you. 

Biedermann. Why must he understand me? 
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Anna. He has a sick wife and three children, he  says-

Biedermann. Out of the question! [He gets up impa· 
tiently.] Mr. Knechtling! Mr. Knechtling! Let Mr. Knechtling 
leave me alone, dammit! Or let him get a lawyer! Please-let 
him! I 'm through for the day . . . .  Mr. Knechtling! All this 
to-do because I gave him his notice! Let him get a lawyer, by 
all means! I'll get one, too . . .. Royalties on his invention! 
Let him stick his head in the gas stove or get a lawyer! If ::\fr. 
Knechtling can afford indulging in lawyers! Please-let him! 
[Controlling himself, with a glance at ScHMITZ.] Tell Mr. 
Knechtling I have a visitor. [ANNA exits.] Excuse me. 

Schmitz. This is your house, Mr. Biedermann. 

Biedermann. How is the food? [He sits, observing Scm.nTZ, 
who attacks his food with enthusiasm.] 

Schmitz. \Vho'd have thought you could still find it, these 
days? 

Biedermann. Mustard? 

Schmitz. Humanity! [He screws the top of the mustard 
tube bacT� on.] Here's what I mean: you don't grab me by 
the collar and throw me out in the rain, Mr. Biedem1ann. 
That's what we need, Mr. Biedermann!  Humanity! [He pours 
himself a drink.] God will reward you! [He drinks with 
gusto.] 

Biedermann. You mustn't think I'm inhuman, Mr. 
Schmitz. 

Schmitz. Mr. Biedermann!  

Biedermann. That's what Mrs. Knechtling thinks. 

Schmitz. Would you be giving me a place to sleep tonight 
if you were inhuman?-Ridiculousl 

Biedermann. Of course! 
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Sclunitz. Even if it's a bed in the attic. [lie fmts down his 
glass.] Now our wine's the right temperature. [Tlze doorbell 
rings.] Police? 

Biedermann. l\ly wife. [The doorbell rings again .] Come 
along, Mr. Schmitz . . . .  But mind you, no noise! My wife 
has a heart condition--

\Vomen's voices are heard offstage. BrEDERr-rANN motions to 
ScmnTz to hurry. They pick up the tray, bottles, and glasses 
and tiptoe toward stage right, where the CnoRus is sitting. 

Biedermann. Excuse me! [l-Ie steps over the bench.] 

Schmitz. Excuse me ! [He steps over the bench. He and 
BIEDERl\lANN disappear.] 

BADETIE BIEDERMANN enters, left, accompanied by ANNA, 
who takes her paclwges. 

Babette. \Vhere's my husband?-You know, Anna, \ve're 
not narrow-minded, and I don't mind your having a boy 
friend. But if you're going to park him in the house--

Anna. But I don't have a boy friend, Mrs. Biedermann. 

Babette. Then whose rusty bicycle is that, outside the front 
door? It scared me to death! 

The Attic. BIEDERMANN switches on the light and gestures 
for ScHMITZ to come in. They speak in whispers. 

Biedermann. Here's the light switch. If you get cold, 
there's an old sheepskin around here somewhere. Only for 
heaven's sake be quiet! Take off your shoes! [ScH::-.nTz put�; 
down the tray, takes off one shoe.] Mr. Schmitz? 

Schmitz. Mr. Biedermann? 

Biedermann. You promise me, though, you're not a fire
bug? [ScHMITZ starts to laugh.] Sh!! [He nods good night and 
exits, closing the door. ScHMITZ takes off his other shoe.] 
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The Living Room. BABETTE has heard something; she listens, 
frightened. Then, relieved, she turns to the audience. 

Babette. Gottlieb, my husband, promised to go up to the 
attic every evening, personally, to see if there is any firebug 
up there. I'm so thankful! Otherwise I'd lie awake half the 
night. [BABETTE exits. 

£'he Attic. Scur.rrrz, now in his socks, goes to the light switch 
and snaps out the light. 

Below. 

Chorus. Fellow citizens, we, 
Shield of the innocent, 
Guardians ever-tranquil, 
Shield of the sleeping city. 
Standing or 
Sitting, 
Ever on guard. 

Leader. Taking a quiet smoke, now and again, to pass the 
time. 

Chorus. \Vatching, 
Listening, 
Lest malignant fire leap out 
Above these cozy rooftops 
To undo our city. 

The town clock strikes three. 

Leader. E\·eryone knows we're here, 
Ready on call. [He fills his pipe.] 

Chorus. \Vho turns the light on at this wee, small hour? 
\Voe! 
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Ncr\'c-shattered, 
Uncomforted by sleep, 
The wife appears . 

BABETTE enters in a bathrobe. 
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Babette. Somebody coughed! [A snore.] Gottlieb, did you 
hear that? [A cough.] Somebody's there! [A snore.] That's 
men for you! A sleeping pill is all they need! 

The town clock strikes four. 

Leader. Four o'clock. [BABETTE turns off the light again.] 
\Ve were not called. [He puts away his pipe. The stage 

lightens.] 

Chorus. 0 radiant sun! 
0 godlike eye! 
Light up the day above our cozy roofs! 
Thanks be! 
No harm has come to our sleeping town. 
Not yet. 
Thanks be! [The CHORUS sits.] 





SCENE 3 





The Living Room. BmoER:>.IA:>;N, his hat a11d coat on, his brief 
case under his arm, is drinking a cup of coffee standing up, 

and is speaking to BAnETrE, wlzo is offstage. 

BIEDER:\IANN. For the last time-he's not a firebug! 

Babette's Voice. How do you know? 

Biedermann. I asked him myself, point blank-- Can't 
you think of anything else in this world, Babette? You and 
your firebugs-you're enough to drive a man insane! 

BABETTE enters with the cream pitcher. 

Babette. Don't yell at me. 

Biedermann. I 'm not yelling at you, Babette, I'm merely 
yelling. [Size pours cream into his cup.] I have to go. [He 
drinks his coffee. It's too hot.] If everybody goes around 
thinking everybody else is an arsonist-- You've got to have 
a little trust in people, Babette, just a little! [lie looks at his 
watch.] 

Babette I don't agree. You're too good-hearted, Gottlieb. 
You listen to the promptings of your heart, but I'm the one 
who can't sleep all night. . . .  I 'll give him some breakfast 
and then I'll send him on his way, Gottlieb. 

Biedermann. Do that. 

Babette. In a nice way, of course, without offending him. 

Biedermann. Do that. [He puts his cup down.] I have to 
see my lawyer. [He gives B.-\BETI'E a perfunctory kiss. They 
do not notice ScHMITZ, who enters, the sheepskin around hii 
shoulders.] 
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Babette. \Vhy did you give Kncchtling his notice? 

Biedermann. I don't need him any more. 

Babette. But you were always so pleased with him! 

Biedermann. That's just what he's presuming on, now! 
Royalties on his invention-that's what he wants! Invention! 
Our Hormotone hair tonic is merchandise, that's aJI-it's no 
invention! All those good folk who pour our tonic on their 
domes could usc their own piss for all the good it docs them! 

Babette. Gottlieb! 

Biedermann. It's true, though. [He checks to see if l1e has 
everything in his brief case.] I'm too good-hearted-you're 
right. But I'll take care of this Knechtling! [He is about to go 
when he sees Sciil\IITZ.] 

Schmitz. Good morning, everybody. 

Biedermann. l\fr. Schmitz--[ScnMITZ offers his hand.] 

Schmitz. Call me Sepp. 

Biedermann [ignores his hand] . My wife will speak with 
you, Mr. Schmitz. I have to go, I 'm sorry. Good luck . . . . 
[Changes his mind and shakes hands.] Good luck, Scpp. 

(BIEDERMA.'\'N exits. 

Schmitz. Good luck, Gottlieb. [BABETTE looks at him.] 
That's your husband's name, isn't it-Gottlieb? 

Babette. How did you sleep? 

Schmitz. Thank you, madam-kind of freezing. But I 
made use of this sheepskin. Reminded me of old days in the 
mines. I'm used to the cold. 

Babette. Your breakfast is ready. 

Schmitz. Really, madam! [She motions for him to sit.] No, 
really, I-- [She fills his cup.] 

Babette. You must pitch in, Sepp. You have a long way 
to go, I'm sure. 
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Sepp. Ilow do you mean? [She points to tlw chair a�t�in.] 

Babette. \\' ould you care for a soft-boiled egg? 

Schmitz. Two. 

Babette. 1\nna! 

Schmitz. I feel right at home, madam. [He sits.] 

ANNA enters. 

Babette. Two soft-boiled eggs. 

Anna. Yes, rna' am. 

Schmitz. Three and a half minutes. 
ANNA starts to leave. 

Schmitz. Miss-- [ANNA stops at the door.] Good morning. 

Anna. Morning. [She exits. 

Schmitz. The look she gave me! If it was up to her I'd 
�till be out there in the pouring rain. [BABETIE fills his cup.] 

Babette. Mr. Schmitz--

Schmitz. Yeah? 

Babette. If I may speak frankly-

Schmitz. Your hands are shaking, madam. 

Babette. Mr. Schmitz--

Schmitz. 'What's troubling you? 

Babette. Here's some cheese. 

Schmitz. Thank you. 

Babette. Marmalade. 

