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A dark stage as overture is played by live 
ensemble. Title cards. 

On all screens: Berlin, 1923.

SCENE 1

THE PHILOSOPHER–40s, dressed smartly– 
sits stiffly on a bench in front of Screen B, a 
note in his hands. He looks at his watch. He 
waits stiffly. 

Finally, from STAGE RIGHT, the POET enters 
hurriedly. The Philosopher does notice him at 
first as he approaches from behind the bench. 
The Poet slows to a normal pace. He approaches 
the Philosopher, who turns before the Poet has a 
chance to greet him. The Philosopher remains 
seated. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
Ah.

THE POET

I-

THE PHILOSOPHER
Finally. I was beginning to grow suspicious. 

The Poet hovers awkwardly.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Shall I read it to you?

The Poet plucks the paper out of the 
Philosopher’s hand. 

THE POET
No. Thank you.

He pockets the paper. 



2.

THE POET
(instructive air)

Good afternoon...

He joins The Philosopher on the bench.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Good afternoon, mein freunde. 

THE POET
Nice to finally. . .Did y-

THE PHILOSOPHER
Hot today.

THE POET
Yes. 

(a beat)
Have you been in town long?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Not long. And you?

THE POET
A while, I suppose. Where did you come from?

THE PHILOSOPHER
(stilted)

Well, I-most recently? I’ve been traveling Europe for some weeks now. But-America. Of 
course. New York.

THE POET
How are you finding Berlin?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Lovely. 

THE POET
I’m glad to hear. It’s-

THE PHILOSOPHER
(lofty)

I’ve spent a great deal of time here, actually. I know it well. In fact, during the War, I was 
stranded here for a number of months. Stranded is the word to use, I suppose, but I can’t 
say we found it disagreeable. . . 
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(beat)
And prior to that, I spent some years here. Studying.

THE POET
(nods)

THE PHILOSOPHER
(lofty, almost to himself)

Yes, yes. I find it most agreeable. A home away from home . . .Perhaps More home than 
home at the moment. . . 

(abruptly, addressing the Poet)
And you? Is it your first time in Berlin? 

THE POET
Yeah . . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER
How long will you stay?

THE POET
. . . I was in Paris . . . And then I went East, and then I came here . . .So, Who knows. 
Maybe long enough to supersede the visit. . . Maybe long enough to live . . .

THE PHILOSOPHER
(nods)

East to . . . ?

THE POET
Moscow. What did you study here?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Literature.

THE POET
So you speak German then?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Yes. Quite well. You?

THE POET
Not a lick. Should we walk?

THE PHILOSOPHER
(nods)
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They cross the stage, toward Screen C. They 
“walk” down the Siegesalle, monuments to their 
left. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(projecting worldiness)

I prefer Berlin to Paris.

THE POET
Oh?

THE PHILOSOPHER
They know us in Paris. Or they want to. . . The Germans–in their indifference–are much 
more pleasant to us. 

THE POET
(skeptical)

Is that so?

THE PHILOSOPHER 
(definitive)

I’d say so.

They step closer to Screen C and angle left 
(upstage) as the Unreal camera drifts left, 
toward a grouping of statues. Arriving, the Poet 
gestures toward the nubby bust of Immanuel 
Kant. The Philosopher is a beat behind the Poet.

THE POET
(offering an academic joke for the 
Philosopher’s benefit)

The philosopher of duty. . . 

The Philosopher’s attention is drawn-

THE POET
(clarifying teasingly)

Immanuel Kant . . .

THE PHILOSOPHER
Yes, Immanuel Kant. I’m aware. 

THE POET
(chuckles)
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THE PHILOSOPHER
(smooths his pants)

THE POET
Juuuust . . . testing your retention.

“Walking,” the men parallel-pivot so that they 
are facing centerstage/the audience, as Unreal 
world rotates behind them until the path is 
centered.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(flustered)

School was a long time ago, but I try to keep up.

Silence between them as they “walk” a few 
paces. The Poet looks thoughtful, pleasant. The 
Philosopher looks perturbed.

THE POET
Hmm. . .In Berlin, I feel myself everywhere the savage object of a savage form of 
entertainment. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(glossing over that)

And in Moscow?

The Poet considers the question. How much to 
say?

THE POET
Oh, well. . . the Soviets . . . They were of a wholly different type: enthusiastic but-but. . . 
Utilitarian. Which comes as no surprise. Where in Paris, you might be put on a stage and 
made to sing your truth, in Moscow, I was forced to drink until I could think hard enough 
to analyze our situation. 

(performative fatigue)
They asked me all sorts of things about migration, employment, percentages . . .

THE PHILOSOPHER
Must have been. . . Interesting.

THE POET
(wish-washy noise)

I had to send for some books from home. As not to embarrass myself. 

5.



6.

(deflecting)
And you-you were in Mainz. . .Mainz? Your letter. . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER
Mainz. Yes. 

THE POET
(earnest)

Writing about those poor devils. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(earnest)

Yes.  
(embarrassed)

It took me far too long. I filed everything terribly hastily. It should be out by now. And I 
read yours. Your editorial-

THE POET
What did you think?

THE PHILOSOPHER
(without missing a beat)

Rousing. 

The men stop “walking.”

THE POET
(abruptly)

Have you had lunch?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Oh. Yes. I have.

THE POET
(looks disappointed)

THE PHILOSOPHER
(kind)

If you’re hungry, we can . . .

THE POET
(hurriedly, waving him off)

No, no. I’ll be fine. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
Are you sure?
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The Poet crosses to Screen B, where he “walks,” 
facing the audience. Screen B shows the 
Siegesalle (West). Landing at Screen B-

THE POET
I’ll be fine, How did you find Mainz? Did you spend long there?

The Philosopher matches the Poet’s placement, 
“walking” alongside Screen C, which shows 
Siegesalle (East).

THE PHILOSOPHER
(weird little laugh)

A few weeks . . . It was terribly boring. And my French isn’t so strong. 

