SAINT JOAN OF ARC

Chapter 48 EPILOGUE

A restless fitfully windy night in June 1456, full of
summer lightning after many days of heat. King
Charles the Seventh of France, formerly Joan's
Dauphin, now Charles the Victorious, aged 51, is in
bed in one of his royal chateaux. The bed, raised on a
dais of two steps, is towards the side of the room so
as to avoid blocking a tall lancet window in the middle.
Its canopy bears the royal arms in embroidery. Except
for the canopy and the huge down pillows there is
nothing to distinguish it from a broad settee with bed-
clothes and a valance. Thus its occupant is in full view
from the foot.

Charles is not asleep: he is reading in bed, or rather
looking at the pictures in Fouquet's Boccaccio with his
knees doubled up to make a reading-desk. Beside the
bed on his left is a little table with a picture of the
Virgin, lighted by candles of painted wax. The walls
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are hung from ceiling to floor with painted curtains
which stir at times in the draughts. At first glance the
prevailing yellow and red in these hanging pictures is
somewhat flamelike when the folds breathe in the
wind.

The door is on Charles's left, but in front of him close
to the corner farthest from him. A large watchman's
rattle, handsomely designed and gaily painted, is in
the bed under his hand.

Charles turns a leaf. A distant clock strikes the half-
hour softly. Charles shuts the book with a clap; throws
It aside; snatches up the rattle; and whirls it
energetically, making a deafening clatter. Ladvenu
enters, 25 years older, strange and stark in bearing,
and still carrying the cross from Rouen. Charles
evidently does not expect him; for he springs out of
bed on the farther side from the door.



CHARLES. Who are you? Where is my gentleman of
the bedchamber? What do you want?

LADVENU [solemnly] I bring you glad tidings of great
joy. Rejoice, O king; for the taint is removed from your
blood, and the stain from your crown. Justice, long
delayed, is at last triumphant.

CHARLES. What are you talking about? Who are
you?

LADVENU. | am brother Martin.

CHARLES. And who, saving your reverence, may
Brother Martin be?

LADVENU. I held this cross when The Maid perished
In the fire. Twenty-five years have passed since then:
nearly ten thousand days. And on every one of those
days | have prayed to God to justify His daughter on



earth as she is justified in heaven.

CHARLES [reassured, sitting down on the foot of the
bed] Oh, | remember now. | have heard of you. You
have a bee in your bonnet about The Maid. Have you
been at the inquiry?

LADVENU. | have given my testimony.

CHARLES. Is it over?

LADVENU. It is over.

CHARLES. Satisfactorily?

LADVENU. The ways of God are very strange.

CHARLES. How s0?

LADVENU. At the trial which sent a saint to the stake



as a heretic and a sorceress, the truth was told; the
law was upheld; mercy was shewn beyond all custom;
no wrong was done but the final and dreadful wrong
of the lying sentence and the pitiless fire. At this
inquiry from which | have just come, there was
shameless perjury, courtly corruption, calumny of the
dead who did their duty according to their lights,
cowardly evasion of the issue, testimony made of idle
tales that could not impose on a ploughboy. Yet out of
this insult to justice, this defamation of the Church,
this orgy of lying and foolishness, the truth is set in
the noonday sun on the hilltop; the white robe of
Innocence is cleansed from the smirch of the burning
faggots; the holy life is sanctified; the true heart that
lived through the flame consecrated; a great lie is
silenced for ever; and a great wrong is set right before
all men.

CHARLES. My friend: provided they can no longer
say that | was crowned by a witch and a heretic, |



shall not fuss about how the trick has been done.
Joan would not have fussed about it if it came all right
In the end: she was not that sort: | knew her. Is her
rehabilitation complete? | made it pretty clear that
there was to be no nonsense about it.

LADVENU. It is solemnly declared that her judges
were full of corruption, cozenage, fraud, and malice.
Four falsehoods.

CHARLES. Never mind the falsehoods: her judges
are dead.

LADVENU. The sentence on her is broken, annulled,
annihilated, set aside as non-existent, without value
or effect.

nothing between them and heaven.