Schmitz. Thank you. 

Babette. Honey. 

Schmitz. One at a time, madam, one at a time. [He leans 
back, eating his bread and butter; attentively.] \Veil? 

Babette. Frankly, Mr. Schmitz--
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Schmitz. Just call me Sepp. 

Babette. Frankly--

Schmitz. You'd like to get rid of me. 

Babette. No, Mr. Schmitz, no! I wouldn't put it that 
way--

Schmitz. How would you put it? [He takes some cheese.] 
Tilsit cheese is my dish. [He leans back, eating; attentively.] 
Madam thinks I'm a firebug. 

Babette. Please don't misunderstand me. \Vhat did I say? 
The last thing I want to do is hurt your feelings, Mr. 
Schmitz . . . .  You've got me all confused now. \Vho ever 
mentioned firebugs? Even your manners, Mr. Schmitz; I'm 
not complaining. 

Schmitz. I know. I have no manners. 

Babette. That's not it, 1\Ir. Schmitz-

Schmitz. I smack my lips when I eat. 

Babette. Nonsense. 

Schmitz. That's what they used to tell me at the orphan
age: "Schmitz, don't smack your lips when you eat!" [BA
BETIE is about to pour more coffee.] 

Babette. You don't understand me. Really, you don't in 
the least! [ScHMITZ places his hand over his cup.] 

Schmitz. I'm going. 

Babette. Mr. Schmitz. 

Schmitz. I'm going. 

Babette. Another cup of coffee? [He shakes his head.] Half 
a cup? [He shakes his head.] You mustn't take it like that, 
Mr. Schmitz. I didn't mean to hurt your feelings. I didn't 
say a single word about you making noises while you eat. [He 
ljels up.] Have I hurt your feelings? [He folds his napkin.] 



[scE:-.-E 3] TilE FIREBUGS 25 

Sclzmit;:. It's not your lookout, madam, if I ha\'c no man
ners. l\ I y father was a coal miner. \\'here would people like 
us get any manners? Star\'ing and freezing, madam-that's 
something I don't mind; hut no education, madam, no man
ners, madam, no refinement--

Babette. I understand. 

Schmit;:. I'm going. 

Babette. \Vhere? 

Schmit;:. Out in the rain. 

Babette. Oh, no! 

Schmitz. I'm used to it. 

Babette. Mr. Schmitz . . .  don't look at me like that. 
Your father was a miner-I can understand it. You had an 
unfortunate childhood--

Schmitz. No childhood at all, madam. [He looks down at 

his fingers.] None at all. My mother died when I was se\'en . 
. . [He turns away to wipe his eyes.] 

Babette. Sepp!- But Sepp-

ANNA brings the soft-boiled eggs. 

Anna. Anything else you'd like? [She gets no answer; exits.] 

Babette. I haven't ordered you to leave, Mr. Schmitz. I 
ne,·er said that. After all, what did I say? You misunderstand 
me, l\ lr. Schmitz. Really, I mean it-won't you believe me? 
[She takes his sleeve-with some hesitation.] Come, Sepp
finish eating! [ScH;o..nTz sits down again.] \Vhat do you take 
us for? I haven't even noticed that you smack your lips. Hon
estly! Even if I did-we don't care a bit about external 
things. \Ve're not like that at all, Mr. Schmitz . . . .  [He 
cracks his egg.] 

Schmitz. God will reward you! 

Babette. Here's the salt. [He eats the egg with a spoon.] 
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Schmitz. It's true, madam, you didn't order me away. You 
didn't say a word about it. That's true. Pardon me, madam, 
for not understanding. 

Babette. Is the egg all right? 

Schmitz. A ]itt]e soft . . .  Do pardon me, won't you? [I-le 
has finished the egg.] \Vhat were you going to say, madam, 
when you started to say, very frankly--

Babette. \Vell, I was going to say . . . [I-le cracks the 
second egg.] 

Schmitz. God wi11 reward you. [He starts on the second 
egg.] My friend \Vi11i says you can't find it any more, he says. 
Private charity. No fine peop]e ]eft; e\'erything Sta te-con
trolled. No rea] people ]eft, these days . . .  he says. The 
wor]d is going to the dogs-that's why! [He salts his egg.] 
Wouldn't he be surprised to get a breakfast ]ike this! 
\Vou]dn't he open his eyes, my friend, \Vi11i! [The doorbell 
rings.] That cou]d be him. [It rings again.] 

Babette. \Vho is \Vi11i? 

Schmitz. You'll see, madam. \ViHi's refined. Used to be 
a waiter at the MetropoL Before it burned down . . .  

Babette. Burned down? 

Schmitz. Headwaiter. 

Babette. \Vho is it? 

Anna. A gentleman. 

ANNA enters. 

Babette. \Vhat does he want? 

Anna. From the fire insurance, he says. To ]ook over the 
house. [BADETTE gets up.] lie's wearing a frock coat--

Schmitz. My friend \ViHil 
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Clzorus. Now two of them dismay us-

Two bicycles, both rusty. 
To whom do they belong? 

Leader. One yesterday's arrival. 
One today's. 

Chorus. \Voe! 

Leader. Night once again, and our watch. 

The town clock strikes. 
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Clzorus. How much the coward fears where nothing threat-
ens! 

Dreading his own shadow, 
\Vhirling at each sound, 
Until his fears overtake him 
At his own bedside! 

The town clock strikes. 

Leader. They never leave their room, these two. 
What is the reason? 

The town clock strikes. 

Chorus. Blind, ah, blind is the weakling! 
Trembling, expectant of evil, 
Yet hoping somehow to avoid it! 
Defenseless! 
Ah, weary of menacing evil, 
With open arms he receives it! 

The town clock strikes. 

Woe! [The CHoRus sits.] 





SCENE 4 





The Attic. Scn:\liTZ is dressed as before. ErsF.NRING has 
removed the jacl.:et of his frock coat and is in a white vest and 
shirt sleeves. He and ScH'\liTZ are rolling tin barrels into a 
comer of the attic. The barrels are the type used for storing 
gasoline. Both vagabonds are in their socks and are working 

as quietly as they can. 

ErsEI'\RING. Quiet! Quiet! 

Schmitz. Suppose he cans the police? 

Eisenring. Keep going. 

Schmitz. \Vhat then? 

Eisenring. Easy! Easy! 

They roll the barrels up to those already stacked in the shad
ows. ErsENRING wipes his fingers with some cotton waste. 

Eisenring. \Vhy would he can the police? 

Schmitz. \Vhy not? 

Eisenring. Because he's guilty himself-that's why. [He 
throws away the rag.] Above a certain income every citizen is 
guilty one \vay or another. Have no fear. [Doves are heard 
cooing.] It's morning. Bedtime! [There is a sudden knocking 
on the locked door.] 

Biedermann's Voice. Open up! Open up, there! [He 
pounds on the door and shakes it.] 

Eisenring. That's no can for breakfast. 

Biedermann's Voice. Open, I say! Immediately! 

Schmitz. He was never like that before. 

31 
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The banging on the door gets louder. \Vitlwut haste, but 
briskly, EISENRING puts on his jacl.:et, straightens his tie and 
flicl�s the dust from his trousers. Then he opens the door. 
BmDER:\lANN enters. I Ie is in his bathrobe. I le does not see 

EISENRIXG, who is now behind the open door. 

Biedermann. Mr. Schmitz! 

Schmitz. Good morning, sir. I hope this noise didn't wake 
you. 

Biedermann. 1\fr. Schmitz--

Schmitz. It won't happen again, I assure you. 

Biedermann. Lea\'e this house! [Pause.] I say lea\'e this 
house! 

Schmitz. \\'hen? 

Biedermann. At once! 

Schmitz. But--

Biedermann. Or my wife will call the police. And I can't 
and won't stop her. 

Schmitz. J-Im . . . 

Biedermann. I said right away, and I mean it. \Vhat are 
you waiting for? [Sciil\UTZ picks up his shoes.] I'll have no 
discussion about it! 

Schmitz. Did I say anything? 

Biedermann. If you think you can do as you like here be
cause you're a wrestler-- A racket like that, all night-
[Points to the door.] Out, I say! Get out! [Sclll\urz turns to 
EISENRING.] 

Schmitz. He was ne\'er like that before. . . . [BIEDER· 
MANN sees EISENRING and is speechless.] 

Eisenring. My name is Eisenring. 

Biedermann. What's the meaning of this? 

Eisenring. \Villi Maria Eisenring. 
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Bicclcrmcmll. \Vhy arc there two of you suclclculy? 
(SCII\IITZ cJTICf EISENHING [oo/;, at each other.] \Vithout C\'CII 

asking! 

Eiscnri11g. There, you sec! 

Biedermann. \Vhat's going on here? 

Eiseming [to ScBl\UTz] . Didn't I tell you? Didn't I say it's 
no way to act, Scpp? \\'here arc \'Our manners? \Vithout 
c\·cn asking! Suddenly two of us! 

BicdermcJml. I'm beside myself! 

Eisenring. There, you sec! [He turns to BIEDERMANN.] 
That's what I told him! [Back to Scmmz.] Didn't I? 

Scm.rrrz hangs his head. 