THE POET
And academic German’s no help when you’re trailing a brigade of Senegalese soldiers. 
Like gangbusters, otherwise, I imagine.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(frowns)

Have you-or will you go back?

THE POET
Noo . . . It seems, like you said, boring. 

(cryptic)
And I’m a bit. . ..tied up here.

Both men slow to a stop and face center stage. 
Behind them: the path, and Victory Column in 
the distance.  standing “next to” each other, they 
direct their gazes slightly upward. 

Some silence. The Poet sneaks glances at the 
Philosopher (Unreal directional) until finally: 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(quiet awe)

I can’t get over these.

THE POET
Oh?

THE PHILOSOPHER
(nods)
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THE POET
Oh.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(still reverent, looking around)

It’s my favorite place. . .

Unreal B-Roll on all screens. Hero shot of 
Gruppe 27. Berliner Ballade style portratits of 
the statues. During this, the Poet crosses toward 
Screen C, stopping roughly center-stage. At the 
same time, The Philosopher turns to face Screen 
C.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(off-screen)

The finest ideal and expression of the plastic arts in the world . . . 

THE POET
(chuckles)

The Philosopher looks over his shoulder, toward 
center-stage, annoyed.

THE PHILOSOPHER
You disagree. 

THE POET
No . . . Just-It’s funny you say that.

(chuckles)
I was walking this same path just last week with a friend, a German artist I met in 
Moscow, who referred to this, uh, “fine work” as an art of sugar-candy. 

(kinder)
But who could blame you! They’re impressive for sure. But . . .after the last few years of, 
you know, everything . . . Berliners and the Kaiser’s idea of art. . . You can imagine. . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(haughty)

It’s not like the Kaiser chiseled the work.

THE POET
(factual)

No . . . But he did issue the order of commission.
(a beat)
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(a little condescending)
Avenue of Puppets, they call it. Puppenallee. I’m not saying I agree wi-

THE PHILOSOPHER
(aghast, to the Poet)

You don’t think this is beautiful?

THE POET
(meh noise)

THE PHILOSOPHER
(addressing the Poet)

Can you imagine making that? What it must feel like to coax this form from a block of 
stone?

THE POET
A technical achievement, no doubt. But so are instruments of war. I hardly think this is 
the pinnacle of the arts as we now know them. Just as the trench surely cannot be the 
pinnacle of man’s infrastructural capacity-

THE PHILOSOPHER
But it is an honest showing of man’s capacity and truth of, of the material.

(he gazes upward)

THE POET
THIS is true?

THE PHILOSOPHER 
Yes, Because it is beautiful.

THE POET
(teasing)

Oh, if only all that were true were beautiful!

THE PHILOSOPHER
Ha-Ha

THE POET
Mmm AND. . . 

On Screen A, the Unreal camera boom/tiltes 
down the front of 27.1 statue. . . 
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THE POET
(V.O.)

It’s the first I’ve heard that Friedrich Wilhelm was a giant. . . 

. . . Landing on a close-up of the engraving of its 
name “Friedrich Wilhelm I.” 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(annoyed)

Alright. Perhaps not the true scale or visage of the man. But his true spirit, and that of his 
time. 

On Screen A, Unreal camera pulls out and 
sweeps left, revealing the pathway behind them 
and dollying backward down the path. Screens 
B/C show the sides of the path.

The actors land at center stage and “walk.” 

THE POET
Yet somehow without all the brutality of the day . . .

THE PHILOSOPHER
(exasperated)

Must we be mired in all that all the time?

THE POET
(sarcastic, sparring)

Is it not true?

THE PHILOSOPHER
I-

THE POET
Sorry, sorry. I get a bit excited. . . Forgive me. Maybe I’m not the conversation partner 
you desire. 

The Philosopher is intrigued and emboldened by 
The Poet’s sudden reversal. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(encouraging, stifled excitement)

No, no. It’s exactly-No. Not at all. Tell me more about what your German friends have to 
say.
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Something’s shifted between them, a sudden, 
fleeting intimacy. They continue to “walk” at 
center-stage.

THE POET
(thinking)

My friends are quite . . . Specific. You have to understand: they’ve lost a lot. A marble 
medieval king erected on the Kaiser’s whim? It’s laughable. They find it laughable. But 
it. . . So quickly, it can cease to be a laughing matter. I’m saying-I mean: 

(grave)
You were here in 1919. . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(shakes head “no”)

In the summer. 

THE POET
(warm)

Ah. . . but you understand, anyway. When blood is spilled at a statue’s feet. In its name. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(defensive)

Of course. I have to stop you there. You don’t think I endorse- 

THE POET
(diffusing)

No, no. I don’t think that at all.
(pivot)

But. Maybe I think you’re an idealist. 
(disarming)

Do you find reality difficult?

THE PHILOSOPHER
(laughs haughtily)

I don’t. Do you?

THE POET
(laughing)

Of course I do; I’m a POET!

The Philosopher is on his back foot again. He 
looks troubled. The Poet generously launches 
into a monologue such that the Philosopher 
doesn’t have to respond-

11.



12.

THE POET
(energetic)

My friends feel, at best, that this is just the art of their fathers and grandfathers. And, as 
such, that it is lame, conservative. Worse, unthinkingly so. At worst. . . well, what could 
WORST be? How can one claim to know the bottom of this hole? Who would want to? 
But, for the sake of it, at worst, these forms–so uncreative in their style that it’s hard to 
choke the word out. 

(fake gags ack ack ack)
“FORM”

(normal)
Are not just symbols of the Kaiser and Germany’s desperation to see herself as–as you 
say–good and true. But, well, I mean. You were here. In 1919. Even if it was later-after 
everything. I’m sure you lost friends, or knew some who did-

THE PHILOSOPHER
Only distantly. Some men from school had ties-

THE POET
Sure, sure. And, you know. . . I think.

(pauses to think)
I would. . . I’d argue with you about beauty, but it would defeat all of my own arguments 
about its presence which would be–nearly always–found in the least likely of places. . . 
Amongst. . . 

