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CHARACTERS

UNITY  49

BIANCA  34

HUGH  53

NATIONAL AFFRONT MAN

POLICEMAN

POLICEWOMAN

TIME

The present

PLACE

A room on church premises

SYNOPSIS

Bianca returns from Arnhem Land, Northern Territory of Australia, where she has lived with the Yolngu tribe, studying their customs, their paintings on rock and bark and their ceremonial dances. In her Catholic parish they need a mural for the church hall. Bianca suggests a fresco inspired by Aborigine art which Hugh, the parish priest goes along with. This meets with strenuous opposition from Unity, a sour spinster whose mother has put up the money. Unity wants a scheme in memory of her father but it emerges that he made his money producing the illegal poteen potato spirit. Bianca puts forward an alternative scheme inspired by the life of Thomas Merton which is likewise condemned by Unity since she disapproves of Merton for having associated with pagans like the Dalai Llama and Doctor Suzuki. Unity goes off the rails, publicly accuses Bianca and Hugh of having an affair, is arrested and taken to a psychiatric hospital. At a further meeting a National Affront man intervenes on Unity's behalf. He also is arrested and taken to a psychiatric hospital. Hugh and Bianca go ahead with the original Yolngu tribe scheme.

AUTHOR

Alan Phillips has written several plays: The Sapphic Way is about the renowned Sappho who, in her lifetime and after, was wrongly maligned as a corrupter of innocence. A Model Graduate is about a young woman who celebrates her Oxford philosophy degree with some bohemian behaviour! Subterranean is a drama centred around the discovery of palaeolithic rock paintings at a site in Southern France. I Sing the Body Electric is a video script about life drawing. Phillips's published novel, Darline Dominant, is about the love of an internationally known lady painter for a lady psychiatrist. He has also published short stories.

SCENE 1 

(The lights go up on a room bare but for a table and three chairs, one at the head, one at each side of the table. BIANCA and UNITY are counting church collection money on the table. BIANCA is a pleasant attractive woman having undercurrents of eroticism, deeply tanned, perhaps in mid thirties. UNITY is older, a severe spinsterish woman in her late forties, her features hinting at undertones of bitterness)

UNITY  What does it feel like, being back in England, then, Bianca?

BIANCA  It's so utterly different. It was like being on another planet out there.

UNITY  Where were you?

BIANCA  In Arnhem Land, in the North-Eastern part of the Northern Territory. I lived with the Yolngu tribe.

UNITY  (curiously) What were they like?

BIANCA  I found them a wonderful people.

UNITY  In what way?

BIANCA  They have developed such a culture in those great wide-stretching lands. And they have a wonderful religion with its roots in the Dreaming as they call it. Their ceremonial dances are awe-inspiring. As an artist I found fantastic inspiration in the paintings they create on rock and bark.

UNITY  But isn't their work a bit crude?

BIANCA  Not in the least as far as I'm concerned. I found . . . I found an elemental immediacy and truth in their work, which inspired me to create paintings of my own.

UNITY  What is their dancing like?

BIANCA  I found their corroboree dancing utterly enthralling, really quite out of this universe. I had a go myself, I couldn't resist it. I had to practise quite a bit. To my utter surprise they said I was good.

UNITY  What did you wear for it?

BIANCA  A little body paint.

UNITY  Nothing else?

BIANCA  No, just body paint like them.

(UNITY  silently registers disapproval)

BIANCA  I just wanted to live like them.

UNITY  I suppose they wear something when they're not dancing.

BIANCA  No, not a thing. Some tribes went through a stage of wearing home- made bikinis, scraps of fabric tied at the hips - but I'd guess this was under white influence. But where I was in North-East Arnhem Land they wore nothing.

UNITY  And you went naked like them?

BIANCA  Of course. I wanted to live like them. And I felt it was only courtesy to them. (She smiles) I got tanned all over, almost as brown as them.

UNITY  Wasn't this a bit, well, daring?

BIANCA  How do you mean?