Biedermann. \Vhcre do you think you arc? Let's get one 
thing clear, gentlemen-I'm the owner of this house! I ask 
you-where do you think you are? [Pause.] 

Eisenring. Answer \vhen the gentleman asks you some-
thing! [Pause.] 

Schmitz. \Villi is a friend of mine. 

BiedermcJnn. And so? 

Schmitz. \Ve were schoolmates together. 

Biedermann. And so? 

Schmitz. And so I thought . . .  

Biedermann. \Vhat? 

Schmitz. I thought . . .  [Pause.] 

Eisenring. You didn't think! [He turns to BIEDERMA...'m.] I 
understand fully, Mr. Biedermann. All you want to do is 
what's right-let's get that clear! [He shouts at Scm.nrz.] 
You think the owner of this house is going to be pushed 
around? [He turns to BmoERMA..."<N again.] Sepp didn't con
sult you at all? 
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Biedermann. Not a word! 

Eisenring. Sepp----

Biedermann. Not one word! 

Eisenring [to ScHMITz]. And then you're surprised when 
people throw you out in the street! [He laughs contemp
tuously.] 

Biedermann. There's nothing to laugh at, gentlemen! I'm 
serious! My wife has a heart condition--

Eisenring. There, you seel 

Biedermann. She didn't sleep half the night because ot 
your noise. And anyway, what are you doing here? [He looks 
around.] What the devil are these barrels doing here? 
[ScHMITZ and EISENRING look hard where there are no bar
rels.] If you don't mind-what are these? [He raps on a 
barrel.] 

Schmitz. Barrels . . . 

Biedermann. Where did they come from? 

Schmitz. Do you know, \Villi? \Vhere they came from? 

Eisenring. It says "Imported" on the label. 

Biedermann. Gentlemen--

Eisenring. It says so on them somewhere! [EISEXRIXG and 
ScHMITZ look for a label.] 

Biedermann. I'm speechless! \Vhat do you think you're 
doing? My whole attic is full of barrels-floor to ceiling! All 
the way from floor to ceiling! 

Eisenring. I knew it! [EISENRING swings around.] Sepp had 
it figured out all wrong. [To ScHMITZ.] Six by eight meters, 
you said. There's not twenty square meters in this attic!
I couldn't leave my barrels in the street, l\1r. Biedermann; 
you can understand that--
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Diedermarm. I don't understand a thing! [Sciii\IITZ showf. 

him a label.] 

Schmit::. II  ere, l\Ir. llicdcrmann-hcrc's the ]a bel. 

Biedermann. I'm speechless. 

Schmit::. Here it says where they come from. Ilcre. 

Biedermann. Simply speechless. [He inspects the label.] 

The Living Room. ANNA leads a PoLICEMAN in. 

Anna. I'll call him. What's it about, officer? 

Policeman. Official business. [ANNA exits. The PoLICEMAN 
waits.] 

The Attic. 

Biedermann. Is it true? Is it true? 

Eisenring. Is what true? 

Biedermann. \Vhat's printed on this label? [He shows 
them the label.] \Vhat do you take me for? I've never in my 
life seen anything like this! Do you think I can't read? [They 
look at the label.] Just look! [He laughs sarcastically.] Gaso
line! [In the voice of a district attorney.] What is in those 
barrels? 

Eisenring. Gasoline! 

Biedermann. Never mind your jokes! I'm asking you for 
the last time-what's in those barrels? You know as well as I 
do-attics are no place for gasoline! [He runs his finger over 
one of the barrels.]lf you don't mind-just smell that for your
selves ! [He waves his finger under their noses.] Is that gasoline 
or isn't it? [They sniff and exchange glances.] 

Eisenring. It is. 

Schmitz. It is. 
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Both. 1\'o doubt whatever. 

Biedermann. Arc you insane? 1\ly whole attic full of gaso
line--

Schmitz. That's just why we don't smoke up here, l\lr. 
Biedermann. 

Biedermann. \Vhat do you think you're doing? A thing 
like that-when every single newspaper is warning people to 
watch out for fires! l\ly wife will ha\·c a heart attack! 

Eisenring. There, you sec! 

Biedermann. Don't keep saying, "TI1erc, you see!" 

Eisenring. You can't do that to a lady, Scpp. :\'ot to a 
house\vife. I know housewives. [Al'NA calls up the stairs.] 

Anna. l\lr. Biedermann! l\fr. Biedermann! [BrEDER!'.IA:SN 
shuts the door.] 

Biedermann. l\lr. Schmitz! 1\lr.-

Eisenring. Eisenring. 

Biedermann. If you don't get these barrels out of the house 
this instant-and I mean this instant--

Eisenring. You'll call the police. 

Biedermann. Yes ! 

Schmitz. There, you see! [ANNA calls up the stairs.] 

Anna. Mr. Biedermann! 

Biedermann [lowers his voice]. TI1at's my last word. 

Eisenring. \Vhich word? 

Biedermann. I won't stand for it! I won't stand for gaso
line in my attic! Once and for all! [There is a knock at the 
door.] I'm coming! [He opens the door.] 

The PoLICEl\IAN enters. 

Policeman. Ah, there you are, l\lr. Biedermann! You don't 
have to come down; I won't take much of your time. 
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Biedemzcmr1. Coot! moming! 

Policeman. Good morning! 

Eise11ring. l\ lorning! 

Schmitz.. l\Jorning! 

ScHMITZ and EISENRING nod courteously. 

Policeman. There's been an accident. 

Biedermann. Good I Ica\·cns! 
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Policeman. An elderly man. I lis wife says he used to work 
for you . . . .  An inventor. Put his head inside his kitchen 
stove last night. [He consults his notebook.] Knechtling, 
Johann. Number II Ross Street. [He puts his notebook away.] 
Did you know anybody by that name? 

Biedermann. I--

l'oliceman. Maybe you'd rather we talked about this 
privately, l\lr. Biedermann? 

Biedermann. Yes. 

Policeman. It doesn't concern these employees of yours. 

Biedermann. No . . .  [lie stops at the door.] If anyone 
wants me, gentlemen, I'll be at the police station. I'll be 
right back. 

ScHMITZ and EISE!\RIXG nod. 

Policeman. Mr. Biedermann-

Biedermann. Let's go. 

Policeman. \Vhat have you got in those barrels? 

Biedermann. These? 

Policeman. If I may ask? 

Biedermann . . . . Hair tonic . . . [He looks at Scmnrz 
and EISENRING.] 

Eisenring. Hormotone. Science's gift to the well-groomed. 
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Schmitz. Try a bottle today. 

Eiseming. You won't regret it. 

Both. Hormotone. Hormotone. Honnotone. [The PoLICE-
MAN laughs.] 

Biedermann. Is he dead? [He and the PoucBu..!'\' exit.] 

Eisenring. A real sweetheart! 

Schmitz. Didn't I tell you? 

Eisenring. But he didn't mention breakfast. 

Schmitz. He was never like that before . . .  

Eisenring [reaching in his pocket]. Have you got the det
onator? 

Schmitz [feeling in his pocket] . He was never like that 
before. 

Chorus. 0 radiant sun! 
0 godlike eye! 

Downstairs. 

Light up the day again above our cozy roofs! 

Leader. Today same as yesterday. 

Chorus. Hail! 

Leader. No harm has come to our sleeping city. 

Chorus. Hail! 

Leader. Not yet . . .  

Chorus. Hail! 

Traffic noises offstage; honking, streetcars. 

Leader. \Vise is man, 
And able to ward off most perils, 
If, sharp of mind and alert, 
He heeds signs of coming disaster 
In time. 

Chorus. And if he does not? 
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Leader. lie, who 
Atten tive to possible dangers, 
Studies his newspaper daily
Is daily, a t  breakfast, dismayed 
By distant tidings, whose meaning 
Is daily digested to spare him 
Fatigue of his own muddled brain work
Learning daily what's happened, afar
Can he so quickly discern 
\Vhat is happening under his roof? 
Things that are--

Chorus. Unpublished! 

Leader. Disgraceful ! 

Chorus. Inglorious! 

Leader. Rea]! 

Chorus. Things not easy to face! 
For, if he--

The LEADER interrupts with a gesture. 

Leader. He's coming. 

The CHORUS breaks formation. 

Chorus. No harm has come to the sleeping city. 
No harm yesterday or today. 
Ignoring all omens, 
The freshly shaven citizen 
Speeds to his office. . . . 
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Enter BIEDERMANN in hat and coat, his brief case under his 
arm. 

Biedermann. Taxi! . . .  Taxi! . . .  Taxi! [The CHORUS 
is in his way.] \Vhat's the trouble? 

Chorus. \Voe! 

Biedermann. \Vhat's up? 
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Chorus. \ Voe! 

Biedermann. You've said already! 

Chorus. Three times woe! 

Biedermann. But why? 

Leader. All-too-strangely a fiery prospect 
Unfolds to our eyes. 
And to yours. 
Shall I be plainer? 
Gasoline in your attic--

Biedermann [shouts]. Is that rour business? [Silence.] Let 
me through-! have to see my la\V)"er-- \Vhat do you 
want of me? I'm not guilty . . . .  [Unnerved.] \Vhat's this
an inquisition? [Masterfully.] Let me through, please! 

The CnoRus remains motionless. 

