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Der Besuch der alten Dame

After the English premiere of Ddrrenmatt’s grotesque `tragic comedy’Kenneth Tynan

wrote了’I seriously doubt whether any theatrical text more wickedly subversive of the

Westem way o=ife has ever been staged in London. The Visit is a blanket
COndemnation of the acquisitive society. It asserts, blandly and eerily, that justice in

SuCh a society means only the justice of the rich; and it challenges the sanctity of

majority rule by confronting us with a situation in which the straightforward

application of democratic principles leads to an act of criminal atrocity.’

Ddrrenmatt shows us a world in which both traditional religious values and modem

SeCular humanism are equally powerless in the face of economic self-interest cIoaked

as concem for justice and liberty. In this world, devoid of love or loyalty, nO individual

accepts responsibiity for the decisions and actions of the com甲unity・ Durrenmatt

(who was raised in the Calvinist faith) has told us many times that no individual,
however courageous, Can `save the world’. Only God, in his mercy, COuld dothat, ifhe

Wished. Yet because there is a God, and because man has a soul, he must not

PaSSively surrender to a chaotic and enigmatic world but must hold fast to his moral

SenSe eVen in the full knowledge that this will alleviate neither the evil ofthe world nor

the absurdity of his own fate. Ill gradually and painfully accepts his guilt and undergoes

a genuine moral regeneration, but his belated awakening to individual moral integrity

does not avert言ndeed it positively accelerates the corruption of the community of

Gullen.

Economic man in his infinite corruptibility, liberal democracy in its perfected

hypocrisy: both have lost that wholeness known to classical antiquity, Sardonic

allusions to which run through this bizarre play, Culminating in the final chorus with its

mock-Greek farewell to Claire and encomium to prosperity, `as if a damaged ship,

drifting far off course, Were Sending out its last signals’, aSDurrenmatt writes in his

Stage direction: a reminder that once, in a distant era, there existed a healthy

Civilisation with a real moral order, Whose last faint echo our own irredeemably

COrruPt Culture can sti11 - just - hear.

Act I: Various citizens of Gu11en discuss the desperate economic state of their once

PrOSPerOuS tOWn. They are awaiting the visit of the shopkeeper Ill’s former girlfriend

Klari Wascher, nOW the fabulously wealthy Claire Zachanassian, from whom they
hope for a generous donation. The plamed reception for the millionairess is thrown

into disarray by her unexpected early arrival, aCCOmPanied by her seventh husband,

her butler and her weird entourage of gangsters and eunuchs. Claire greets the

leading citizens of Gdllen with increasingly sinister questions, and the macabre

atmosphere is heightened by the arrival of a massive black coffin, but the town

dignitaries remain confident that prosperity lies ahead with the aid of Claire’s money.

Accompanied by her grotesque attendants, Claire and Ill visit the Konradsweilerwald,

the scene of their fomer love-affair. They reca11 how Ill married another woman, Who

had money, and Claire reveals something of her life since that time, including the

accident that has left her with more false limbs than real. At the ceremonial dinner, the

mayor welcomes Claire with a fulsome speech whose sentimenta=alsity she
brusquely corrects; She proceeds to offer the town a thousand million Marks in retum

for `justice’. Her butler explains: forty years previously he was a judge in Gdllen at a

Patemity suit brought by Klara against I11・ Ill bribed two witnesses to swear that they



had slept with Klara, Who was thereupon hounded out of the town, destitute and

Pregnant, and forced into prostitution. Since then she has, however, become wealthy

through a series of marriages, has bought the judge’s services and has had the two

false witnesses tracked down, blinded and castrated. She now proposes to complete

her revenge at last by buying Ill’s life: the condition attached to her proposed donation

is that one of the Gdlleners must kill Ⅲ. Outraged, the mayor rejects the offer, but

Claire replies:近h uJαγfe.

Act II: As Claire waits on her balcony, With yet another husband-tO-be, the

townspeople begin to buy more expensive goods on credit - and to acquire guns,

OStenSibly to defend themselves against Claire’s escaped black panther. Ill realises

that they are gradually putting themselves in a position where they will have to accept

Claire’s offer. He demands Claire’s arrest for incitement to murder, but the

POliceman, Who has a new gold tooth, refuses to take the threat to Ill seriously. The
mayor likewise tums a deaf ear to Ill’s increasingly terrified entreaties; he has the plans

for a new town hall, but he too refuses to take Ill’s fears seriously. The priest urges Ill to

Iook to his own conscience, aCknowledge his guilt and conquer fear through

repentance: SOund advice, and indeed Ill subsequently does just this, but the man who

Offers it has also already fallen prey to economic temptation: the church has a new bell,

and the priest impIores Ill to flee and not lead them into further temptation.

Claire’s panther has been shot and Ill, knowing that he too is being hunted, arrives at

the railway station intending to leave for Australia. All gather round him, OStenSibly to

wish him a friendly farewell, but Ill dare not try to board the train for fear that one of

them will prevent him. As the train leaves without him Ill realises that he is Iost.

There will be an interval of 20 minutes between Acts II and III

l
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Act I重I: The doctor and the teacher call on Claire to plead for sympathy for the plight

into which they have got themselves: hopelessly in debt and desperately dependent on

Claire’s money, they still hope to obtain the money without paying her price. They

urge her to invest in the economic growth potential of the town, but Claire discIoses

that she already owns Gdllen and has deliberately engineered its economic decline as

part of her plan. The teacher finally appeals to Claire’s humanity, but is

contemptuously dismissed: the world made Claire a whore, nOW She intends to make

the world a brothel.

The Gdlleners, Still buying on credit, COme tO SOund out Ill’s wife: the Press is in town

for Claire’s latest wedding, and they are afraid that Ill may talk. Two reporters arrive,

having got wind of Claire’s youthful romance, and the drunken teacher tries to alert

them to what is going on. But he is silenced by Ill himself who, after days spent in

solitary meditation, has found the courage to accept his fate. He has acknowledged his

guilt and responsibility: it is he who made Claire what she is・ The teacher tells Ill that he

will indeed be killed: the temptation is too great, their poverty too bitter.

Ill asks to go for a drive with his family in his son Karl’s new car. The mayor arrives,

with a rifle: the townsfolk are to assemble that evening to vote on Claire’s offer. The

mayor makes it clear that they intend to accept. Il=ndicates that he wi11 bow to the

community’s decision, and the mayor tries to persuade him to commit suicide. Ill

however refuses to take the burden from them: he will accept his death as just, but

they must be his judges and executioners.

The family go for their first and last car ride together. It is Ill’s leave-taking from his

family and from the surroundings in which he has spent his whole life but whose

beauty he now sees for the first time. In the Konradsweilerwald he meets Claire for the

last time: they speak of their past love, Of the childtheyhad, and Claire tells him ofher

Plan to take him, after his death, tO Capri, Where she has had a mausoleum built.
Reporters and film cameramen, ignorant of the real nature of Claire’s offer, are in

attendance as the Gdlleners assemble. The teacher exhorts them to act in the

interests of justice, idealism, liberty and charity. They take a vote, and the

CeremOnious atmosphere is broken only by Ill’s cry of outrage. But when the

PrOCedure is re-run for the benefit of the film-CameraS, his solitary protest is not

repeated. The vote is unanimously in favour of acceptance. Press and cameramen

leave and the men of Gdllen carry out Ill’s execution. The Press are informed that Ill

has died of joy; Claire hands over the cheque. In the final `World Happy End’the

Citizens of Gdllen speak in the mamer of a Greek chorus ofthe town’s new wealth, aS

Claire departs with the dead Ill.

David Jenkinson
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