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A NOTE ON “THE POPE’S WEDDING”                10 10  2014 

It was my first performable and performed play.  To myself I called it my Chaucer play. It was 
homage to a literary tradition that I inherited.  I needed to be competent in it before it and the world 
that created it disappeared. Otherwise I could not write with understanding of the world that 
replaced it. The play’s community of farm labouring families lived in a traditional and in some ways 
even ancient culture. The fabrications of modernity were unravelling its profundities and sharpening 
the contradictions they hid. The earth that was the source of bread and burial was now sprayed by 
factory chemicals.  The community had to learn to live in the changing world. I had lived in both this 
passing rural landscape and a modern city at war. In the first the meaning of life came from the four 
seasons. And the priest explained whatever unnatural  macabre horrors occasionally came out of the 
shadows. There were no questions, only answers and work.  Doubts and disquiet, in the home or at 
work, were resolved by bickering or years of malicious silence. Any unanswered questions would be 
answered for you when you were dead. Life imitated the boundaries of nature – the gravestones 
and the grass in the graveyard. 

When he was young Alen would have been as robust and ”uneasily-complacent” as the other young  
people in the village. His questions were doubts about himself. There is a question all the young  ask 
themselves: am I Cain or Abel? That’s why their story is put at the beginning of the Bible. Perhaps 
Alen feared that he bore the mark of Cain, but in secret, hidden inside. If he did, then he became a 
recluse not because he was afraid others would find him out. He was afraid of what he would find 
out about himself. He is hiding from himself. You can fanaticise about him -- perhaps in the past he 
asked Pam’s mother to bring him the daily newspaper so he could see if they reported the macabre 
horrors he had committed. Though he didn’t know of any macabre horrors he’d committed or even 
imagine any, but only felt a persistent unease. And even that was years ago. Now he stands on the 
stacks of newspapers to reach spyholes to stare at the world outside.  Are there snoopers, loiterers, 
vigilantes, policemen. . .?  When I wrote the play an old recluse had until recently been living on the 
edge of an East Anglian village. He had lately died. He was real but everything else I wrote about him 
I imagined. 

Scopey is competent and robust.  He asks questions. Unlike Alen’s, they are not about himself but 
the world. The questions are too new to be answered by the old answers. The oracles are becoming 
charlatans or TV gurus. It is beneath his dignity to turn to a priest. He has no education to teach him 
how ignorant society is.  He is confined to his close world, there are no cars and it is before the time 
of mass travel. And if he did travel his questions would become more persistent and more 
unanswerable.  The gap between the old world and the new, between the questions and the 
answers, had not yet been filled with the noise, cacophony, speed, distractions, flamboyance, fake 
individuality and belligerent conformity of the modern market and media. He has no nostalgia for 
the past because he has lived in it and really the reason he asks its ancient questions is that they 
have never been answered. He sees that the modern world has stopped asking questions about 
itself and is trapped in a culture of distractions. 

I need not repeat in detail Scopey’s questions.  They are obvious. What does it mean to be human? 
The tools we make to shape, adapt and use nature cant make us human. How can the tool-maker  
make us human when he is also the weapon-maker and the shackles-maker? -- as if the good is 
somehow to slip out almost by accident from behind the back of the bad. There are no answers that 
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could make us human. We are made human by the questions.  And they are not even questions 
about ourselves or even about each other. Love cannot make us human because that can be 
corrupted into love for countries and creeds and Gods and faiths – and the altar of all these things is 
the mass grave where the worshippers kneel on the bones of their enemies. We make ourselves 
human only by respecting all those who ask the questions – and even that is not an answer. There is 
no answer. The problem is that history is the memory of answers but each new generation is half-
prevented from asking the questions.  The modern world is like Alen – a recluse hiding from himself. 
The problem is that the modern answer is money. But in culture, to know what anything is you have 
to look at its opposite because that is what it also is – and the meaning of money is poverty. The 
modern world is Alen’s old hut. In matters of culture you have to look at the opposite because 
culture is a manipulation of the objective and subjective, an attempt to replace one with the other. 
Nature is objective but we say its created by God, the subjective. If we, the subjective, then believe 
in God we make ourselves the objective (the objective-objective) – and become like things, bits of 
nature. That is our structural relation to reality and whatever we might feel (love for God or 
country?) about ourselves, and however ardent that love is, we become objective-objects. It is the 
same with money – we think it is objective and may pander to our subjectivity but it has made us 
part of nature (objective) because it requires nature to dominate us – and the evidence of this is that 
we destroy the earth. Scopey knows this although he cannot theorise it – that is why unlike Alen, he 
is not afraid. Instead he is increasingly frustrated by his world. He faces the desolation of 
nothingness. 

Someone said Scopey wants to take Alen’s place. That is the opposite of what he wants. Because 
Alen is not a conventional member of society but hides in a mysterious way, Scopey thinks  he knows 
the answers to the questions he, Scopey, cannot even formulate. Alen is presented as a recluse but 
really he is an image of the modern world. The modern world hides from itself.  Culture destroys 
unless its understood through imagination – which enables us to penetrate through objective 
appearance to reality: and reality is not nature but our relation to it. Understood in this analytical 
way, Scopey does not kill Alen, Alen kills Scopey. That is, literally Scopey kills Alen, but culturally Alen 
kills Scopey. We don’t see this because society doesn’t understand the culture by which it lives. And 
so in social reality, in social fact, as in this drama, society makes Scopey destructive because he  
seeks to understand society and himself. If Alen were Hitler Scopey wouldn’t kill him. He would kill 
Scopey. Hitler kills all his followers, anyone who turns to him for answers. But that is just a fact and 
writing a play to say it would have no dramatic impact able to release understanding.  In society, 
Scopey would have to bear the burden of ignorance and either murder Alen or conform to the 
consumer market-world, where answers are sold in shops. Scopey’s problem is his integrity. In the 
legal sense, Scopey’s integrity makes him kill Alen.  Scopey cannot be bought off by the market. 

