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From your children to your children’s children

“That’s why poets so often resort to writing plays.” 
—Joseph Brodsky



TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

“You must try to work always, under any circumstances.”
Dmitri Shostakovich

Lajos Walder (1913-1945), my father—poet, playwright and attor-
ney-at-law, whose Hungarian pseudonym was ‘Vándor’ (‘Wan-
derer’)—was well known as a poet in Budapest in the 1930s; yet
he was never known as a playwright. He wrote his plays in the
harshest of circumstances and in secret in the early 1940s while
intermittently serving in a Jewish forced labor battalion. He
wrote them without the slightest chance of having them staged
or printed, since by then the works of Jewish artists could, by
law, no longer be performed or published in Hungary. Today, we
are left with the wistful thought that, in those terrible times, he
may have at least lived with the hope that one day his plays might
find a home in print and on stage. Indeed, throughout the years
of organizing and translating my father’s plays, this thought has
been my abiding inspiration.

Not only were my father’s plays completely unknown in his
native Hungary, but even as manuscripts they had no physical
presence in that country for twenty-eight years. In 1961, my
grandmother Ida Walder brought out my father’s unpublished
manuscripts to our family, who had emigrated to Sydney, Aus-
tralia, in 1957. In 1989, I returned to Hungary for the launch of
the posthumous publication of a volume of my father’s selected
poems, entitled A Poet Lived Here Amongst You. At that time, I took
with me copies of the plays in order to show them to the late Géza
Hegedüs, renowned literary critic and professor of drama at the
University of Budapest. A year later, in 1990, two of my father’s
three extant plays, Tyrtaeus and Vase of Pompeii, were published
in their original Hungarian under the title Pompeji. His third
play, Below Zero, was planned for a later publication in Hungary.

In his foreword to Pompeji, Géza Hegedüs wrote: “In aesthetic
value and nuance, the plays differ from the grotesque tartness
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of Walder’s tragi-comic poems, but they are comparable to them
in being the uniquely beautiful creations of an original mind.”
(My father’s complete poems in English were published by Upper
West Side Philosophers, Inc. in 2015, under the title Become a Mes-
sage: Poems. That volume also contains a detailed synopsis of my
father’s brief life, which tragically ended on the day of his liber-
ation from the Gunskirchen concentration camp on May 4, 1945.)

In the early post-war years in Hungary, my mother tried re-
peatedly to have my father’s plays staged. She knew several di-
rectors and actors personally—many of them from my father’s
erstwhile literary circle. One particularly close friend of my fa-
ther’s was a highly gifted actor and director. Season after season,
he promised my mother that he would see to it that the plays—
starting with Tyrtaeus—were performed, but this never eventu-
ated. Finally, when my mother tried to pin him down on a firm
date, he said that he would have Tyrtaeus put on, on the condi-
tion that he himself be named as the playwright. Following this
betrayal, my mother did not try to bring attention to the plays
again, especially once communist censorship was in place, which
made the eventual success of her endeavors highly unlikely.

We don’t know the order in which the plays were written. My
beloved mother, died in Sydney in 1973. In my conversations with
her about my father’s work, the sequence in which the plays had
been created somehow never came up. My uncle Imre Walder
(the other person closest to my father and his literary legacy) was
not present when my father composed the plays. The labor bat-
talion my uncle had been assigned to was sent to the Russian
front in early 1942, and by the time he returned to Hungary from
Russian captivity, my father was no longer alive. Incidentally,
the typewritten original of Vase of Pompeii bears a copyright
stamp in Hungarian and in French. The date on the stamp is Feb-
ruary 10, 1944. Nazi Germany invaded Hungary on 19 March 1944.
Plans for the annihilation of the Hungarian Jews were already
in place by then. 
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My father was a certified attorney, who had completed his arti-
cles just prior to the official institution of the Jewish laws, which
barred Jews from practicing in the professions. Indeed, he made
ample use of his knowledge of the law in all three of his plays.

From 1942 onward, we only have a handful of poems from my
father. With the future so highly uncertain, and forced labor in-
creasingly robbing him of time, he must have made the decision
to give the plays priority. Under the circumstances, he was prob-
ably looking for a broader expression of his philosophical beliefs
than poetry would have allowed him. He had been familiar with
the works of Aldous Huxley, Louis Aragon and Louis-Ferdinand
Céline, who had begun as poets and continued in prose; he loved
the theater and was influenced by Oscar Wilde and the progres-
sive George Bernard Shaw, as well as by German and French
playwrights, such as Victorien Sardou; he was equally aware of
the works of the Austrian poet and playwright Hugo von Hof-
mannsthal and the Belgian dramatist Maurice Maeterlinck.
Given the strong emphasis on Greek and Latin education in pre-
war Hungary, moreover, my father was widely conversant with
classical Greek and Roman authors as well as the French classics,
especially with the works of Jean Racine. His plays are densely
packed with insights so pertinent that they seem universally
valid even today.