UNITY  Well, to say the least of it, you might have been ravished by one of the men.

BIANCA  (laughing lightly) No, I had no fear of that.

UNITY  How could you be so sure?

BIANCA  They're a moralistic people.

UNITY  But were you moralistic, I mean to go naked with them?

BIANCA  I saw nothing wrong with it. I followed the principle that when in Rome do as Rome does. I never have seen any evil in the body. 

UNITY  But I still think it's improper for a Christian woman to go naked generally.

BIANCA  I can only disagree, Unity. Just think of it. In India many of the sannyasis, the holy men, go dressed in the sky as they put it. Any evil is in the eye of the beholder.

UNITY  But how otherwise are the Aborigines so wonderful?

BIANCA  They don't have the cravings of the whites, the compulsion to always want something, to make a profit at any cost by cunning, they live in a communion with nature that's unimaginable to us, they respect their environment and take from it only what they need. In burning the brush they do it carefully to bring forth new vegetation. With them everything is shared. If they kill a kangaroo it is shared between them all. I really do think that in many ways their culture is superior to that of the whites. 

UNITY  I was told by someone who'd been there that they were regarded as inferior.

BIANCA  That used to be the attitude towards them but nothing like so much now. They're all Australian citizens now, which they didn't used to be. A man called Bill Harney lived among them and wrote several books about them. He lived under a tree in the dry season and only went indoors in the wet in a house he built. The two seasons there are just the wet and the dry. He said they were a very intelligent people. He'd been in the First World War and when he got back he threw away his medals and rode into the outback on his own. He really found a new and meaningful life living with the Aborigines.

UNITY  Not much of a meaningful life living under a tree.

BIANCA  But in the weather there you can enjoy something like that.

UNITY  It's not something I'd enjoy.

BIANCA  You never know, Unity, you might if you tried it.

UNITY  There's no likelihood of that.

BIANCA  I had a conversation with Hugh when I first got back. I told him about the life I'd had there and he was very interested. He suggested I should give a talk about it and we discussed the possibility of my creating a mural for the refurbished hall.

UNITY  (critically) You did! Did you suggest this?

BIANCA  No, it was Hugh's idea.

UNITY  The parish priest suggested that?

BIANCA  Yes.

UNITY  I'm disturbed to say the least of it.

BLACKOUT

SCENE 2  

(The set as before. HUGH and BIANCA are seated behind the table, looking at their audience. Beside them is an easel on which is arranged a large sheet showing a mural design for the hall)

HUGH   (addressing the audience) Thank you all for coming, it's good to see such interest in the affairs of the parish. As you doubtless all realise, the purpose of the meeting is to decide upon a scheme of decoration for the hall and to give it a name. Bianca is a well known artist and she has recently retourned from a sojourn with an Aborigine tribe in the Northern Territory of Australia. During her time there Bianca was greatly impressed by the paintings of those people. She has shown me some of the paintings and I can only say I was likewise impressed. Bianca has worked up a mural inspired by the rock art of the Yolngu people. (he turns to BIANCA) Perhaps you'd like to talk about your scheme, Bianca.

(BIANCA rises, goes to the easel and takes up a pointer)

BIANCA  I'm a firm believer in cross fertilization in the arts, dance and drama and music can inspire painting and design. I am equally a believer in cross-fertilization in religions. The people I lived and worked with believe in the dreaming, a period beyond living memory in which ancestral beings were responsible for the genesis of the spiritual, physical and moral world, and for providing the laws and ceremonies which sustain contemporary existence.  

(indicates with the pointer) 

Here we see an abstract representation of the eternal dreaming, the beginning from which all things emanate, we see the stars and the planets in the great void of space. I can only see a correlation between this and the collective unconscious and its archetypes. Elements of my design were derived from the arts of the people I lived and worked among. 

(points to a different area of the picture)

The starry heavens can only be observed and have meaning when viewed through the flesh and blood and psyche of a human being. Here we have a brown Madonna I painted using as model a young Yolngu woman, Marie Rabuntja who was a close friend and a wonderful sitter.