There is ideology and there is imagination. Ideology  makes the objective imaginary, makes it 
subjective –  but people (body-and-brain) remain objective and so they are dislocated from reality, 
but as they obdurately remain human objects (remain human beings) they must pursue reality, and 
that is what I called the human imperative. But at the same time they are also in society, in its 
ideology, and this makes the objective imaginary and so the self becomes unreal and then it either 
conforms as consumer  or as ideologised avenger and as a connoisseur of the violence ideology 
institutes in society. People must bear the consequences that follow when ideology makes the 
objective subjective. The imagination becomes destructive and they live in the imaginary (the 
ideological), and this is because we are both objective and subjective. So Scopey’s  “problem”  is his 
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integrity. His subjective remains objective, he remains in the real world, but as he is in his society’s 
ideological world, and cannot find a way out of it, the objective becomes destructive -- because 
people cannot endure the nihilism of nothingness, which is the pit in which ideology flourishes and 
the miasma from this pit drifts through the market as the consumers’ desirable vision of gaudiness. 

I have described this from within the processes of drama. It can be explained in a more general way. 
We are in two “orders.”  We are in and partly of nature, and we are self-conscious and moral. 
Human morality cannot be reduced to evolutionary selection. But it is not supernatural, it is sui 
generis.  Humanness is created in the relationship between the two “orders.” The relationship is 
mediated through imagination. We may organise and develop nature but we cannot change natural 
law. In our consciousness we may imagine things that are not in nature. But whatever we imagine is 
finally subject to nature and its laws. We can think of this as “practicality.” Eventually we are faced 
with the practical consequences of what we imagine, but in the meantime we may manipulate 
nature to ratify what we imagine (and, in another sense, scientists use imagination to develop 
science). Practicality is progressively intertwined with imagination, but when imagination is 
manipulated it becomes ideology and is socially instituted and economically and legally enforced. 
We might live in this imaginary realm if we were not moral and not also part of nature. Since we are,  
authority can use  its ideology  to manipulate us culturally and psychology and then we  manipulate  
ourselves. But mentally and physically we must bear the practical consequences of this 
manipulation. Morality places its imperative on the process. Morality is the imperative to be human, 
it is our radical innocence and it must seek justice. The imperative is inalienable and the human self  
must seek to make it practical. But because society is unjust the attempt to make it practical is 
distorted and manipulated by authority and its ideology – and authority presents itself as the 
political and ideological master of practicality. So the social self is split -- the self is not merely the 
self’s relation to itself, it is its relation to others. The consequence is that the self may incorporate 
ideology into itself, and as the self is in part in nature (it is our duality) and is therefore in the 
practicality of nature, then the practical and psychological  consequence of this is that the self seeks 
to destroy its humanness.  In this way the self’s human imperative to justice is perverted into the 
lust for victims and scapegoats, into sadistic intellectualism, bureaucratic violence and political 
reaction – that is, into the culture of vengeance. And then the self becomes its own victim. It is as if 
the self took revenge on itself for being human. This is a consequence of the practicality of reality, 
and this practicality is a consequence of the laws of nature. Nature places its restraints on the 
human imagination – and so morality in situ, in any particular situation, and nature are one. The 
human imperative forces us to seek humanness and the practicality of nature requires us to seek it. 
This is not only the subject of drama, it is also its substance, its texture – the psychological and social 
agon of drama. It cannot be reduced to an intellectual over-view. It is as paradoxical as it would be if 
a sculpture had to make the material out of which it is made. Reality is not just what is there (as a 
static chessboard is) but is the processes of reality. As drama is the unfolding of these processes 
through the enacting of the human imperative, drama is reality.  

It is said that modern finance escapes the trap. Like God, the viability of money depends on faith. It 
has no raw material and so bridges the gap between the human self and nature. In this sense money 
escapes practicality and is pure imagination – it breeds and flourishes with the freedom of an 
immune parasite and the host (ultimately the poor) bears the burden of practicality. But this is 
wrongly said. Money must be spent and, in the most ordinary and vulgar of ways, the market 
becomes its prison and the world its slave. This is because reality is in the process not the product. 
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Structurally modern money is outside the relationship between nature and morality, and so unlike 
Scopey it can have no integrity but like him it must destroy itself. The Fascist dictators of the 
twentieth century did not destroy us. The industrial czars and their banker collaborators in the  
twenty-first century might destroy us. They destroy the earth. In time Thatcher will be the most 
hated woman in British history. 

I have analysed this out because it is the problem of The Pope’s Wedding  and of all the plays I have 
written after it. It is the human problem. Common sense would say Scopey kills Alen out of 
frustration and rage, and that he is evil or sick or genetically determined. This explains nothing. It is 
society that is sick. Legally Scopey kills Alen, but culturally Alen kills Scopey. The paradox of morality 
and the riddle of culture are at the heart of all my plays. Drama unravels and enacts the logic of 
humanness in the confrontation of self-consciousness and nature. The problem arises because we 
are objective and subjective, self-conscious and unknowing. Imagination articulates the ways of 
relating between these things. You can say that reality as humans live it is often unreal, but because 
drama is the logic of imagination it is reality.  

 