DUNOIS. [kneeling to her] The dying soldiers praise



thee, because thou art a shield of glory between them
and the judgment.

THE ARCHBISHOP [kneeling to her] The princes of
the Church praise thee, because thou hast redeemed
the faith their worldlinesses have dragged through the
mire.

WARWICK [kneeling to her] The cunning counsellors
praise thee, because thou hast cut the knots in which
they have tied their own souls.

DE STOGUMBER [kneeling to her] The foolish old
men on their deathbeds praise thee, because their
sins against thee are turned into blessings.

THE INQUISITOR [kneeling to her] The judges in the
blindness and bondage of the law praise thee,
because thou hast vindicated the vision and the
freedom of the living soul.



THE SOLDIER [kneeling to her] The wicked out of
hell praise thee, because thou hast shewn them that
the fire that is not quenched is a holy fire.

THE EXECUTIONER [kneeling to her] The tormentors
and executioners praise thee, because thou hast
shewn that their hands are guiltless of the death of
the soul.

CHARLES [kneeling to her] The unpretending praise
thee, because thou hast taken upon thyself the heroic
burdens that are too heavy for them.

JOAN. Woe unto me when all men praise me! | bid
you remember that | am a saint, and that saints can
work miracles. And now tell me: shall | rise from the
dead, and come back to you a living woman?

A sudden darkness blots out the walls of the room as



they all spring to their feet in consternation. Only the
figures and the bed remain visible.

JOAN. What! Must | burn again? Are none of you
ready to receive me?

CAUCHON. The heretic is always better dead. And
mortal eyes cannot distinguish the saint from the
heretic. Spare them. [He goes out as he came].

DUNOIS. Forgive us, Joan: we are not yet good
enough for you. | shall go back to my bed. [He also
goes].

WARWICK. We sincerely regret our little mistake; but
political necessities, though occasionally erroneous,
are still imperative; so if you will be good enough to
excuse me--[He steals discreetly away].

THE ARCHBISHOP. Your return would not make me



the man you once thought me. The utmost | can say
Is that though | dare not bless you, | hope | may one
day enter into your blessedness. Meanwhile,
however--[He goes].

THE INQUISITOR. | who am of the dead, testified that
day that you were innocent. But | do not see how The
Inquisition could possibly be dispensed with under
existing circumstances. Therefore--[He goes].

DE STOGUMBER. Oh, do not come back: you must
not come back. | must die in peace. Give us peace in
our time, O Lord! [He goes].

THE GENTLEMAN. The possibility of your
resurrection was not contemplated in the recent
proceedings for your canonization. | must return to
Rome for fresh instructions. [He bows formally, and
withdraws].



THE EXECUTIONER. As a master in my profession |
have to consider its interests. And, after all, my first
duty is to my wife and children. | must have time to
think over this. [He goes].

CHARLES. Poor old Joan! They have all run away
from you except this blackguard who has to go back
to hell at twelve o'clock. And what can | do but follow
Jack Dunois' example, and go back to bed too? [He
does so].

JOAN [sadly] Goodnight, Charlie.

CHARLES [mumbling in his pillows] Goo ni. [He
sleeps. The darkness envelops the bed].

JOAN [to the soldier] And you, my one faithful? What
comfort have you for Saint Joan?

THE SOLDIER. Well, what do they all amount to,



these kings and captains and bishops and lawyers
and such like? They just leave you in the ditch to
bleed to death; and the next thing is, you meet them
down there, for all the airs they give themselves.
What | say is, you have as good a right to your
notions as they have to theirs, and perhaps better.
[Settling himself for a lecture on the subject] You see,
it's like this. If--[the first stroke of midnight is heard
softly from a distant bell]. Excuse me: a pressing
appointment--[He goes on tiptoe].

The last remaining rays of light gather into a white
radiance descending on Joan. The hour continues to
strike.

JOAN. O God that madest this beautiful earth, when
will it be ready to receive Thy saints? How long, O
Lord, how long?

THE END
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