(points to a different area of the picture)

Here, bringing us down to practical everyday needs, we see the kangaroo, that important article of Yolngu diet. As you can see, the design incorporates the boomerangs, spears and throwing sticks used in hunting.

(points to a different area of the picture)

Here we see elements inspired by the dancers in a corroboree . . . 

(UNITY appears at the side of the stage, jeering, insistent,  and destructive. BIANCA and HUGH register shock)

UNITY  And you were there with them, Bianca, naked like those savages, dancing naked with them. You should be ashamed of yourself and so should your sponsor sitting beside you. You're a disgrace to this parish. You're not fit to be trusted to teach young people as you do. It's not enough that you draw naked models and pose naked yourself and take holidays at the nudist colony at Cap d'Agde. You have to go and live with a lot of savages and go naked with them. If any of you vote in favour of this creature decorating the hall you deserve to be excommunicated. I've seen enough of this. I'm now going to send an e-mail to the Bishop. (exits)

(A general hubbub breaks out)

HUGH  Order, please. We must not let ourselves be put off by that poor woman's outburst. Let us return to the matter that concerns us. (turns to BIANCA) Would you like to continue, Bianca.

BIANCA  It has come to me, having lived with the Yolngu people, that their religion has values from which white peoples can learn, just as many Christians have benefited from the practise of such things as Yoga and Zen meditation as aids to the spiritual life. I have no doubt that aboriginal society is spiritually based. They know a communion with the earth, the waters, the stars of the heavens which we have long lost, at least to a great degree. This mural, I hope, will give you an impression of the interior treatment I envisage. The Aborigines believe in the Dreaming from which all things originally emanated and to which they will return. I suppose we could liken it imaginatively to the creation in the Garden of Eden. (she indicates items with a pointer) There we have the fish, those people are skilled fishermen. There is the red kangaroo, a prime quarry in their hunting. Here we see their musical instruments, the didgeridoo, the bullroarer, the clap sticks. (she pauses)

HUGH  Perhaps you'd like to explain the thinking behind the whole design, Bianca.

BIANCA  What I had in mind in creating the mural was this. I'll try to explain it as best I can. The religion of the Aborigines is the earliest we can formulate. In my personal philosophy no religion is superior to another, they all have something to offer. It is likely that some of us will not go along with this very readily. But I feel that if we meditate on it we will come round to this view. So the thinking behind proposing a mural inspired by the art of the Yolngu people is that we will be showing something elemental, something from the beginning, that was there when our own ancestors were hunting with spears and painting pictures on rock walls using earth pigments.  

(Applause)

HUGH  Thank you for that, Bianca. It was a most interesting presentation. (addressing the audience) I feel that in this troubled age with its many conflicts a mural of this kind would make a contribution in opening a way towards religious tolerance. I go along wholeheartedly with Bianca in accepting that no one religion is superior to the others. Our own Church is one road to God and salvation, but we have to acknowledge that other religions are equally valid. Notable people who went before us have pronounced on this. There was Saint Teresa of Avila. She had read the Upanishads and the Bhagavad-Gita Gita of the Hindus and remarked upon their significance. When we meditate, that is really meditate as in, for example, the way expounded by the renowned Jesuit and Zen master Hugo Enomiya-Lassalle, we begin to see things in a different light. I can quote Francis Bacon here. (smiles) I mean the Elizabethan philosopher, not the more recent painter. He said, 'It is strange how men, like owls, see sharply in the darkness of their own notions, but in the daylight of experience wink and are blinded'. In the previous century there was the internationally know writer and Trappist, Thomas Merton. He numbered among his friends the Dalai Llama, Doctor Suzuki, the Japanese Zen authority, and several Tibetan rinpoches. So I would appeal to you all to keep an open mind on this matter. I feel, with some depth and conviction, that Bianca's mural is suitable for our new hall.

BLACKOUT