Chorus. Far be it from us, the Chorus, 
To judge a hero of drama--

Leader. But we do sec the oncoming peril, 
See clearly the menacing danger! 

Chorus. Making a simple inquiry 
About an impending disaster-
Uttering, merely, a warning
Civic-minded, the Chorus comes forward, 
Bathed, alas, in cold sweat, 
In half-fainting fear of that moment 
That calls for the hoses of firemen! 

BIEDERMANN looks at his wri.'t watch. 

Biedermann. I'm in a hurry. 

Chorus. \Voe! 

Leader. All that gasoline, Gottlieb 
Biedermann! 
How could you take it7 
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Rieclermcmn. Take it? 

Leader. You know very well, 
The world is a brand for the burning! 
Y ct, knowing it, what did you think? 
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Biedermann. Think? [He appraises the CuoRus.] �fy dear 
sirs, I am a free and independent citizen. I can think any
thing I like. \Vhat are all these questions? I have the right, 
my dear sirs, not to think at all if I feel like it! Aside from 
the fact that whatever goes on under my own roof-- Let's 
get one thing clear, gentlemen: I am the owner of the 
house! 

Chorus. Sacred, sacred to us 
Is property, 
\Vhatever befall! 
Though we be scorched, 
Though we be cindered
Sacred, sacred to us! 

Biedermann. \Veil, then-- [Silence.] \Vhy can't I go 
through? [Silence.] \Vhy must you always imagine the worst? 
\\'here will that get you? All I want is some peace and quiet, 
not a thing more . . .. As for those two gentlemen-aside 
from the fact that I have other troubles right now . .. 
[BADETTE enters in street clothes.] \\'hat do you want here? 

Babette. Am I interrupting? 

Biedermann. Can't you see I'm in conference? [BABETTE 
nods to the CHoRus, then whispers in BIEDER�IA��·(s ear.] 
\Vith ribbons, of course. Never mind the cost. As long as it's 
a wreath . [BABETTE nods to the CnoRus.] 

Babette. Excuse me, sirs. [She exits. 

Biedermann. To cut it short, gentlemen, I'm fed up! You 
and your firebugs! I don't even go to the pub any more
that's how fed up I am! Is there nothing else to talk about 
these days? Let's get one thing straight-if you go around 
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thinking e\·erybody except yourself i s  an  arsonist, how are 
things ever going to improve? A little trust in people, for 
heaven's sake! A little good will! \Vhy keep looking at the 
bad side? \ Vhy go on the assumption that everybody else 
is a firebug? A little confidence, a little-- [Pause.] You 
can't go on living in fear! [Pause.] You think I closed my 
eyes last night for one instant? I'm not an imbecile, you 
know! Gasoline is gasoline! I had the worst kind of thoughts 
running through my head last night. . . .  I climbed up on 
the table to listen-even got up on the bureau and put my 
ear to the ceiling! They were snoring, mind you-snoring! 
At least four times I climbed up on that bureau. Peacefully 
snoring! Just the same I got as far as the stairs, once-believe 
it or not-in my pajamas-and frantic, I tell you-frantic! I 
was all ready to wake up those two scoundrels and throw 
them out in the street, along with their barrels. Single
handedly, without compunction, in the middle of the night! 

Chorus. Single-handedly? 

Biedermann. Yes. 

Chorus. \Vithout compunction? 

Biedermann. Yes. 

Chorus. In the middle of the night? 

Biedermann. Just about to! If my wife hadn't come afte1 
me, afraid I'd catch cold-- [Embarrassed, he reaches for 11 

cigar.] 

Leader. How shall I put it? 
Sleepless he passed the night. 
That they'd take advantage of a man's good nature
\ Vas that conceivable? 
Suspicion came over him. \Vhy? 

BIEDERMANN lights his cigar. 

Chorus. No, it's not easy for the citizen, 
Tough in business 
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nut really soft of heart, 
Al\\"ays ready, 
Ready always to do good. 

Leader. If that's how he happens to feel. 

Chorus. Hoping that goodness 
\Viii come of goodness. 
How mistaken can you be? 

Biedermann. \ Vhat are you getting at? 

Chorus. It seems to us there's a stink of gasoline. 

BIEDERl\IANN sniffs. 

Biedermann. I don't smell anything. 

Chorus. \Voe to us! 

Biedermann. Not a thing. 

Chorus. \Voe to us! 

Leader. How soon he's got accustomed to bad smells! 

Chorus. \Voe to us! 
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Biedermann. And don't keep giving us  that defeatism, 
gentlemen. Don't keep saying, "\Voe to us !" [A car honks 
offstage.] Taxi !-Taxi! [A car stops offstage.] If you'll excuse 
me-- [He hurries off. 

Chorus. Citizen-where to? 

The car drives off. 

Leader. What is his recourse, poor wretch? 
Forceful, yet fearful, 
Milk-white of face, 
Fearful yet firm
Against what? 

The car is heard honking. 

Chorus. So soon accustomed to bad smells! 
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The car is heard distantly honking. 

\Voe to us! 

Leader. Woe to you! 

The CHoRus retires. All but the LEADER, who takes out llis 
pipe. 

He who dreads action 
More than disaster, 
How can he fight 
When disaster impends? [He follows the CuoRus out. 



SCENE 5 





The Attic. EISENRI!"G is alone, unwinding cord from a reel and 
singing "Lily 1\Iarlene" while he works. He stops, wets hi.� 
forefinger, and lwlds it up to the dormer window to test the 

wind. 

The Living Room. BIFnERl\IANN enters, cigar in mouth, fol
lowed by BABETTE. He takes off his coat and throws down his 

brief case. 

BIEDER�IANN. Do as I say. 

Babette. A goose? 

Biedermann. A goose! [He takes off his tie without remov
ing his cigar.] 

Babette. \Vhy are you taking off your necktie, Gottlieb? 

Biedermann. If I report those two guys to the police, 
I'll make them my enemies. \Vhat good will that do me? 
Just one match and the whole house is up in flames! \Vhat 
good will that do us? On the other hand, if I go up there and 
invite them to dinner, why--

Babette. ·why, what? 

Biedermann. \Vhy, then we'll be friends. [He takes off his 
;acket, hands it to BABETIE, and exits.] 

Babette [speaking to ANNA, offstage] . Just so you'll know, 
Anna : you can't get off this evening-we're having company. 
Set places for four. 
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The Attic. EISENRI!\G is singing "Lily 1\larlene." There is a 

knock at the door. 

Eisenring. Come in! [He goes on singing. No one enters.] 
Come in! [BIEDER:".!ANN enters in shirt sleeves, holding his 
cigar.] Good day, Mr. Biedermann! 

Biedermann [tactfully] . May I come in? 

Eisenring. I hope you slept well last night? 

Biedermann. Thank you-miserably. 

Eisenring. So did I. It's this wind. [He goes on working 
witl1 the reel.] 

Biedermann. If I'm not disturbing you--

Eisenring. This is your house, Mr. Biedermann. 

Biedermann. If  I'm not in the way-- [The cooing of 
doves is heard.] \Vhere is our friend? 

Eisenring. Sepp? l-Ie went to work this morning. The lazy 
dog-he didn't want to go without breakfast! I sent him out 
for some sawdust. 

Biedermann. Sawdust? 

Eisenring. It helps spread the fire. [BIEDERMANN lauglJs 
politely at what sounds like a poor ;oke.] 

Biedermann. I came up to say, l\lr. Eisenring-

Eisenring. That you still want to kick us out? 

Biedermann. In the middle of the night-I'm out of sleep
ing pills-it suddenly struck me: you folks have no toilet 
facilities up here. 

Eisenring. \Ve have the roof gutter. 

Biedermann. \Vell, just as you like, of course. It merely 
struck me you might like to wash or take a shower-1 kept 
thinking of that all night. . . .  You're Yery welcome to use 
my bathroom. I told Anna to hang up some towels for you 
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there. [ J ':IsF.l\Hil\G shakes f1is l�ead.] \\'hy do you shake your 
head? 

Eiseming. \Vhere 011 earth clicl he put it? 

Bicderma11n .  \Vh a t? 

Eisenring. You haven't seen a detona tor cap? [Ile searches 
around.] Don't trouble yourself. i\lr. Biedermann. In jail, you 
know, we had no bathrooms either. 

Bicdcrmmm. In jail? 

Eisenring. Didn't Sepp tell you I just carne out of prison? 

Biedermann. 1\'o. 

Eisenring. l\'ot a word about it? 

Biedermann. No. 

Eisenring. All he likes to talk about is himself. There are 
such people!-- Is it our fault, after all, if his youth was 
tragic? Did you have a tragic youth, :r-.Jr. Biedermann? I 
didn't. I could have gone to college; my father wanted me 
to be a lawyer . . . .  [He stands at the attic window murmur
ing to the doves.] Grrr! Grrr! Grrr! [BIEDE&,IANX relights his 
cigar.] 

Biedermann. Frankly, i\lr. Eisenring, I couldn't sleep all 
night . Is there really gasoline in those barrels? 

Eisenring. You don't trust us. 

Biedermann. I'm merely asking. 

Eisenring. Mr. Biedermann, what do you take us for? 
Frankly, what sort of people--

Biedermann. Mr. Eisenring, you mustn't think I have no 
sense of humor. Only your idea of a joke-well--

Eisenring. That's something we've learned. 

