1

Commissioned for the Jewish Theatre Festival, Manhattan May/June 2009, and premiered at Theatre Three, 43rd St and 8th Avenue, New York City: 

Scenes From a Misunderstanding

A play by Carey Harrison

Characters:

SIGMUND FREUD, the celebrated thinker, a man in his late fifties
CARL JUNG, the celebrated thinker, a man in his late thirties
The Maid

The year is 1912. Springtime.
Scene One
Lights up on SIGMUND FREUD in Vienna, penning a letter. He is not literally penning it, but sitting and speaking aloud what it is he plans to write. He also stands and walks, drafting aloud to himself what he will write – or may have already written down.
There is a hatstand, centre stage, shared by both FREUD and JUNG, when necessary. As well as hats, two pairs of lederhosen, brightly decorated with flowers, also hang from separate hooks.

There are two chairs, left and right. Both can be written at. FREUD’s is an old wooden school desk, made pleasant by some family photographs. JUNG’s desk is perhaps an antique prie-dieu, with papers loosely scattered, suggesting that no actual prayer goes on at it any more. Instead, the prie-dieu has on it a slim, transparent lily-vase containing three daffodils.
Also on stage is CARL JUNG, in Zurich, reading the letter in his hand, which turns out to be the letter FREUD is writing to him. As well as sitting reading the letter, JUNG stands and reads, musing silently or reading aloud. There is overlapping. And as they walk, their spaces should also, in due course, overlap.

Both men are formally dressed, by our standards, though not especially formally by theirs: FREUD wears a suit, waistcoat and tie, with an effect slightly more severe than JUNG, who also wears a suit and tie, but no vest. There is a sense – and the lighting may hint at this - that springtime has reached Zurich before it has, as yet, reached Vienna.

FREUD:
(cordial)  Dear Herr Professor Doktor Jung: Greetings, dear colleague.

JUNG:

(Reading; pleased, but mildly ironic)  “Dear colleague”….
FREUD:
How is the spring coming along there on the beautiful Zuerchersee?


A breeze whipping little waves…

JUNG grunts cheerfully, tenderly.

FREUD:
…and in the foreground causing ripples among the daffodils I know are so beloved to you. Are there a few mushrooms there for me too?
JUNG:
(Under his breath)  Mushrooms…!
FREUD:
(Still charming) No doubt your consulting room is full of them already. 

FREUD stops, pauses at the chair to find the place in his letter.
FREUD:
(envisaging a correction) Full of daffodils…

JUNG:
(reading, in unison with FREUD) Full of daffodils, I mean…

FREUD is silent, contemplating his letter.

JUNG:
(continues reading) …not mushrooms. (To himself)  Definitely not mushrooms, Sigmund. Don’t you know how I loathe mushrooms, you old devil?
FREUD:
And speaking of consulting rooms, how is our dear Alice coming along?

JUNG:

Who?
FREUD stands up again, resumes reading what he has written.

FREUD:
(brightly)  Shall we not call her Alice, forever finding rabbit holes to dive into? My lack of success with her as a patient will surely be a launching pad – should I say a diving board? –

JUNG:
(drily)  No…
FREUD:
…as so often happens, does it not, dear colleague, when a patient changes therapist, in this case exchanging the fogs of Vienna for the lake and mountain air of Zurich – so often this change launches a grand succès, a releasing at last of the psychic knot, at your imaginative hands…

JUNG:
Imaginative hands? 

JUNG glances, suspicious yet amused, at the palms, then the backs of his hands.
FREUD:
A knot…?
FREUD returns to the desk.

JUNG:
(reads)  …a noose… 

FREUD
(revising the word, in his mind) ...a noose…

JUNG
(reads) …which I confess was growing ever tighter in my clumsy fists.
FREUD rereads his letter in silence, as JUNG continues reading it aloud.

JUNG:
(reads)….But to shift for a moment to realm of the – literally – sublime, I trust you received my previous letter in which I replied as fully as my rather limited views on the subject permit, on the great and vexed issue of the place of religion, indeed religions, religions old and new – (JUNG smiles) – and their place in our new science of psycho-analysis, if I may use the word – science – 

FREUD:
(aloud, approvingly, as he reads, amused) …if I may use the word…

JUNG:

…without prevarication… ohne Rücksicht…

FREUD:
(elaborates aloud, as if assisting JUNG) …without further clarification…

JUNG:
… trusting that you will not see in the word a crude belittling let alone rejection of religion, but rather, say… (JUNG pauses as if interrogating FREUD in his head)  But rather what?
FREUD:
Rather… (he considers, poised over the thought)… an overarching term…
JUNG:

(gazes at the page) …an overarching term? Science, over-arching? 

FREUD:
(continues writing)  …which bespeaks neither hostility…

JUNG:
(drily) Why not over-reaching? (continues to read)… neither hostility to religion nor sympathy, but simply a dispassionate view of religion as a total explanation which is for so many a human necessity. 


JUNG sighs.