(lofty)
The people, the factories they work in, the shanties and tenements in which they slumber. 
It would be worthless to argue that beauty sleeps there with them, because I know that so 
does fear, loneliness, and death.

(deflated)
I’m tempted–like many of my friends–to argue that beauty is no longer found in the 
human form and its ideal representations, nor in the 

(slip into lofty again)
Hills and valleys we are so keen on traversing ever-more quickly, but rather in the grain 
silos, the steel mills, the strange color of smoke at dawn. But then I would be delusional 
too. Yet still, I find myself believing that these things are good and true, and therefore 
beautiful, because they are OF the people. . . 

(pause))
Perhaps these people are new, and perhaps you do not know them yet. But for these 
people, these

(he gestures toward his surroundings)
Hold nothing. Or they merely hold a fantasy, a form not like a lie, but all the more 
pitiable. 

(pause)
(quieter)
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And so, I can’t talk to you about the form of these statues, because it angers me. And 
because, blinded by my anger, I cannot see them. 

On Screen A, B-roll passing Gruppe 24, 
dollying back and turning off the Siegesalle and 
onto a more wooded path (East off of the Sieg.). 

The men parallel pivot to face the screens, and 
Unreal camera pushes down the path.

A somewhat awkward silence. Then: 

THE POET
It’s almost as if they don’t exist in the first place, utterly inconsequential to the world I 
traverse.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Just to say. Before, I wasn’t–I’m not suggesting, advocating for an ignorance of reality or-
or present conditions. Or . . . A life of fantasy. However you would put it. Precisely the 
opposite.  

THE POET
(unserious)

An excess of reality then?

The Philosopher doesn’t clock his tone.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(enthusiastic, thinking on his feet)

Yes, yes! And reality commuted to the symbolic. Made valuable there. . . 

THE POET
That’s just it, though.

THE PHILOSOPHER
What? 

THE POET
(irked, like duh)

Under present conditions, your symbols cease to work as symbols. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(yes-and-ing)

Absolutely! They are not mere symbols, figures. . . They must be treated as forms. 

13.



14.

To be filled! And at least these forms, formally-speaking exhibit the heights of human 
achievement! Which then-

THE POET
(harsh)

Toward what effect?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Hm?

THE POET
(blank)

They must generate effects. What effects?

The Philosopher stops. The Poet steps forward 1-
2, toward Screen A, implying that he’s 
continuing down the path, not noticing that the 
other man has paused.  

THE PHILOSOPHER
(sputtering)

Toward. . . toward. . . 

The Poet has stopped. He turns toward the 
Philosopher-

THE PHILOSOPHER
(impassioned, cringe)

Toward the-the-the liberation of the SOUL!!

So lame. Even The Philosopher feels it. A beat. 

THE POET
(shifting his weight)

Right, right. Pure history and the like?

The Poet looks down, distracted. There’s 
something in his shoe. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(emphatic, child-like)

No! No!

The Poet takes the shoe off, and shakes a pebble 
out. . .  
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THE POET
(as he kneels)

What then? I can’t say I, erm,
(tying shoe)

Follow your argument. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(like, duh!!!)

Something crucial for-for the people. The notion of a nation itself!

THE POET
Uh huh . . . 

The Poet is still kneeling. The Philosopher 
looms over him, fists balled at his sides. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(lofty)

It’s a beautiful and far-sighted endeavor! 

The Poet fiddles with his laces, contemplating a 
double knot. Is he listening?

THE PHILOSOPHER
A nation made by a shared culture and bound together by it, and these

(gesturing to the empty stage)
Serve as concrete figures to anchor such culture.

(loftier)
Not just the achievement of producing the work we see, but of the men represented by it. 
More than representing, embodying-

THE POET
And so the notion of America, on whose shared history do-

THE PHILOSOPHER
(!)

No, no. You misunderstand me. For us,
(gesturing between the two of them, 
calmer)

The notion of a nation. 

The Poet is still kneeling.

THE POET
So . . . it’s men you admire, not these “plastic arts”?
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A beat as he finally stands. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
I don’t care to whom they are dedicated–though I prefer them to be to great men of our 
race whom I admire and not my enemies or the enemies of our people . . . 

THE POET
Right . . . So, in your perfect world, who exactly would these tributes be to?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Our heroes.

THE POET
(Nods toward the “Siegesalle”/downstage 
right)

You need a state to have statesmen.

THE PHILOSOPHER
You need only a race to have race men. 

The Poet is like ‘ohooo ok.’

THE PHILOSOPHER
(schoolmarm-y)

And anyway, our heroes are not only official leaders. They come from the folk tradition. 

THE POET
Uh huh. You speak from a slightly different tradition from mine. Again, who exactly are 
these folk heroes?

THE PHILOSOPHER
They’re not. . . 

(falters)
I mean: the folk hero as-as a form. In a sense, it does not matter who stands before me. 
Not at all. The point is that they are countrymen, and they represent the people-embody 
our values. 

(gaining steam)
We may have our conflicts, our internal contradictions, but we believe in ourselves as a 
nation. We believe in a shared cultural heritage. . . 

The Poet looks skeptical. 
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THE PHILOSOPHER
(business-y, abrupt)

Shall we keep walking?

Both come to center/downstage, facing the 
audience. On Screens B & C, we progress down 
the wooded path as they “walk.” 

THE POET
Sooo . . . “formally” . . . You would have your artists take cues from these old world 
standards of taste? From the elderly man whose family props a paintbrush in his hand? I 
don’t mean to sound-I. . .  

(direct)
You do know there are new things happening here . . . ?

THE PHILOSOPHER
No, certainly not. I don’t mean-I mean, Yes. I know. But I don’t mean that. Our tradition 
must be all our own, but we should take note of the work done here. And much of it over 
less than half a century’s time! To produce enduring representations of the great 
contributions to this, their own culture, made by men of letters. Of the sword . . . the 
gavel . . . the song . . .