His “was the most credible voice to express the times be-
tween the two world wars,” Géza Hegedüs has written about my
father’s poetry. The same holds true for his plays, and in partic-
ular for Tyrtaeus. Now—well over seventy years after they were
written—Tyrtaeus, Vase of Pompeii, and Below Zero are brand-new
plays for the English stage.

In the long battle for recognition of my father’s remarkable lit-
erary talent, I have often thought of Max Brod. Our stories are
not at all parallel. But if Max Brod had heeded the wish of his
best friend, Franz Kafka, to have all of his works destroyed after
his death, world literature would be that much poorer. Similar
thoughts have driven me regarding my father’s legacy.

Translator’s Preface
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CAST

MONSIEUR ROBERT LEBORDIN, retired Director of the 
Institute of Antiquities / Art Collector / Uncle Gustave the
pawnbroker

ROBBIE, Lebordin at fifteen

BOB, Lebordin at twenty 

ROBERT, Lebordin at thirty

MONSIEUR ROBERT, Lebordin at forty

ANGELA, the visitor / Angela the kept woman / Angela the 
arist’s model / Angie the prostitute / Angela the American
millionairess.

MONSIEUR LATOUR, Monsieur Robert’s father-in-law

The action takes place in the one-room apartment of Monsieur Robert
Lebordin in Paris in the early 1930s.
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ACT I

The curtain rises to reveal a one-room apartment. Stage left contains a
kitchenette that is separated from the main part of the stage by a dividing
wall with an access door in the center. On the back wall, towards stage
left, is a door leading to the hallway. Towards stage right there is a door
that leads onto the balcony overlooking a courtyard. Center-stage, to-
wards stage right, is a door that leads into the bathroom. Stage right is
otherwise overcrowded with furniture. On the shelves are books, pictures,
vases, statues: things of serious value, all jumbled together. On top of a
low cupboard, there is a large picture leaning back to front against the
wall. A bottle of whisky and two glasses are in the cupboard, out of sight.
Downstage towards stage right, in a prominent place on one of the
shelves sits the Vase of Pompeii. The vase should be an Arretine molded
form of unpainted pottery. The human figures on it should appear to
have been carved. Center-stage are a desk and a chair. There are a jug
of water, a glass, writing implements and a telephone on the desk. Down-
stage center are two armchairs with a coffee table between them.

Monsieur Lebordin is in the kitchenette preparing to heat some milk
on the stove. He is a tall balding man who looks older than his sixty
years. As he lights the gas under the pot, he momentarily staggers. He
tries to recover, but is overtaken by another more severe attack. He panics
and stumbles, crashing into some pots or utensils that fall from the
counter. He makes for the left armchair downstage and collapses into it.
He whimpers and goes into spasms as the attack increases in strength.
At that moment, the milk boils over. A sharp ringing of the doorbell cuts
through the air. Then, again and again, the doorbell keeps ringing. The
curtain goes down for a few seconds. When it goes up again, the doorbell
continues ringing, even more insistently. Slowly, as one who is waking
up from a trance, Lebordin makes for the door. He goes into the hallway,
leaving the door open behind him, and calls out through the window in
the hallway.
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MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Yes. Who are you looking for?
ANGELA:  (Her voice from outside) I am looking for Monsieur le Di-
recteur, Robert Lebordin.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Yes. What is it? 
ANGELA:  I would like to ask a favor of you.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Oh, well, that’s different. (The key turns
in the lock) Come in, please. I’ll lead the way if you don’t mind.
Only don’t ask me for money. Today is the 27th, and I don’t have
any money left. I get my pension on the 30th. Until then, I would
ask for your kind patience … (At this point they step into the room)
ANGELA:  (A very beautiful, tall and stylish woman. She is wearing a
loose, blouse-like, Grecian-style white silk dress with a broad gold belt
at her waist. She is holding an enormous bouquet of crimson roses in her
hand) I am asking, Monsieur, but not for money.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Spare me the riddles, mademoiselle,
get to the point! I’ve had a rather difficult day. I feel dizzy and
my heart is playing up …
ANGELA:  With your good reputation, the heart must be flaw-
less.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  I’ll take that as a compliment, made-
moiselle. (He notices that Angela is examining the room) And might
one inquire as to your name?
ANGELA:  Angela.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Not a surname, but a beautiful name.
ANGELA:  Forgive me, it’s not lack of trust, but I’ll only give you
my surname if you agree to my request.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  (A little pause) Please, sit down.
ANGELA:  (They sit. Embarrassed because of the roses in her hand) The
roses … where could I …
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Give them to me. I’ll put them in the
kitchen. 
ANGELA:  Isn’t there a vase here somewhere?
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Of course there is. In fact I have sev-
eral vases in this apartment. One of them is a relic of Pompeii.
(Pause) But do you think it would be appropriate to put flowers
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that will last for two days into a vase that has lasted for two thou-
sand years?
ANGELA:  (A little indignantly) But surely a vase exists for the pur-
pose of …
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  No, mademoiselle. A vase is a vase and
flowers are flowers. Did it ever occur to you to hang a funeral
wreath onto a painting by Rembrandt? In this room there are
several vases. But not one into which flowers could be put.
ANGELA:  Well, I can take them back. (She is standing embarrassed)
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  No, don’t take them back, because
there is no way you could put them back.
ANGELA:  I thought you liked …
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  … I like flowers. In their place. All
things, I like in their place.
ANGELA:  (Laughing) But it’s so messy in here …
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Yes, perhaps it would appear so. In
your eyes, mademoiselle. Because your idea of order is to put
dead flowers in a vase that has been alive for the last two thou-
sand years. According to you, everything here is untidy because
everything here is dusty. (Angela nods) You’re mistaken, made-
moiselle, because even the dust is in its proper place.
ANGELA:  (A little confidentially) Yes … yes … They told me you
were a strange person.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  If the truth be known, what’s really
strange is the commonplace tone you  use when you talk about
what’s strange.
ANGELA:  (Almost crying) Please, I’d rather go.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  If you’d rather go, then stay rather. (He
picks up the Vase of Pompeii from the shelf and places it on the coffee
table) Put the flowers in the vase. But do not think of adding
water. The figures on the vase might think there was a flood. And
now—tell me why you came.
ANGELA:  I want to ask you for a recommendation.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  (Sniggers a little sarcastically) I was ab-
solutely right. You see a little mess, and you talk of my disorder.
Yet you think it entirely in order to ask for a reference from a