JUNG:
Like a pot to piss in.  A total explanation, Sigmund? Unlike psycho-analysis, for instance?
FREUD:
(still contented) Yours in haste, your admiring colleague…

JUNG:
(reads in unison) … your admiring colleague.
Without looking at FREUD, he asks an imaginary FREUD, forbearingly:

JUNG:
Is such blindness to your own necessities a price paid by genius, for genius? (He pauses, gathers his forces) All right. (He sits at the prie-dieu, envisaging his reply) Esteemed Professor Doktor!  (Thinks for a moment, with a smile for the flowers in the vase before him) The daffodils are indeed wonderful, and a great comfort inside the house as well as out, now that the hyacinths have faded. After a while one has enough of their perfume, nicht?
The MAID enters discreetly with a letter on a silver salver, and presents it to FREUD, who takes it and, seeing the handwriting, opens it at once.
FREUD
Danke, Gretl.


The MAID withdraws.
JUNG:
(resuming) Unless, of course, your hyacinths are more enduringly youthful than ours.

FREUD reads eagerly.

JUNG:
By the date on your letter I note that four weeks have passed since you began it, and perhaps the daffodils have by now reached Vienna…
FREUD:
(musing)  So you’ve noticed it, at least. Four weeks.
JUNG:
…flooding like tourists over the Brenner Pass…
FREUD:
Daffodils he thinks come from Italy? How can you be a psycho-analyst when you have no botany?

JUNG:
Alice too is in flower.


FREUD halts, paying attention.

JUNG:
Her therapy is benefiting from a touch of that very ‘total explanation’ to which you refer in your letter. Like all schizophrenics she is a visionary and has much to teach us.

FREUD explodes in muted ridicule.

JUNG:
My friend, I truly believe the gods walk among us. You are one.

FREUD:
(patiently) I am one? (He reads) And your healing art is so broadly applicable to everyday distress, to the neurotics who form the bulk of mankind, rather than to my own narrow province, the Olympian malfunctions of the truly deranged, that you yourself barely notice your Olympian nature.

JUNG 
(reads in unison)  …your Olympian nature.


JUNG gazing at his words in pride at his own generosity; FREUD gazing at the same words, shaking his head. FREUD sighs.

FREUD:
Ach Gott.
JUNG
(resuming)  I wonder if you are aware…

FREUD:
(patiently) Now the sting.

JUNG:
(re-drafting) Although I hesitate…


He hesitates. Freud remains patient, resigned.
FREUD:
Always the sting. First the nectar, then the sting.

JUNG:
No. (More firmly) No. (Back to his first draft) I wonder if you are aware…
FREUD: 
This is when you know you’re growing old – when you know what your friends will say next.
JUNG:
…even as you politely enquire about my answer to your letter concerning religion, in reply to my own query of March the 2nd – I wonder if you are aware that your letter enquiring about religion only arrived the day before your recent letter …

FREUD:
(mildly, dismissing this)  Ach Quatsch.
JUNG:
…in which you gently chide me for not answering sooner. Don’t think I complain! I would gladly receive a letter from you every day –
FREUD:
(in mocking unison, simultaneously with JUNG) …gladly receive a letter from you…
JUNG:
- but this one -

FREUD cuts him short by dropping the letter on the floor, as he goes to the schooldesk to draft a new letter.

FREUD:
(standing, thinking what he will write)  …You are quite mistaken, dear friend… or the postal services are at fault. I sent the letter more than four weeks ago, as you yourself noted from the date on it, and it has been no doubt been sitting there…


FREUD sits.
JUNG
(resuming calmly) … must have been sitting waiting - on your desk –

FREUD:
- waiting – 

JUNG:
(simultaneously with the above, in unison) - waiting – (solo) to be sent –

FREUD:
- to be opened –

JUNG:
- forgive me if I venture this…

FREUD:
- for what other conclusion can be drawn?
JUNG:
- while sitting on your desk -
FREUD:
(simultaneously with the above, in unison with JUNG)  - on your desk –

JUNG:
- unsent, for a time, while matters of greater urgency…

FREUD:
Unopened, for a time, there on your desk…

JUNG:
(calmly) No!


A pause.
FREUD:
(resuming, a little more calmly) We shall not say, at any rate I shall not stoop to think, that it lay opened…

JUNG:
For goodness sake, man –

FREUD 
And let’s be clear about this –

JUNG:
It didn’t arrive four weeks ago!

FREUD
(dismissive) Please. (he retrieves JUNG’s letter from the floor, searches for the place) We shall not be childish about this –

JUNG:
Childish!

FREUD:
In the first place I did not – (he finds the place) ‘chide you gently’ –

JUNG:
Certainly you did –

FREUD:
(modifying) … gently or otherwise…

JUNG:
I have the letter right here. Must I quote you to your face?

FREUD:
If I remember correctly… (he sits at the desk again)

JUNG:
You? Remember correctly?