THE POET
Woof!

(teasing)
Hmm . . . You’re so . . . Rococo. . .

THE PHILOSOPHER
(barbed but confident)

There are simpler ways to say you think me frivolous. 

THE POET
(takes his time)

No, no. . . In a more . . . historical sense. . . You choose a rather gay outlook. Icing and 
whipped cream of the nation-state. 

The Philosopher looks offended. 

THE POET
(an offering)

It’s admirable, in a way. . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER
You-
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THE POET
I don’t think you’re frivolous. Like I said, I think you are an idealist. That’s anything but 
frivolous-

THE PHILOSOPHER
And to your other point! I know new things are happening here. I’ve written about them-

The Poet puts his hands up like  okay, okay. The 
Philosopher stews.  

THE POET
I don’t just mean new art.

THE PHILOSOPHER
I know you don’t. And neihter do I.

THE POET
But. You know that already this has ceased to be “art.” This is just . . . history now. Art 
has already moved beyond such a project. If this is not entiretly obsolete yet, eventualyl it 
will be. This will have melted into the background-

THE PHILOSOPHER
And that would be so bad?

THE POET
(barrels on)

Everything petrified matter that dictates what one values. . . 
(a beat)

Everything will be a monument, even the every day, so that it all becomes untouchable to 
us. Worshipful of a world taht seeks to squash us–ALL of us–out.

The Philosopher has a dumb, uncomfortable 
look on his face. They’re missing each other by 
a mile. 

THE POET
(realizing)

Ohhh! That is what you would like to do. . . This is what you would like to be able to do. 
. . To tell us what to value! 

The Philosopher looks down. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(flustered)

I don’t know about all that.
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(needling)
What do your Soviets say then?

THE POET
Well, they. . . 

(grasping)
The. . . I’m not so interested in how they represent power, rather in how they structure it. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
How do they represent it?

THE POET
(stumbling over words)

My friends there . . . It’s not like this. They’re not like you–They’re different. 
(more confidence)

They don’t put their stock in representations of greatness and contemplations of beauty, 
but in the construction of-

THE PHILOSOPHER
(smug)

And yet . . . I do believe Moscow has erected many statues of Lenin. 

THE POET
You asked me about them. I didn’t say they were entirely an exception. My friends don’t 
write slogans and make theme of revolution-

THE PHILOSOPHER
I was curious!

THE POET
It is a “factory of facts,” not myths. (Vertov)

THE PHILOSOPHER
I see. . . May I ask then: Why concern yourself with the revolutions of other men? Their 
fruits show no sign of coming our way–

THE POET
I see no distance-

THE PHILOSOPHER
By virtue of distance between peoples.

THE POET
(deep breath)

Wherever men are transfigured into workers, there is cause for revolt. 
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Whether in a factory, on a plantation. And, before you say there’s a difference. Yes, of 
course, but at least they’re interested in the texture of those differences and bettering the 
condition of the worker wherever he toils. Even if he is Black–

THE PHILOSOPHER
Hm.

On all screens: B-roll drifting toward the 
Lowngruppe clearing. Onstage, the men go to 
the bench and sit. Screen B cuts to a view of the  
statue, at bench-level.  

THE POET
(as though continuing his previous 
thought)

If you ask me, no number of monuments can conjure a nation
(smirking)

Not unless you can make a monument to every man, woman, child. . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER
A monument to one is a monument to all-

THE POET
(mimicking his loftiness, but 
means it)

A monument for every mortal or no 
monument for anyone– 

THE POET
(responding, still mocking)

Gardens full of leaders and martyrs? Triumphant history paintings and frescoes. . .

THE PHILOSOPHER
(wind-up toy)

I wouldn’t be opposed, but no. I refer to our common ancestry and our old world, and the 
forms birthed before we were taken to the new world. Traditional sculpture is beautiful 
and sufficient in many regards, but I mean embodying these heroics in new forms that 
hark back to our old world. That not only stylistically refer to the-the old world, but find 
a heritage in even the way the-

THE POET
(amenable)

A heritage, sure. Sure. 
(buuuuuut!)

Though: let’s be honest, you are the son of the “free” North, and I the son of the 
“unfree”– yet autonomous from your world–colony. . . A shared heritage, sure. 
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A shared sign under which we move, yes. 
(a beat)

But a singular shared history, I can’t say that much-

THE PHILOSOPHER
Nor did I say-

THE POET
It’s the difference between our rebellions for independence’s sake and your peoples’ 
being without a land their own to fight for–barring that fringe who would claim the 
South, fringe that I understand you have little to do with. We could imagine that we need 
only hold onto our far away shared past. . . But would that not preclude any desires we 
might have for a future? Living in myths and populated with monuments to a land we do 
not know, and which does not exist.

(beat)
I’m not saying I am without sympathies to such a position, but put it like this: I may on 
occasion speak in a Patois wholly unintelligible to you, but I have no ear for the shores of 
Ghana either! 

The Philosopher fiddles with his collar. Oh, the 
sun is high and it is hot. The Poet watches him. 
Finally-

THE PHILOSOPHER
(blustery, oratorial)

Our kings and poets have been great since before that terrible  breach that was slavery, 
and the forms through which they rendered their own tale of greatness were distinct and 
beautiul, and made by wholly different logic from what you see here. If we might create 
under the sign of these origins, we will produce something all our own, and something 
that gives us a name and image other than that of the slave. 

(a beat)
And from this a new and affirming art. 

A beat as the Philosopher glances at the Poet, 
hoping for a reaction. None given, he continues:

THE PHILOSOPHER
(blustery)

Already, the European and American establishment have caught on. This new that you 
speak of

(turns to the Poet)
Is indebted to the art of Africa, riddled and run through with its influence–its geometries 
and spiritualities. Why should they be the sole beneficiaries of our tradition? 
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If we, as modern men, take up the same tools, the product should be ten times as potent, 
ten times as modern!

THE POET
Just . . . Naturally?

