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I have, however, one advantage over the 

Elizabethans. I write in full view of the Middle Ages, 

which may be said to have been rediscovered in the 

middle of the nineteenth century after an eclipse of 

about four hundred and fifty years. The Renascence 

of antique literature and art in the sixteenth century, 

and the lusty growth of Capitalism, between them 

buried the Middle Ages; and their resurrection is a 

second Renascence. Now there is not a breath of 

medieval atmosphere in Shakespear's histories. His 

John of Gaunt is like a study of the old age of Drake. 

Although he was a Catholic by family tradition, his 

figures are all intensely Protestant, individualist, 

sceptical, self-centred in everything but their love 

affairs, and completely personal and selfish even in 

them. His kings are not statesmen: his cardinals have 

no religion: a novice can read his plays from one end 
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to the other without learning that the world is finally 

governed by forces expressing themselves in 

religions and laws which make epochs rather than by 

vulgarly ambitious individuals who make rows. The 

divinity which shapes our ends, rough hew them how 

we will, is mentioned fatalistically only to be forgotten 

immediately like a passing vague apprehension. To 

Shakespear as to Mark Twain, Cauchon would have 

been a tyrant and a bully instead of a Catholic, and 

the Inquisitor Lema?tre would have been a Sadist 

instead of a lawyer. Warwick would have had no more 

feudal quality than his successor the King Maker has 

in the play of Henry VI. We should have seen them all 

completely satisfied that if they would only to their 

own selves be true they could not then be false to any 

man (a precept which represents the reaction against 

medievalism at its intensest) as if they were beings in 

the air, without public responsibilities of any kind. All 

Shakespear's characters are so: that is why they 

seem natural to our middle classes, who are 



comfortable and irresponsible at other people's 

expense, and are neither ashamed of that condition 

nor even conscious of it. Nature abhors this vacuum 

in Shakespear; and I have taken care to let the 

medieval atmosphere blow through my play freely. 

Those who see it performed will not mistake the 

startling event it records for a mere personal accident. 

They will have before them not only the visible and 

human puppets, but the Church, the Inquisition, the 

Feudal System, with divine inspiration always beating 

against their too inelastic limits: all more terrible in 

their dramatic force than any of the little mortal figures 

clanking about in plate armor or moving silently in the 

frocks and hoods of the order of St Dominic. 

 

 

If you find any errors ( broken links, non-standard 

content, etc.. ), Please let us know < report chapter > 

so we can fix it as soon as possible. 
SAINT JOAN OF ARC 

Chapter 37 TRAGEDY, NOT MELODRAMA 

https://www.novelfull.shop/saint-joan-of-arc/
javascript:;


 

 

 

There are no villains in the piece. Crime, like disease, 

is not interesting: it is something to be done away with 

by general consent, and that is all about it. It is what 

men do at their best, with good intentions, and what 

normal 

 

hey are not committed by murderers. They are judicial 

murders, pious murders; and this contradiction at 

once brings an element of comedy into the tragedy: 

the angels may weep at the murder, but the gods 

laugh at the murderers. 
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Here then we have a reason why my drama of Saint 

Joan's career, though it may give the essential truth of 

it, gives an inexact picture of some accidental facts. It 

goes almost without saying that the old Jeanne d'Arc 

melodramas, reducing everything to a conflict of 

villain and hero, or in Joan's case villain and heroine, 

not only miss the point entirely, but falsify the 

characters, making Cauchon a scoundrel, Joan a 

prima donna, and Dunois a lover. But the writer of 

high tragedy and comedy, aiming at the innermost 

attainable truth, must needs flatter Cauchon nearly as 

much as the melo-dramatist vilifies him. Although 

there is, as far as I have been able to discover, 

nothing against Cauchon that convicts him of bad 

faith or exceptional severity in his judicial relations 

with Joan, or of as much anti-prisoner, pro-police, 

class and sectarian bias as we now take for granted 

in our own courts, yet there is hardly more warrant for 

classing him as a great Catholic churchman, 



completely proof against the passions roused by the 

temporal situation. Neither does the inquisitor 

Lema?tre, in such scanty accounts of him as are now 

recoverable, appear quite so able a master of his 

duties and of the case before him as I have given him 

credit for being. But it is the business of the stage to 

make its figures more intelligible to themselves than 

they would be in real life; for by no other means can 

they be made intelligible to the audience. And in this 

case Cauchon and Lema?tre have to make intelligible 

not only themselves but the Church and the 

Inquisition, just as Warwick has to make the feudal 

system intelligible, the three between them having 

thus to make a twentieth-century audience conscious 

of an epoch fundamentally different from its own. 

Obviously the real Cauchon, Lema?tre, and Warwick 

could not have done this: they were part of the Middle 

Ages themselves, and therefore as unconscious of its 

peculiarities as of the atomic formula of the air they 

breathed. But the play would be unintelligible if I had 



not endowed them with enough of this consciousness 

to enable them to explain their attitude to the 

twentieth century. All I claim is that by this inevitable 

sacrifice of verisimilitude I have secured in the only 

possible way sufficient veracity to justify me in 

claiming that as far as I can gather from the available 

documentation, and from such powers of divination as 

I possess, the things I represent these three 

exponents of the drama as saying are the things they 

actually would have said if they had known what they 

were really doing. And beyond this neither drama nor 

history can go in my hands. 
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I have to thank several critics on both sides of the 

Atlantic, including some whose admiration for my play 

is most generously enthusiastic, for their heartfelt 

instructions as to how it can be improved. They point 

out that by the excision of the epilogue and all the 

references to such undramatic and tedious matters as 

the Church, the feudal system, the Inquisition, the 

theory of heresy and so forth, all of which, they point 

out, would be ruthlessly blue pencilled by any 

experienced manager, the play could be considerably 

shortened. I think they are mistaken. The experienced 

knights of the blue pencil, having saved an hour and a 

half by disembowelling the play, would at once 

proceed to waste two hours in building elaborate 

scenery, having real water in the river Loire and a real 

bridge across it, and staging an obviously sham fight 

for possession of it, with the victorious French led by 

Joan on a real horse. The coronation would eclipse all 

previous theatrical displays, shewing, first, the 



procession through the streets of Rheims, and then 

the service in the cathedral, with special music written 

for both. Joan would be burnt on the stage, as Mr 

Matheson Lang always is in The Wandering Jew, on 

the principle that it does not matter in the least why a 

woman is burnt provided she is burnt, and people can 

pay to see it done. The intervals between the acts 

whilst these splendors were being built up and then 

demolished by the stage carpenters would seem 

eternal, to the great profit of the refreshment bars. 

And the weary and demoralized audience would lose 

their last trains and curse me for writing such 

inordinately long and intolerably dreary and 

meaningless plays. But the applause of the press 

would be unanimous. Nobody who knows the stage 

history of Shakespear will doubt that this is what 

would happen if I knew my business so little as to 

listen to these well intentioned but disastrous 

counsellors: indeed it probably will happen when I am 

no longer in control of the performing rights. So 



perhaps it will be as well for the public to see the play 

while I am still alive. 
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As to the epilogue, I could hardly be expected to 

stultify myself by imply 

 

ter, and a more important one. So I am afraid the 

epilogue must stand. 
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