FREUD:
I only asked if you received my letter –

JUNG:
This from the fabulist of the century!

FREUD:
…a perfectly modest and polite request in view of the fact that I had posted 4 weeks earlier –

JUNG:
But you didn’t!!

The MAID enters discreetly, bringing JUNG a letter on a silver salver.

JUNG:
Danke, Franziska.

A note: GRETL is formal. FRANZISKA is flirtatious.

The MAID withdraws, as JUNG tears open the letter, reads, and hurries to the prie-dieu. During this, FREUD is speaking.
FREUD:
But let us pass from this minor domestic outbreak of resistance, which is perfectly understandable between two old friends and loving rivals, to the far more important matter, the reason why you took four weeks to bring yourself to read my letter. It is this. You knew I would ask about Alice, and of course…

Freud smiles forgivingly and considers how best to continue.
JUNG:
Dear Sigmund. (reconsidering) Dear Professor Doktor. All is now clear. You evidently wrote the letter four weeks before the one in which you enquired about my reply. This is a classic pattern of resistance which is well known between two colleagues as closely engaged as we are. Let us penetrate to the core of the matter. (Correcting) Plunge to the… no, penetrate -
The MAID returns, with a letter on the silver salver for FREUD.

FREUD:
Danke, Gretl.

JUNG:
(continuing, as FREUD opens the letter) …to the core of the matter: your understandable anxiety about raising the question of Alice’s analysis -
FREUD:
(reads) ‘Professor Doktor’! What impudence!

JUNG:
–  your so-called ‘Alice,’ that is - I do not share your somewhat paranoid eagerness to give her a protective nom de guerre, but I will indulge you – your understandable anxiety with regard to receiving news from me, as I say, is of course not unconnected to whatever you imagine the girl may have told me about her treatment in Vienna.
FREUD:
(reads) ….imagine the girl may have told… How dare you!

JUNG:
(with FREUD, both men together, FREUD muttering the words as he reads them, and JUNG speaking calmly) So of course you delayed. Whether or not you wrote chidingly on the subject let us leave it to historians to decide, if we should be vain enough to keep our correspondence and to suppose any future historian would be interested in it. As for the fantasy –

FREUD:
(breaking off, almost in tears) The fantasy!

JUNG:
…that I would have left your letter unopened on my desk… well, my dear, such avoidance is what I call a form of resistance –

FREUD:
What you ‘call’ it? You steal the term from me!
JUNG:
We both know that the letter remained unsealed and unsent, on your desk, while you avoided its basilisk stare.

During this, FREUD has crumpled JUNG’s letter into a ball and flung it to the ground. Tears come now.
FREUD:
This from you! 

JUNG:
I fear you are no longer reading this, and perhaps, if this is so, it is for the best. Our ‘Alice’ has of course told me everything. To be candid, the manner she at first found fatherly in you became somewhat more charged with Eros, as counter-transference took hold…

FREUD is gazing in misery at the letter, aware that it contains stuff he has reason to fear. Slowly drawn to it again he stoops and uncrumples it, and reads.
JUNG:
Let us not be coy about it, my revered teacher. This is entirely normal. What analyst, what teacher, what parent, indeed – Sigmund, it was you who taught us this! – has not felt the all-but-silent, unsolicited entrance of desire onto the stage of Instruction –

FREUD:
(appalled) I don’t believe this! (Calling) Gretl!


FREUD hurries to the desk, to write.

JUNG:
Are we not ourselves, the teachers, blind no less than wise? Are we not the last to acknowledge the trembling presence –

FREUD:
(writing furiously) Gretl!

JUNG:
of physical enticement?

FREUD:
(witheringly) Dear Professor Doktor – you don’t realize that it’s all over the psycho-analytic community that you…
JUNG:
Happily, she fled before a crisis could occur –

FREUD:
(To himself) A crisis!!

JUNG:
- before awareness flooded your senses –

FREUD:
Gretl!! Damn it, man, everybody knows that you’ve seduced the girl! And now you’re going to blame me –

JUNG:
- and restored your vision, enabling you at last…

FREUD:
- for all-but-violating her, and with it our most sacred pledge –

JUNG:
…to perceive the damage to her trust -

FREUD:
You are a hypocrite! Resign! Resign, I say. Resign now, upon receipt of this brief but shocked and therefore blunted missive!

FREUD seals the letter. At this moment the MAID enters, and FREUD takes the letter to her, placing it on the salver.

JUNG:
- damage which, my old friend, can only be undone by a slow and painful reacquaintance with the chastity of the consulting room.

The MAID, seeing FREUD’s tortured expression, has herself hesitated, waiting, expressionless.

A pause.

Then FREUD turns back and takes the letter back off the silver salver.

FREUD:
Danke, Gretl.


He returns to the desk.


A longer pause. A lighting change, or a brief blackout, or neither of these but instead a brief passage of music might take us into the next scene.


During this time, JUNG removes his jacket.

 FREUD remains fully suited. Both sit at their respective desk.
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