The Philosopher continues, gaining steam.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Of course not. No, we are as alienated from African form as the European. But, 
stimulated by cultural pride, we will return to it, and cultivate our craft, giving shape not 
only to our history as a people, but form to a future. Having passed through the middle 
passage, slavery, through the Hades that has been the new world, we reach the shores of 
our own paradise.

He pauses for effect again, looking at the Poet 
again.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(raw, thoughtful)

And there, the poetics of our forms of life will be called beautiful and worth of preserving 
for eternity.

There is something pitiful about this. He and the 
Poet both feel it.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Of course, our blood gives us no direct and special ability to harness the legacy of our 
ancestral art; we simply have much to learn from it. It is full of discipline, style, and 
technical control. If we bring this approach to our very special vantage on the Western 
world. Then, 

(snorts)
Then, well, the Black will soon become the Artist of American life!

THE POET
So then this art should not-will not be political?

THE PHILOSOPHER
(excited)

It will be political by its very existence! An art rooted equally in our classics and theirs. 
Stronger than anything else out there!

(imploring)
Cowardly adversity is afraid to look over its own shoulder. And prosperity owns the past. 
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THE POET
You leave the future curiously unclaimed.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Again, he who can yoke together the energies of the past will own his own future-

THE POET
You would have the artist spend his time working as a custodian-

He stops short. A frustrated silence between 
them.

THE POET
And the future of the other. Who owns that?

No response. Some time passes. Then:

THE PHILOSOPHER
(new topic!)

Most important, it will be poetic.

Lights down. 

On all screens, the black granite surface of the  
starts to shift  in appearance. It looks wet, like 
it’s being rained on.  The stage stays dark. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(V.O., slow, oratorial)

You are a poet. You understand. Like your poetry, this art will express–give voice, shape, 
form, to the experience of the Black in our country. 

Then, the statue’s wooded surroundings fall 
away, folding down like the sides of a box.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Much as I cannot seek to grasp a ray of light itself, and require a surface on which that 
same light plays in order to experience it with my own eyes, we cannot grasp the reality 
of experience without a surface on which to obliquely bounce it back to us. In the same 
way, in a vacuum, I do not “exist” as such, but I am through a series of interplays and 
reflections between myself and my environment, and more importantly between myself 
and others. 

(slow)
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Take a circle. Twist it. Make a smaller circle, of and connected to the larger circle. I tis 
made of the same line. Neither circle can maintain its integrity if you cut that circle out of 
the larger circle. 

(beat)
And unlike the painting, which expertly and only reflects, a sculpture, the “form”–

(aside)
and: I don’t consider the marks on paintings forms, but language

(oratorial)
The form available to the artist who produces in three dimensions conjures something 
true and of the world, from something else true and of the world. This matters only in 
terms of the relation between truth and poetics–here, in three dimensions, one may be 
true and poetic, and never once question the relation between the two. Because it simply 
is. 

Still wet, the object floats in white space. It 
spins. 

The object is suddenly doubled. They two 
Lowengruppes continue to spin slowly. 

Eventually:

THE PHILOSOPHER
But it reality? Beauty is not for itself. Beauty is a tool.

The object undergoes other state changes, but 
not too many. The lions grin widely, a 
racialized, late 19th century spread of teeth and 
lips replaces their fanged, snarling mouths. They 
shift again. A ‘poof’ of talcum on their faces, 
which clears to reveal the pitiful faces of 
harlequin clowns, or an Opera Bouffe mask. 
Sunglasses. Stone that recalls the Siegesalle. 
Then, they seem to turn to wood and become 
harsh, angular. A planar style that recalls an 
African fetish object. The wood petrifies. Then 
its steel.Then Cherry Red sports car surface. 
The surface peels and it’s back to its original 
composition. 

Pop! The park returns, like a mouse click. 
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Lights up. The Poet is still seated on the bench, 
now with his elbows on his knees hands folded, 
thinking. The Philosopher stands toward center, 
a little out of breath.

THE POET
It seems you want it two ways at once. A form without a politic, and an aesthetic that 
does politics’ work for it. But I don’t understand why. . . Why this aversion to the 
political as such?

THE PHILOSOPHER
(still a bit oratorial)

Politics is a one-way street, a drab cul-de-sac. It seems the more a poet sees himself as a 
political being, the less artistry and play one finds in his work. I’m sure you’ve seen this 
in our . . . mutual friends . . . 

THE POET
Or you see it in me?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Oh. No. I wasn’t saying that

(pause)
But . . .I suppose you’re telling me that you consider yourself political above all else?

THE POET
I think I have a right to be.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Of course.

THE POET
And not to be-

THE PHILOSOPHER
Sure. You must be just yourself-

THE POET
Equally so, I have the right to fuck off entirely.

The Philosopher shrugs.

THE POET
The artists and poets I know seem to have no trouble squaring their politics with 
producing an art ripe with style, or idiom, as one might say.
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THE PHILOSOPHER
Even when they consider their patrons?

THE POET
Those who can’t square it with their patrons . . . I’m not sure they continue to call 
themselves “artists” . . . “poets..” I. . . Or. . . If they’d, they . . .I mean, they make art and 
they write poems but they are not those thing-

The Philosopher comes behind the bench.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(mirth)

Propagandists then. 

A long beat. The Poet is frustrated and a little 
thrown off by the Philosopher looming over 
him. He doesn’t have an answer but. . . 

THE POET
(thoughtful, an offering)

I . . .met some men in Moscow who seemed to have gotten it right. Who organized the 
whole of life around the principles of artistic production, whose artistic production was 
all toward the organization of life. With no particular message or set of value other than 
to always stay within and without reality.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(laughing)

Men with a fetish for contradictions.

THE POET
And therefore thoroughly in tune with reality!

The Philosopher stands there, looking chuffed. 
The Poet remains seated. . . Levity between 
them.

THE POET
So, where will you go next?

THE PHILOSOPHER
(coy)

Well. . . you’ll laugh.