Biedermann. \Vhat is? 

Eisenring. A joke is good camouflage. Next best comes 
sentiment: like when Sepp talks about childhood in the 
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coal mines, orphanages, circuses, and so forth. But the best 
camouflage of ail-in my opinion-is the plain and simple 
truth . Because nobody ever believes it. 

The Living Room. A...""NA shows in the \Vmow KNECIITLINC, 
dressed in black. 

Anna. Take a seat, please. [The \Vmow sits.] But if you 
are Mrs. Knechtling, it's no usc. Mr. Biedermann wants noth
ing to do with you, he said. (Tlze \Vmow gets up.] Do sit 
down, please! [The \Vmow sits down again.] But don't get 
up any hopes. [ANNA exits. 

The Attic. EISENRINC busies himself stringing out the fuse. 
BIEDERMANN is smoking. 

Eisenring. I wonder what's keeping Sepp. Sawdust can't 
be so hard to find. I hope they haven't nabbed him. 

Biedermann. Nabbed? 

Eisenring. \Vhy do you smile? 

Biedermann. When you use words like that, Mr. Eiscnring, 
it's as though you came from another world. Nab him! Like 
another world! Our kind of people seldom get nabbed! 

Eisenring. Because your kind of people seldom steal saw· 
dust. That's obvious, Mr. Biedennann. That's the class dif. 
ference. 

Biedermann. Nonsense! 

Eisenring. You don't mean to say, Mr. Biedermann-

Biedermann. I don't hold with class differences-you must 
have realized that by now, �Ir. Eisenring. I'm not old-fash
ioned-just the opposite, in fact. And I regret tha t the lower 
classes still talk about class differences. Aren't we all of us
rich or poor-the creation of one Creator? The middle class, 
too. Are we not-you and 1-human beings, made of flesh 
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and blood? . . . I don't know, sir, whether you smoke ci· 
gars-- [He offers one, but EISENRING shakes his head.) I 
don't mean reducing people to a common level, understand 
me. There will always be rich and poor, thank heaven-but 
why can't we just shake hands? A little good will, for heaven's 
sake, a little idealism, a little-and we'd all have peace and 
quiet, both the poor and the rich. Don't you agree? 

Eisenring. If I may speak frankly, Mr. Biedermann-

Biedermann. Please do. 

Eisenring. You won't take it amiss? 

Biedermann. The more frankly the better. 

Eisenring. Frankly speaking, you oughtn't to smoke here. 

[BIEDERMANN, startled, puts out his cigar.] I can't make rules 
for you here, Mr. Biedermann. After all, it's your house. Still 
and all--

Biedermann. Of course. 

Eisenring [looking down]. There it is! [He takes something 
off the floor and blows it clean before attaching it to the 
fuse. He starts whistling "Lily Marlene."] 

Biedermann. Tell me, Mr. Eisenring, what is that you're 
doing? If I may ask? \Vhat is that thing? 

Eisenring. A detonator. 

Biedermann. A --? 

Eisenring. And this is a fuse. 

Biedermann. A --? 

Eisenring. Sepp says they've developed better ones lately. 
But they're not for sale to the public. Anyway buying them's 
out of the question for us. Anything that has to do with war 
is frightfully expensive. Always the best quality 

Biedermann. A fuse, you say? 
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Eisenring. A time fuse. [He hands BrEDER�lANN one end of 
the cord.] If you'd be kind enough, T\lr. Biedermann, to hold 
this end-- [BIEDERMANN holds it for lzim.] 

Biedermann. All joking aside, my friend--

Eisenring. One second-- [He whistles "Lily Marlene," 
measuring the fuse.] Thank you, i\lr. Biedermann. [BIEDER: 
MANN suddenly laughs.] 

Biedermann. Ha, ha! You can't put a scare into me, \Villi! 
Though I must say, you do count on people's sense of humor. 
The way you talk, I can understand your getting arrested now 
and then. You know, not everybody has my sense of humor! 

Eisf!nring. You have to find the right man. 

Biedermann. At the pub, for instance-just say you believe 
in the natural goodness of man, and they have you marked 
down. 

Eisenring. Hal [He puts down the fuse.] Those who have 
no sense of humor get what's coming to them just the same 
when the time comes-so don't let that worry you. [BrEDER
Mj\NN sits down on a barrel. He has broken into a sweat.] 
What's the trouble, Mr. Biedermann? You've gone quite 
pale. [He claps him on the shoulder.] It's the smell. I know, 
if you're not used to it . . I'll open the window for you, 
too. [He opens the door.] 

Biedermann. Thanks . . .  [ANNA calls up the stairs.] 

Anna's Voice. T\lr. Biedermann! l\fr. Biedermann! 

Eisenring. The police again? It's a Police State! 

Anna's Voice. Mr. Biedermann--

Biedermann. I 'm coming! [They both whisper from here 
on.] Mr. Eisenring, do you like goose? 

Eisenring. Goose? 

Biedermann. Roast goose. 

Eisenring. \Vhy? 
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Biedermann. Stuffed with chestnuts? 

Eisc��ring. And red cabbage? 
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Biedermann. Yes . . .  I was going to say : my wife and 
I-I, especially-if we may have the pleasure . . .  I don't 
mean to intrude, ivlr. Eisenring, but if you'd care to join 
us at a little supper, you and Sep� 

Eiscnring. Today? 

Biedermann. Or tomorrow, if you prefer--

Eisenring. \Ve probably won't stay until tomorrow. But 
today-of course, Mr. Biedermann, with pleasure. 

Biedermann. Shall we say seven o'clock? [They shake 
hands. BIEDERMANN at the door.] Is it a date? [He nods 
genially, then stares once more at the barrels and the fuse.] 

Eisenring. It's a date. 

BIEDERMANN exits. EisENRING goes to work again, whistling. 
The CHoRus enters below as if for the end of the scene. They 
are interrupted by tlze sound of a crash, of something falling 

in the attic. 

Eisenring. You can come out, Professor. [A Pn.D., wearing 
horn-rimmed glasses, crawls out from behind the barrels.] You 
heard : we're invited to dinner, Sepp and me. You'll keep an 
eye on things. Nobody's to come in here and smoke, under
stand? :t\'ot before \ve're ready. [The Pn.D. polishes hu 
glasses.] I often ask myself, Professor, why in hell you hang 
around with us. You don't enjoy a good, crackling fire, or 
flames, or sparks. Or sirens that go off too late-or dogs 
barking-or people shrieking-or smoke. Or ashes . . . [The 
PH.D. solemnly adjusts his glasses. EISENRING laughs.] Do
gooder! [He whistles gently to himself, surveying the profes
sor.] I don't like you eggheads-I've told you that before, 
Professor. You get no real fun out of anything. You're all 
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so idealistic, so solemn . . . .  Until you're ready to betray. 
That's no fun either, Professor. [He goes back to his work, 
whistling.] 

Downstairs. 

Chorus. Ready for action, 
Axes and fire hose; 
Polished and oiled, 
Every brass fitting. 
Every man of us tested and ready. 

Leader. \Ve'll be facing a high wind. 

Chorus. Every man of us tested and ready. 
Our brass fire pump 
Polished and oiled, 
Tested for pressure. 

Leader. And the fire hydrants? 

Chorus. Everything ready. 

Leader. Tested and ready for action. 

Enter BABETTE with a goose, and the Pu.D. 

Babette. Yes, Professor, I know, but my husband 
Yes, I understand it's urgent, Professor. I 'll tell him-- [She 
leaves the professor and comes to the footlights.] l\fy hus
band ordered a goose. See, this is it. And I ha\·e to roast it, 
so we can be friends with those people upstairs. [Churchbells 
ring.] It's Saturday night-you can hear the bells ringing. I 
have an odd feeling, somehow, that it may be the last time 
we'll hear them. [BIEDERMANN calls, "Babette! "] I don't 
know, ladies, if Gottlieb is always right. . . .  You know what 
he says? "Certainly they're scoundrels, Babette, but if I make 
enemies of them, it's goodbye to our hair tonic!" [BIEDER
MANN calls, "Babette!" ]  Gottlieb's like that. Good-hearted. 
Always too good-hearted! [She exits with the goose.] 
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Chorus. This son of good family, 
A wearer of glasses, 
Pale, studious, trusting, 
But trusting no longer 
In power of goodness, 
Will do anything now, for 
Ends justify means. 
( So he hopes. )  
Ah, honest-dishonest! 
Now wiping his glasses 
To see things more clearly, 
He sees no barrels-
No gasoline barrels! 
It's an idea he sees-
An abstract conception
Until it explodes! 

Ph.D. Good evening . . . 

Leader. To the pumps! 
The ladders! 
The engines! 

The firemen rush to their posts. 
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Leader. Good evening. [To the audience, as shouts of 
"Ready!" echo through the theatre.] 

We're ready. 





SCENE 6 





The Living Room. The \Vmow KNECHTLING is still there 
waiting. Outside, the bells are ringing loudly. ANNA is setting 

the table. BIEDERMANN brings in two chairs. 