THE POET
I won’t.
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THE PHILOSOPHER
How can I trust you?

THE POET
Why wouldn’t you trust me?

The Philosopher studies him.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Cairo.

THE POET
(nothing)

The Philosopher waits expectantly, then sets off 
cross-stage toward SCREEN C, exasperated. 
The Poet sets off after him. They are both 
“walking,” facing downstage, SCREEN C 
parallel to them. 

THE POET
I’m not laughing!

(kind of laughing)
I’m sorry. What do you want me to say?

THE PHILOSOPHER
You think-

THE POET
Listen, I actually-Hard as it is to believe, I’m not particularly concerned with where you 
spend your summers, Professor. It doesn’t concern me. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(petulant)

You’re right. It doesn’t.

THE POET
Perhaps I’m just jealous. . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(stony silence)

THE POET
(coaxing)

I’ve heard that it’s a fantastic city. . . !
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THE PHILOSOPHER
It is.

THE POET
So, you’ve been before?

THE PHILOSOPHER
(a beat)

Well. No. But one hears . . . 

THE POET
(slightly sarcastic)

I’ve never been to Africa myself. They say it changes you. 

The Philosopher stops short. The Poet stops. 
The Philosopher turns to him.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(eager)

You could come.

THE POET
Oh, no, no . . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(eager)

I have an extra ticket. The magazine booked passage for both me and a friend-for a friend 
and I and . .. Well, it doesn’t matter. I have an extra ticket. You could come.

The Poet is caught off guard by the earnest 
invitation.

THE POET
(waffling, lip service)

Ohh, that’s really very kind of you. . .But. I’m-I’m not at all prepared, and I’m meant to 
be working here, though it may not look too much like it-

THE PHILOSOPHER
(embarrassed)

Of course, of course.

A parallel pivot onstage, and they continue 
down the path. A long silence until the 
Philosopher breaks it. 
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THE PHILOSOPHER
I don’t find your writing drab. It is political, and I know you have your . . . Affiliations. . . 
Which I don’t reject; though party politics don’t satisfy me, as I’ve made clear. . . But you 
are as racial as you are political.

(flattery)
As individually expressive as you are collectively. . . 

THE POET
(reticent)

You can say that I speak for many, but I never suggest this myself. 

He seems sad, suddenly.

THE PHILOSOPHER
It’s a good thing.

THE POET
(shakes his head)

I hope to be heard by the masses, but how can I know their souls.

THE PHILOSOPHER
But someone must speak for them. The world must be examined and returned to them in 
a usable, changeable form.

THE POET
(contemplative)

I don’t know . . . The world comes to me as an image, and I return it to itself as such. 

Onscreen (all screens), they’ve come upon the 
Goethe monument. B-Roll of Goethe on Screen 
C, then Screen B shows clearing/trees, as they 
cross to the ‘enclosure-object’ near center-stage.

THE PHILOSOPHER
You leave it untouched?

THE POET
You condescend to the people, where I see alongside them and see myself in them. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
But you admit that you are not them.
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THE POET
An admission of difference is not necessarily alienating. 

The Philosopher considers this. A long, long 
beat. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
You’re from Jamaica. Was your father a farmer?

THE POET
Was my father a farmer. . . 

(laughs)
No, my father was a man who leased land to farmers and who crushed their rebellions 
and yet believed in God and morality above all rational systems such as money, or 
politics–ironically those by which he lived. 

No reply from the Philosopher.

THE POET
What? You thought because I’m dark and from the islands that my father was a farmer?

(a beat)
Was your father a farmer?

THE PHILOSOPHER
A teacher. 

THE POET
(sneering)

And so neither of us can claim to know the masses by birth. The difference between you 
and I, dear Professor, is that I’ve worked nights on factory floors. And to speak of one’s 
birthright to struggle, well I’ve at least seen a plantation.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(ever-so dignified)

As have I.

THE POET
But somehow you think you can chose both myth and truth. You have reality at your 
disposal, but you retreat into your antiseptic tales. But you don’t realize that what you’re 
weaving. . . 

(angry)
For what reason should the past be looked toward? It is a myth. For you, an American 
with no connection to the old world, try as you might. Me, the son of this farmer you 
invent, the son of the wetlands, I suppose. At least I know-at least the idea of a jungle has 
not reached me solely through picture-books and folk tales. 
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THE PHILOSOPHER
(argumentative)

You give us so little credit-

THE POET
(so frustrated suddenly)

I give you so little credit. I find myself blaming you for your situation, when really I 
should blame you for your choices. 

He backs away, toward SCREEN C

THE POET
I see in you a willingness to advance the lot of what you call “the race,” but which really 
marks a small cohort of ambitious bourgeoisies whose racialism is constructed to obscure 
something worse than the absence of a social or class politic. Something worse than 
ignorance. I can smell your willingness to sell your brother down the river if a sphere of 
influence is in it for you. You’re no better than the land-parched settles who got us into 
this mess in the first place. And-and. . . I’m sorry. I-I . . . I wish-

THE PHILOSOPHER
(interjects)

What? What do you wish?

THE POET
(sputtering)

Your article!! Ohhh, it infuriated me! Do you really think that the French are so much 
better than the Germans in their treatment of the Black soldier?

(mocking)
Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité!

(aghast)
I know you to be an intelligent man, but you are a slave to your ambitions.

(cutting, hissing)
To whatever that little picture of the world you keep in your breast pocket looks like-this 
world-you think there lurks a place where we live in harmony with others and you can 
have your piece of the pie. I guess you think it Germany now, despite how they’ve treated 
those men you pay lip service to as your “brothers.” I’ll tell you-those men wouldn’t 
speak to me, let alone invite me into their barracks.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(quietly)

Are you done?

THE POET
Yes.
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THE PHILOSOPHER
(clears throat)

No one invited me in. I-
(clears throat again)

I’m rarely-

He huffs and wipes his brow. The Poet is 
watching him somewhat sympathetically. A long 
pause. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
Might I return to something you said earlier? Considering you take the world as image-

THE POET
(cutting in)

No, I said-
(suddenly gentler)

That I think in images; that doesn’t mean that the world to me IS an image. The world to 
me . .. It arrives most lively, most raw, and I image it. I cannot transform it by writing 
what I see-

THE PHILOSOPHER
(chuckle)

I believe you’ve contradicted yourself.

The Poet falters momentarily.

THE POET
Is it not my right as The Poet?

THE PHILOSOPHER
As a poet, yes. As the politician you seem to be making of yourself, less so.

THE POET
(starts sarcastic, gets worked up as he 
goes)

Ah yes, somehow I am a poet when I “speak for the people.” Speech that amounts to a 
wail. Otherwise, I am a man plagued by flights of fancy. An Egoist. My simpler 
scrawlings, say, the musings of a young Negro gazing upon an icy North Country lake, 
hold no interest to the public, Black or White. 

His anger has turned outward, farther flung.
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THE PHILOSOPHER
I would think it an honor. . . 

THE POET
(laughs bitterly)

Right, right. . . 

He thinks.

THE POET
(wistful)

At best, I am an ever-disappearing body, a mouthpiece. 

A beat.

THE POET
All in all, if I’m being honest with you

(falters)
I’m plain sick of it.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Of?

THE POET
Of poetry, Moreover, of being a “poet.” I’m sick of the polite rejections. “While we so 
admire your early writings, we cannot publish this at this time. . . “

THE PHILOSOPHER
It happens.

THE POET
No, no. I know what they say about me back in New York-

THE PHILOSOPHER
Come now-

THE POET
That I’m bitter. Which is worse than 
uppity-

THE PHILOSOPHER
I’ve never heard that. I’ve heard you called “sharp-tongued.” But I’ve heard the same 
about myself. 

THE POET
(laughs bitterly, stops short)

I must stop. I’m not making a strong case. 
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(pause)
I lied before. This place is worse than indifferent. I don’t know if it’s to us, but it doesn’t 
care a bit about me. I’ve never so thoroughly felt my own insignificance. 

Some beats. The confession is awkward.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(coaxing)

At least you maintain the air of someone who is simply himself. . . 

THE POET
I. . . Well, thank you.

(earnest)
I can’t easily speak to those I admire.

The Philosopher looks away, bashful. Then-

THE PHILOSOPHER
I could help you.

THE POET
(scoffs)

Ha, how?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Well .  . . I am in with the magazines, at the editorial level, and the publishers know me. 
If you’re serious about you have anything that’s not–forgive me–that isn’t political 
poetry, which admitted is a tough market these days.The last few collections of poetry 
published in New York did well in small runs, but frankly they reach about as many 
Americans as a painting in a Paris salon. A very . . . Desirable, but limited few.

THE POET
What if the Poet thinks he should like to quit poems and write a novel, or three, or four? 
Or if he should like to teach on Schiller, or write a treatise on Fabianism? 

The Poet fixes the Philosopher with a 
challenging stare. The Philosopher is unruffled.

THE PHILOSOPHER
From what I understand, everyone’s looking for a novel, a novel that speaks to the true 
spirit of Negro life. 

(a meaningful look)
Maybe you’re the man to write it?
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THE POET
(miserable brat)

Ha! A fine idea. That I’ve already had. I’m nearly done with it!

THE PHILOSOPHER
(excited)

With a novel?

THE POET
Yes!!

THE PHILOSOPHER
Well, good! May I read it?

THE POET
(wry)

That’s an intimate request, don’t you think?

THE PHILOSOPHER
I want to help you.

THE POET
Maybe you can read it. . . I’m not sure yet. . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(laying it on thick)

If it’s anything like your poetry, I think I’ll love it. 

THE POET
. . . It’s . . . Nothing like my poetry. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
What’s it about?

THE POET
It’s about nothing.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Pardon?

THE POET
Insofar as it’s about this.
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A suggestive, impish look on the Poet’s face. A 
lull.

THE POET
(sardonic)

But no one wants it, this-a novel, Russian in length (and politics!!). About a poor, 
bedraggled Negro with a taste for fine things and a keen sense for their evil, and no 
money to procure them anyway, stuck in this dying city amongst a destroyed people who 
have no time to sympathize with him or assist him in finding a place for his little 
scribblings, but all the time in the world to drown their sorrows with him.

THE PHILOSOPHER
It sounds interesting to me.

THE POET
. . . Or by your logic, I could publish a political novel, but only one about my lusty plight 
as a Negro, for Negroes, with all the trappings of the genre.

THE PHILOSOPHER
What’s your point?

THE POET
I suppose it’s that my life poses a narrative problem, one that I’m not sure I can be 
bothered to solve. . . At least the Poet may write a sonnet, a limerick, free-verse, all in his 
own voice. And when his voice does not sound like his, his name confirms it as so. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
He could be said to have strayed from his own style-

THE POET
But it would not throw the veracity of his expression into question! It would merely be a 
sign that he had changed somehow. Unfortunately, poetry is composed of changed of 
heart. Such is a stanza. 

On all screens we enter the THICKET. The men 
weave their way across the stage, the 
Philosopher trailing after the Poet. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
(flustered)

Is this the way? How do we get back?

THE POET
(ignoring him)

If. . . I write . . . Those are thoughts from my own mind, signed by me. . . . 
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And why should I own this work all myself? I can keep my thoughts to myself . . . The 
moment they are uttered they become for the other. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
And the unsigned poem?

THE POET
Hmmm. . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER
The song??

THE POET
I see you’re headed toward the spiritual. Spare me. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
Then the moment you step outside, are you for the other as well??? We’ve suffered too 
many years being for the other! What of being for ourselves-

THE POET
To what end do you rear against your own exploitation? What do you preserve and for 
what later use?

They continue to snake across the stage. Then 
they burst out into another open square. They’re 
back on the street, at the other end of the 
Siegesalle (Königsplatz). It’s rather barren. The 
fountain is missing. The men stay at centerstage, 
facing each other.