BIEDERl\IANN. You can see, can't you, Mrs. Kncchtling? I 
haYcn't time now-no time to think about the dead . . . .  
I told you, go see my lawyer. [The \Vmow KNECIITLING 
leaves.] You can't hear yourself think, with that noise. Close 
the window. [ANNA shuts the window. The sound of the 
bells is fainter.] I said a simple, informal dinner. \Vhat are 
those idiotic candelabra for? 

Anna. But, Mr. Biedermann, we always have those! 

Biedermann. I said simple, informal-no ostentation. Fin
gerbowls! Knife-rests! Nothing but crystal and silver! \Vhat 
are you trying to do? [He picks up the knife-rests and shoves 
them into his pants pocket.] Can't you see I 'm wearing my 
oldest jacket? And you . . . leave the carving knife, Anna 
-we'll need i t; but away with the rest of this silver! Those 
two gentlemen must feel at home!-- \Vhere's the cork
screw? 

Anna. Here. 

Biedermann. Don't we have anything simpler? 

Anna. In the kitchen. But that one is rusty. 

Biedermann. Bring it here. [He takes a silver ice bucket ofl 
the table.] \Vhat's this for? 

Anna. For the wine. 

Biedermann. Silver! [He glares at the bucket, then at 
ANNA.] Do we always use that, too? 

59 
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Anna. \Ve're going to need it, Mr. Biedermann .  

Biedermann. Humanity, brotherhood-that's what we 
need here! Away with that thing! And what are those, will 
you tell me? 

.Anna. Napkins. 

Biedermann. Damask napkins! 

Anna. \Ve don't have any others. [BIEDER�IANN shoves the 
napkins into the silver bucket.] 

Biedermann. There are whole nations, Anna, that live with
out napkins! [BABETIE enters with a large wreath. BIEDER
MANN, standing in front of the table, does not see her come 
in.] And why a cloth on the table? 

Babette. Gottlieb? 

Biedermann. Let's have no class distinctions! [He sees 
BABETIE.] \Vhat is that wreath? 

Babette. It's what we ordered-- Gottlieb, what do you 
think? They sent the wreath here by mistake! And I gave 
them the address myself-Knechtling's address-! wrote it 
down, even! And the ribbon and everything-they've got 
it all backward! 

Biedermann. \Vhat's wrong with the ribbon? 

Babette. And the clerk says they sent the bill to l\lrs. 
Knechtlingl [She shows him the ribbon.] "To Our Dear, De
parted Gottlieb Biedermann." [He considers the ribbon.] 

Biedermann. We won't accept it, that's a1l! I should say 
not! They've got to exchange it! [He goes back to the table.] 
Don't upset me, will you, Babette? I can't think of every
thing--

BABETIE exits. 

Biedermann. Take that tablecloth a\vay. Help me, Anna. 
And remember-no serving! You come in and put the pan 
on the table. 
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Amw. The roasting pan? !  [l ie takes off the tablecloth.] 

Biedermann. 'l11at's better! Just a bare table, for a plain 
and simple supper. [Ile hands ANNA the tablecloth.] 

Armel. You mean tha t, � l r. Biedermann-just bring in the 
goose in the pan? [She folds up the tablecloth.] \Vhat wine 
shall I bring? 

Biedermann. I'll get it myself. 

Anna. Mr. Biedermann ! 

Biedermann. \Vhat now? 

Anna. I don't ha\·e any sweater, sir-any old sweater, as 
if I belonged to the family. 

Biedermann. Borrow one of my wife's. 

Anna. The yellow or the red one? 

Biedermann. Don't make a fuss! No apron or cap, under
stand? And get rid of these candelabra. And make sure espe
cially, Anna, that everything's not so neat!-1'11 be in the cel
lar. (BIEDERI\IANN exits. 

Anna. "Make sure especially, Anna, that everything's not 
so neat !" [She throws the tablecloth down on the floor and 
stomps on it with both feet.] How's that? 

Scnl\urz and EISENRI:\"G enter, each holding a rose. 

Both. Good evening, miss. 

ANNA exits without looking at them. 

Eisenring. \Vhy no sawdust? 

Schmitz. Confiscated. Police measure. Precaution. They're 
picking up anybody who sells or owns sawdust without writ
ten permission. Precautions all over the place. [He combs his 
hair.] 

Eisenring. Have you got matches? 

Schmitz. No. 
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Eisenring. Neither have I. [ScHMITZ blows his comb clean.] 

Schmitz. We'll have to ask him for them. 

Eisenring. Biedermann? 

Schmitz. Don't forget. [He puts awel)' his comb and miffs.] 
Mmml That smells goodl 



SCENE 7 





BIEDERMANN comes to the footlights with a bottle. 

BIEDERMANN. You can think what you like about me, gentle
men. But just answer one question-- [Laughter and loud 
voices offstage.] I say to myself :  as long as they're laughing 
and drinking, we're safe. The best bottles out of my cellar! 
I tell you, if anybody had told me a week ago . . .  \Vhen 
did you guess they were arsonists, gentlemen? This sort of 
thing doesn't happen the way you think. It comes on you 
slowly-slowly, at first-then sudden suspicion! Though I 
was suspicious at once-one's always suspicious! But tell 
me the truth, sirs-what would you have done? If you were 
in my place, for God's sake? And when? When would you 
have done it? At what point? [He waits for an answer. Si
lence.] I must go back up. [He leaves the stage quickly.] 
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SCENE 8 





The Living Room. The dinner is in full swing. Laughter. BIE.
DER::\IAN:-<, es{Jecially, cmmot contain himself at the iol.:e he's 

;ust heard. Only BAnETIE is not laughing. 

BmDER::\IANN. Oil waste! Did you hear that, Babette? Oil 
waste, he says! Oil waste burns better! 

Babette. I don't see what's funny. 

Biedermann. Oil waste! You know \Vhat that is? 

Babette. Yes. 

Biedermann. You ha\'C no sense of humor, Babette. [He 
puts the bottle on the table.] 

Babette. All right, then, explain it. 

Biedermann. Okay!-- This morning \Villi told Sepp to 
go out and steal some sawdust. Sawdust-get it? And just 
now, when I asked Sepp if he got any, he said he couldn't find 
any sawdust-he found some oil waste instead. Get it? And 
\Villi says, "Oil waste burns better!" 

Babette. I understood all that. 

Biedermann. You did? 

Babette. \Vhat's funny about it? [BIEDERMANN gives up.] 

Biedermann. Let's drink, men! [BIEDERMANN removes the 
cork from the bottle.] 

Babette. Is that the truth, l\Ir. Schmitz? Did you bring 
oil waste up to our attic? 

Biedermann. TI1is will kill you, Babette! TI1is morning we 
even measured the fuse together, \Villi and I !  

69 



70 MAX FRISCH 

Babette. The fuse? 

Biedermann The time fuse. [He fills tlte glasses.] 

Babette. Seriously-what docs that mean? [BrEDER�l.��:s 
laughs.] 

Biedermann. Seriously! You hear that? Seriously! . . .  
Don't let them kid you, Babette. I told you-our friends have 
their own way of kidding! Different company, different jokes 
-that's what I always say . . . .  All we need now is to have 
them ask me for matches! [Scrnnrz and ErsENRING ex
change glances.] These gentlemen took me for some 
Milquetoast, for some dope without humor-- [He lifts his 
glass.] Prosit! 

Eisenring. Prosit! 

Schmitz. Prosit! 

Biedermann. To our friendship! [They drink the toast 
standing up, tlzen sit down again.] \Ve're not doing any 
serving. Just help yourselves, gentlemen. 

Schmitz. I can't eat any more. 

Eisenring. Don't restrain yourself, Sepp, you're not at the 
orphanage. [He helps himself to more goose.] Your goose is 
wonderful, madam. 

Babette. I'm glad to hear it. 

Eisenring. Roast goose and stuffing! Now all we need is 
a tablecloth. 

Babette. You hear that, Gottlieb? 

Eisenring. \Ve don't have to have one. But one of those 
tablecloths, white damask, with silverware on it--

Biedermann [loudly] . Anna! 

Eisenring. Damask, with flowers all over it-a white flower 
pattern-we don't have to have one. \Ve didn't have any in 
pnson. 
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Babet te. In prison? 

Biedemzar1 1 1 .  \\'here is that girl? 

Babette. I la\·e you been in prison? 

ANNA enters. She is wearing a bright red sweater. 

Biedermann. A tablecloth here-immediately! 

Anna. Yes sir. 
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Biedermann. And i f  you have some fingcrbowls or some
thing--

Anna. Yes sir. 

Eisenring. Madam, you may think it's childish, but that's 
how the little man is. Take Sepp, for instance-he grew up 
in the coal mines, but it's the dream of his miserable life, a 

table like this, with crystal and silver! \Vould you believe it? 
He never heard of a knife-rest! 

Babette. But, Gottlieb, we have all those things! 

Eisenring. Of course we don't have to have them here-

Anna. Very well. 

Eisenring. If you have any napkins, miss, out with them! 

Anna. But Mr. Biedermann said--

Biedermann. Out with them! 

Anna. Yes sir. [She starts to bring back the table service.] 

Eisenring. I hope you won't take it amiss, madam, but 
when you're just out of prison-months at a time with no 
refinement whatever-- [He shows the tablecloth to 
Scmurz.] You know what this is? [To BABETTE.] He never 
saw one before! [He turns back to ScH�nTz.] This is damask! 