THE POET
You want artists who are individual, yet whose desires and actions never stray from the 
collective goals of the “race.” You want poets who possess radical ideals yet never so 
much that their words obscure your view of the Belvedere Torso. You want historicism 
and self-determination. Underneath all of these, these terms you found in a dusty book at 
Oxford, no doubt, underneath all of these what is it that you want?

Hard silence. Finally. . . 

THE PHILOSOPHER
Are you sure you won’t come with me to Cairo?
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THE POET
Professor-

THE PHILOSOPHER
Please. Don’t call me that.

THE POET
-I must attend to my business in Berlin.

THE PHILOSOPHER
What business could that be! You’ve only complained about your time here. 

They both take a half step away from each other.

THE POET
I’m waiting. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
For what?

THE POET
For something to happen. I don’t like to leave unless-until something happens. Then I’ll 
know that it’s time to go.

THE PHILOSOPHER
So you left the United States because something happened?

THE POET
Yes.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Moscow?

THE POET
Yes.

THE PHILOSOPHER
What happened?

THE POET
(shrugs)

The Philosopher looks irritated.
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THE POET
It’s hard to say exactly what. It happens, and then I want to leave. Desperately. A terrible 
feeling that begins in my knees of all places, and then leaves me feeling fizzy like a bottle 
of pop. It goes away once I’ve arrived somewhere else. Or. No.

He thinks.

THE POET
Yes. It stops.

The Philosopher looks at the Poet. Strange 
creature. They walk in silence (facing screen A).

THE POET
I wait for my hand to be forced. I have to wait for my hand to be forced because nothing 
seems worth it enough to chase. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
But surely not when you write?

THE POET
(frowns)

Most of all when I write.

THE PHILOSOPHER
(frowns)

Art, at it’s core, is simply a struggle to remain virtuous.

THE POET
To remain virtuous. . . What a curious way to phrase it. I would think that you of all 
people might worry about virtue’s inherence . . . From what I hear from Ms. Georgia, 
you’re quite the rascal. Shall I read your letter?

He pulls out a folded piece of paper, a different 
one, not the note the Philosopher brought, and 
which we saw at the play’s outset.

THE POET
(clears his throat)
(scanning the letter out loud)

. . . Oh, here. “recommendations for me. . . Ms. Georgia knows that we share a number of 
interests not excluding arts and letters, or other more personal acti-
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THE PHILOSOPHER
(winces)

To remain or become virtuous. How about that?

Suggestive eyes from the Poet. . . Mortified, the 
Philosopher makes to wrench the latter from 
him. The Poet swiftly stuffs it away before he 
can grab it.

THE POET
Well, I’m not moral philosopher, as you know. I usually leave this to. . . your kind. . . But 
it’s always been my suspicion that art’s great strength is its absolute indifference to virtue 
as such. For the maintenance of virtue, for that task, we have the church, the school. If art 
is to become part of such machinery, does it not cease to serve the special purpose that set 
it aside in the first place? 

THE PHILOSOPHER
I doubt it. It is only strengthened by a strong foundation in common concerns. 

THE POET
Virtue seems to me the opposite of “common” It’s a solitary pursuit, in so many cases 
simply edifying for the ego.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Ah, more notes from your time “out east”?

THE POET
(dry)

However you would have it.
(for real)

Anyway, nothing interested ever came out of trying to be good. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
So what instead?

THE POET
Well. If art must be something other than drainage from the mind and heart’s activities, 
let it be in service of the good life. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
That’s what I’ve-

THE POET
NOT the good life sketched out by your Romantics! You talk of the soul’s liberation and 
that’s all well and good, but men need liberating first. 

40.



41.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Then, in such a life, what is good???

THE POET
Whatever one likes. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
Be serious.

THE POET
I am! For life to be good . . . Well, it would be to simply be with those one is willing to 
care for, and those with whom one can take in all the special forms of jouissance that we 
are, as humans, lucky to stumble upon in the course of our lives. 

THE PHILOSOPHER
Oh, you would have us in a hedonist utopia?

THE POET
I said no such thing! I simply suggest that freedom is more than greatness. But. . . 

(sly)
If hedonism is your bag, you should be free to go at it.

The Philosopher looks so concerned that the 
Poet buckles.

THE POET
Professor! I’m begging you! Please learn to take a joke.

(faux-disappointment)
For a man so well-educated. . . 

(teasing)
What did you say you are? Professor of Literature and Society? Literature AND Society!

THE PHILOSOPHER
Yes. But you forgot “Associate.” 

THE POET
Oh, they don’t give full blooded professorships to full-blooded Negroes at the American 
negro college?

THE PHILOSOPHER
(grimacey jest)

It would appear not!

Silence.
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THE POET
The good life . . . As I would have it. Isn’t it enough to not know but to want to find out?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Maybe for you. . . Someone must make an effort to decide-someone must define new 
values and decide the course of things.

THE POET
(sighs distractedly)

THE PHILOSOPHER
(angry)

As though I haven’t stood by politely while YOU monologue?!

THE POET
I don’t mind listening. Everything you say contradicts your last statement. It’s quite like 
poetry.

The Philosopher looks at his watch.

THE POET
You have somewhere to be?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Technically, yes. But this was-

THE POET
Good?

THE PHILOSOPHER
Yes. Or-was it. . .? Will I see you again?

THE POET
You know where to write me. 

The Philosopher nods.

THE PHILOSOPHER
I’ll write. You’ll be in town for a while?

THE POET
Can’t seem to leave.

THE PHILOSOPHER
Okay. And send me the book. If you feel it is right,
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The Poet makes a maybe gesture.

THE PHILOSOPHER
It’s up to you.

THE POET
I know.

The Philosopher is backing away.

THE PHILOSOPHER
By the way. You said my article angered you.

The Philosopher is backing away . . .

THE PHILOSOPHER
I’m glad.

He exits. Lights down.
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