Schmitz. \Vhat do you want me to do with it? [Exs&"nNG 
ties the tablecloth around ScHMITZ's neck.] 

Eisenring. There-- [BIEDERMANN tries to find this amus
ing. He laughs.] 
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Babette. \\'here are the knife-rests, Anna? 

Anna. Mr. Biedermann--

Biedermann. Out with them! 

Anna. But you said "Take them away!"  before! 

Biedermann. Bring them here, I tell you ! \\'here are they, 
goddammit? 

Anna. In your pants pocket. [BIEDER�lANN reaches in his 
pants pocket and finds them.] 

Eisenring. Don't get excited. 

Anna. I can't help it! 

Eisenring. �o excitement, now miss-- [AN:-<.\ bursts 
into sobs and runs out.] 

Eisenring. It's this wind. [Pause.] 

Biedermann. Drink up, friends! [They drink. A silence.] 

Eisenring. I ate roast goose every day when I was a waiter. 
I used to flit down those corridors holding a platter like this . 
. . . l low do you suppose, madam, waiters clean off their 
hands? In their hair, that's how-while there's others who 
use crystal fingerbowls. That's something I'll never forget. 
[He dips his fingers in the fingerbowl.] Have you ever heard 
of a trauma? 

Biedermann. No. 

Eisenring. I learned all about it in jail. [He wipes his fin
gers dry.] 

Babette. And how did you happen to be there, Mr. Eisen-
ring? 

B iedermann. Babette! 

Eisenring. How did I get into jail? 

Biedermann. One doesn't ask questions like that! 
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Eiscmi11g. I wonder a t  that m�·sclf. . I was a wai ter-
a li ttle headwaiter. Suddenly they made me out a grea t 
arsonist. 

Biedermamz. l im. 

Eisenring. l11ey called for me at my own home. 

Biedermann. Hm. 

Eisenring. I was so amazed, I played along. 

Biedermann. Hm. 

Eisenring. I had luck, madam-seven really channing po
licemen. I said, "I have no time-I have to go to work." 
They answered, "Your restaurant's burned to the ground." 

Biedermann. Burned to the ground? 

Eisenring. Overnight, apparently. 

Babette. Burned to the ground? 

Eisenring. "Fine," I said. "Then I have time. . . ." Just a 
black, smoking hulk-that's all that was left of that place. 
I saw it as we drove by. Through those windows, you know, 
the little barred windows they ha\·e in those prison vans-
[I Ie sips his wine delicately.] 

Biedermann. And then? [EISE:><RING studies the wine label.] 

Eisenring. \Ve used to keep this, too : '49, Cave de l'Echan
non . . . And then? Let Sepp tell you the rest-- As I was 
sitting in that police station, playing with my handcuffs, who 
do you think they brought in?-- That one, there! [ScHMITZ 
beams.] Prosit, Sepp! 

Schmitz. Prosit, \Villi! [They drink.] 

Biedermann. And then? 

Schmitz. "Are you a firebug?" they asked him, and of
fered him cigarettes. He said, "Excuse me, I h:l\'e no matches, 
l\ lr. Commissioner, although you think I'm a firebug--" 
[They laugh uproariously and slap each other's thighs.] 
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Biedermann. Hm. 

ANNA enters, in cap and apron again. She hands BIF.DERMASN 
a visiting card. 

Anna. It's urgent, he says. 

Biedermann. When I have visitors-- [ScH�IITZ Cfnd 
EISENRING clink glasses again.] 

Schmitz. Prosit, \Villi! 

Eisenring. Prosit, Sepp! [They drink. BIEDEB1A."'N studies 
the visiting card.] 

Babette. \Vho is it, Gottlieb? 

Biedermann. I t's some PH.D . . . .  [ANNA is busy at the 
sideboard.] 

Eisenring. And what are those other things, miss-those 
silver things? 

Anna. The candlesticks? 

Eisenring. \Vhy do you hide them? 

Biedermann. Bring them here! 

Anna. But you said, yourself, Mr. Biedermann-

Biedermann. I say bring them here! [ANNA places the can-
delabra on the table.] 

Eisenring. \Vhat do you say to that, Sepp? They have 
candlesticks and they hide them! Real silver candlesticks
what more do you want?-- Have you a match? [He reaches 
into his pants pocket.] 

Schmitz. Me? No. [He reaches into his pants pocket.] 

Eisenring. Sorry, no matches, Mr. Biedermann. 

Biedermann. I have some. 

Eisenring. Let's have them. 

Biedermann. I'll light the candles. Let me-I'II do it. [He 
begins lighting the candles.] 
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Babette [to ANNA] . \Vhat docs the visitor want? 

Anna. I don't know, ma'am. lie says he can no longer be 
silent. And he's waiting on the stoop. 

Babette. It's private, he says? 

Anna. Yes ma'am. l ie says he wants to expose something. 

Babette. Expose something?! 

1\mw. That's what he keeps saying. I don't understand 
him. He wants to dissociate himself, he savs . . . . rBIEDER 
UANN is still lighting candles.] 

· ' 

Eisenring. It creates an atmosphere, doesn't it, madam? 
Candlelight, I mean. 

Babette. Yes, it does. 

Eisenring. I'm all for atmosphere. Refined, candlelight 
atmosphere--

Biederrnann. I'm happy to know that. [All the candles 
are lit.] 

Ersenring. Schmitz, don't smack your lips when you eat! 
[BABETTE takes EISENRING aside.] 

Babette. Let him alone! 

Eisenring. He has no manners, madam. Excuse me-it's 
awful. But where could he have picked up any manners? 
From the coal mines to the orphanage--

Babette. I know. 

Eisenring. From the orphanage to the circus. 

Babette. I know. 

Eisenring. From the circus to the theatre-

Babette. I didn't know. 

Eisenring. A football of fate, madam. [BABETTE turns to 
ScHMITZ.] 
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Babette. In the theatre! Were you, really? [Scii!'.fiTZ gnaws 
on a drumstick and nods.] \Vhere? 

Schmitz. Upstage. 

Eisenring. Really talented, too! Sepp as a ghost! Can you 
imagine it? 

Schmitz. Not any more, though. 

Eisenring. \Vhy not? 

Schmitz. I was in the theatre only a week, madam, before 
it burned to the ground. 

Babette. Burned to the ground? 

Eisenring [to Scmnn] . Don't be diffident! 

Biedermann. Burned to the ground? 

Eisenring. Don't be so diffident!  [He unties the tablecloth 
Scm.nTz has been wearing and throws it over Scmmn's 
head.] Come on! [ScHMITZ gets up with the tablecloth over 
him.] Doesn't he look like a ghost? 

Anna. I'm frightened! 

Eisenring. Come here, li ttle girl! [He pulls ANNA onto his 
lap. She hides her face in her hands.] 

Schmitz. \Vho calleth? 

Eisenring. That's theatre language, madam. They call that 
a cue. He learned it in less than a week, before the theatre 
burned down. 

Babette. Please don't keep talking of fires! 

Schmitz. \Vho calleth? 

Eisenring. Ready-- [Everybody waits expectantly. EISEN-
RING has a tight grip on A:-<:-<A.] 

Schmitz. EVERYMAN! EVERYMAN! 

Babette. Gottlieb? 

Biedermann. Quiet! 
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Babette. \Vc saw tha t  in Salzburg! 

Sch mitz. BI EDER!\tANN! B I E Dim.�tANN! 

Eisenring. I lc's terrific! 

Schmitz. BI EDERMANN! B I E DE RMANN! 

Eisenring. You must say, "\ Vho arc you?" 

Biedermann. Me? 

Eisenring. Or he can't say his lines. 

Schmitz. EVERY!\IAN ! BIEDERMANN! 

Biedermann. All right, then-who am I? 

Babette. No! You must ask him who he is. 

Biedermann. I see. 

Schmitz. DOST THOU HEAR ME? 
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Eisenring. No, no, Sepp-start i t  again. [They change their 
positions.] 

Schmitz. EVERYMAN! BIEDERMANN! 

Babette. Are you the Angel of Death, maybe? 

Biedermann. Nonsense! 

Babette. \ Vhat else could he be? 

Biedermann. Ask him. He might be the ghost in Ham-
let. Or that other one-what's-his-name-in Macbeth. 

Schmitz. \VHO CALLS ME? 

Eisenring. Go on. 

Schmitz. GOTTLIEB BIEDERMANN! 

Babette. Go ahead, ask him. He's talking to you. 

Schmitz. DOST THOU HEAR ME? 

Biedermann. \Vho are you? 

Schmitz. I A�t THE GHOST OF-KNECHTLI.l\'G. 
[l ie throws the tablecloth over BIEDER�IA�N. BABEnE ;umps 
up with a scream.] 
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Eisenring. Stop! [He pulls the tablecloth off B IEDERMANN.] 
Idiot! I low could you do such a thing? Knecht ling was 
buried today! 

Schmitz. That's why I thought of him. [BADETIE hides her 
face in her hands.] 

· 

Eisenring. He's not Knechtling, madam. [He shakes his 
head over ScHMITZ.] What crudeness! 

Schmitz. He was on my mind. 

Eisenring. Of all things-Knechtling! Mr. Biedermann's 
best old employee! Imagine it: buried today-cold and stiff
not yet moldy-pale as this tablecloth-white and shiny as 
damask-- To go and act Knechtling-- [He takes BA
BETTE by the shoulder.] Honest to God, madam, i t's Sepp
it's not Knechtling at all. [ScHMITZ wipes off his sweat.] 

Schmitz. I 'm sorry . . . .  

Biedermann. Let's sit down again. 

Anna. Is it over? 

Biedermann. Would you care for cigars, sirs? [He offers a 

box of cigars.] 

Eisenring [to ScHMITZ] .  Idiot! You see how 1\fr. Bieder
mann is shaking! . . .  Thank you, Mr. Biedermann!-
You think that's funny, Sepp? \Vhen you know \'ery well 
that Knechtling put his head inside the gas stove? After every
thing Gottlieb did for him? He �ave this Knechtling a job for 
fourteen years-and this is his thanks! 

Biedermann. Let's not talk about it. 

Eisenring [to ScHMrrz]. And that's your thanks for the 
goose! [They attend to their cigars.] 

Schmitz. Would you like me to sing something? 

Eisenring. What? 
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Schmitz. "Fox, you stole that lovely goosic 
loudly.] 

Fox, you stole that lovely goosic, 
Give it back again !"  

Eisenring. That's enough. 

Schmitz. "Give it back again ! 
Or they'll get you in the shnoosic--" 

Eisenring. He's drunk. 

Schmitz. "\Vith their shooting gun!" 

Eisenring. Pay no attention to him. 

Schmitz. "Give it back again! 
Or they'll get you in the shnoosie 
\Vith their shooting gun!" 

Biedermann. "Shooting gun!" That's good! 

The Men all ;oin in the song. 

The Men. "Fox, you stole that lovely goosie . 
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They harmonize, now loudly, now softly. Laughter and loud 
cheer. There is a pause, and BIEDERMANN picks up again, 

leading the hilarity until they've all had it. 

Biedermann. So- Prosit! [They raise their glasses. Fire 
sirens are heard nearby.] What was that? 

Eisenring. Sirens. 

Biedermann. Joking aside-

Babette. Firebugs! Firebugs! 

Biedermann. Don't yell like that! 

BABETTE runs to the window and throws it open. The sound 
of the sirens comes nearer, with a howl that goes to the mar

row. The fire engines roar past. 

Biedermann. At least it's not here. 
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Babette. I wonder where? 

Eisenring. From where the wind is blowing. 

Biedermann. Not here, anyway. 

Eisenring. l11at's how we generally work it. Lure the Fire 
Department out to some suburb or other, and then, when 
things really let loose, they find their way back blocked. 

Biedermann. No, gentlemen-all joking aside--

Schmitz. That's how \Ve do it-joking aside-

Biedermann. Please-enough of this nonsense! Don't 
overdo it! Look at my wife-white as chalk! 

Babette. And you too! 

Biedermann. Besides, a fire alarm is nothing to laugh at, 
gentlemen. Somewhere some place is burning, or the Fire 
Department wouldn't be rushing there. [ErsENRING looks at 
lzis watch.] 

Eisenring. We've got to go now. 

Biedermann. Now? 

Eisenring. Sorry. 

Schmitz. "Or they'll get you in the shnoosie . . ." [The 
sirens are heard again.] 

Biedermann. Bring us some coffee, Babette! [BABETIE goes 
out.] And you, Anna--do you have to stand there and gape? 
[ANNA goes out.] Just between us, gentlemen : enough is 
enough. My wife has a heart condition. Let's have no more 
joking about fires. 

Schmitz. \Ve're not joking, Mr. Biedermann. 

Eisenring. \Ve're firebugs. 

Biedermann. No, gentlemen, quite seriously-

Eisenring. Quite seriously. 

Schmitz. Yeah, quite seriously. Why don't you believe us? 
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Eiscnring. Your house i s  very favorably si tua ted, l\ l r. Bie
dermann, you must admit tha t. Five villas like yours a round 
the gasworks . . . .  It 's true they keep a close watch on the 
gasworks. Still, there's a good stiff wind blowing--

Biedermann. It can't be--

Schmitz. Let's have plain talk! You think we're fire
bugs--

Biedermann [like a whipped dog] . No, no, I don't think 
you arc! You do me an injustice, gentlemen-! don't think 
you're firebugs . . . .  

Eisenring. You swear you don't? 

Biedermann. No! No! No! I don't believe it! 

Schmitz. \Vhat do you think we are? 

Biedermann. You're my friends. 
the shoulder and start to leave.] 

Eisenring. It's time to leave. 

. [They clap him on 

Biedermann. Gentlemen, I swear to you by all that's 
holy--

Eisenring. By all that's holy? 

Biedermann. Yes. [He raises his hand as though to take an 
oath.] 

Schmitz. Willi doesn't believe in anything holy, Mr. Bie
dermann. Any more than you do. You'll waste your time 
swearing. [They go to the door.] 

Biedermann. \Vhat can I do to make you believe me? [He 
blocks the doonvay.] 

Eisenring. Give us some matches. 

Biedermann. Some--

Eisenring. \Ve have no more matches. 
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Biedermann. You want me to-

Eisenring. If you don't think we're firebugs. 

Biedermann. Matches--

Schmitz. To show your belief in us, he means. [BIEDER 
MANN reaches in his pocket.] 

Eisenring. Sec how he hesitates? 

Biedermann. Sh! Not in front of my wife . 

BADE1TE returns. 

Babette. Your coffee will be ready in a minute. [Pause.] 
Must you go? 

Biedermann [formally] . At least you've felt, while here, 
my friends . . .  I don't want to make a speech on this occa
sion, but may we not drink, before you go, to our eternal 
friendship? [He picks up a bottle and the corkscrew.] 

Eisenring. Tell your very charming husband, madam, that 
he needn't open any more bottles on our account. It isn't 
worth the trouble any more. 

Biedermann. I t's no trouble, my friends, no trouble at all. 
If there's anything else you'd like-anything at all-- [He 
fills the glasses once more and hands them out.] My friends! 
[They clink glasses.] Sepp-- \Villi-- [He kisses them 
each on the cheek. All drink.] 

Eisenring. Just the same, we must go now. 

Schmitz. Unfortunately. 

Eisenring. Madam-- [Sirens.] 

Babette. It's been such a nice evening. [Alarm bells.] 

Eisenring. Just one thing, now, Gottlieb-

Biedermann. \Vhat is it? 

Eisenring. I've mentioned it to rou before. 
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Biedermann.  Anything you like. Just name it. 

Eisenring. 111e matches. 

ANNA lias entered with coffee. 

Babette. \Vhy, what is it, Anna? 

Anna. The coffee. 

Babette. You're all upset, Anna! 

8 3  

Anna. Back there-Mrs. Biedermann-the sky! You can 
see it from the kitchen-the whole sky is burning, l\ lrs. Bie
dermann! 

The scene is turning red as ScHMITZ and EISENRING make 
their bows and exit. BIEDERl\fANN is left pale and shaken. 

Biedermann. Not our house, fortunately . . .  1\'"ot our 
house . . .  Not our . . .  [The PH.D. enters.] \Vho are you, 
and what do you want? 

Ph.D. I can no longer be silent. [He takes out a paper and 
reads.] "Cognizant of the events now transpiring, whose in
iquitous nature must be readily apparent, the undersigned 
submits to the authorities the subsequent statement . . . " 
[Amid the shrieking of sirens he reads an involved state
ment, of which no one understands a word. Dogs howl, bells 
ring, there is the scream of departing sirens and the crackling 
of flames. The PH.D. hands BIEDERMAN::-< the paper.] I dis
associate myself . . . .  

Biedermann.  But--

Ph.D. I have said my say. [He takes off and folds up his 
glasses. You see, Mr. Biedermann, I was intent on impro\'ing 
the world; I knew about everything they were doing in your 
attic, everything. The one thing I didn't know was this : They 
-they are doing it for the pure joy of it. 

Biedermann. Professor-- [The PH.D. removes himself.] 
What will I do with this, Professor? 
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The Pu.D. climbs over the footlights and takes a seat in the 
audience. 

Babette. Gottlieb

Biedermann. He's gone. 

Babette. \Vhat did you give them? Matches? !"ot matches? 

Biedermann. \Vhy not? 

Babette. Not matches? 

Biedermann. If they really were firebugs, do you think 
they wouldn't have matches? Don't be foolish, Babette! 

The clock strikes. Silence. The red light onstage begins 
deepening into blackness. Sirens. Bells ring. Dogs howl. Cars 
honk. . . . A crash of collapsing buildings. A crackling of 
flames. Screams and outcries . . .  fading. The CHORUS 

comes on again. 

Chorus. Useless, quite useless. 
And nothing more useless 
Than this useless story. 
For arson, once kindled, 
Kills many, 
Leaves few, 
And accomplishes nothing. 

First detonation. 

Leader. That was the gasworks. 

Second detoncttion. 

Chorus. Long foreseen, disaster 
Has reached us at last. 
Horrendous arson I 
Unquenchable fire. 
Fate-so they call it• 
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Third detonation. 

Leader. l\lorc gas tanks. 

There is a series of frightful explosions. 

Chorus. Woe to us! Woe to us l Woe! 

The house lights go up. 

Curtain. 
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