Act I

15



complete stranger. I can only be sincerely glad, mademoiselle,
that in the world that you come from I am merely a pensioner.
ANGELA:  Is that a refusal?
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  I refuse your world but not your re-
quest. Then again, I can hardly do justice to your request. These
days, I am just a retired Director.
ANGELA:  But you have powerful friends. Even today, the under-
secretary of state, Monsieur Lefevre …
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  … is my friend. And I do not ask favors
from my friends.
ANGELA:  Professor Henri …
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  … is my greatest professional nemesis.
Because of the vases. He may not put flowers in the vases, but he
manufactures theories about them. Bad theories. You know
what, mademoiselle, you are right. One should rather put flowers
in the vases than manufacture bad theories about them.
ANGELA:  (Stubbornly) May I have a few lines of recommendation
for Professor Henri.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Mademoiselle, that is out of the ques-
tion. 
ANGELA:  But it is very important.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Dissertation?
ANGELA:  No.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Job?
ANGELA:  No. Well, not exactly a job.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  This is positively hellish, mademoi-
selle. You, a total stranger, you walk in just like that and ask me
to recommend you to my greatest adversary.
ANGELA:  Please, I implore you!
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Then, again, maybe it’s not that hellish
after all. I will recommend you, mademoiselle. But first tell me,
why did you come specifically to me? To such an old man?
ANGELA:  It seemed the least dangerous. 
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  How so?
ANGELA:  Well, how could I have gone to a young man? He
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would’ve immediately misunderstood the situation. But about
you I know …
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  You know nothing about me!
ANGELA:  I know that you won’t take advantage of the situation.
If you were younger … perhaps I’d have to give you something
first …
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  You’re right. If I were younger … But
I’m not—I’m old. Very well then. If I were younger I would be
taking the flowers to you. This bunch of roses is truly symbolic
of the chasm that’s gaping between us. So now I thank you, I
thank you for the flowers; which is rather an odd comment from
me, since I doubt it is at all customary to give thanks for flowers
that are brought to one’s grave. Because it would be difficult to
imagine a present that has a sadder significance for a living man.
Anyway, tell me a bit about yourself. Who are you? What are you?
ANGELA:  Just a girl.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  I see. And such a girl as yourself, will
you get your man? Will it be success, or bankruptcy?
ANGELA:  No, all I meant by this is that I’m still a girl. Therefore
I can’t tell you too much about myself. I would like to become an
art historian, because art is eternal.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  A rather academic notion, mademoi-
selle. One day when you’ll become a woman, you will realize that
love is eternal. And that art is only history. The eternal history of
love. And so, little girl, I know all there is to know about you and
in my opinion you are no brighter than a senior associate of Pro-
fessor Henri needs to be. I am therefore willing to ask him a
favor, knowing that it will ultimately prove to be detrimental to
him. He will surely be bewitched by your beauty, and he is, of
course, younger than I am, and so he will no doubt conclude that
you are as clever as you are beautiful. Tsk, tsk, poor Henri. How
on earth could I recommend you? (He gets up from the armchair
and goes to the desk) I’m being awful, am I not? Please, forgive me.
I am sixty years old, and in sixty years I never had the opportu-
nity to be awful to someone as beautiful as you. (He sits down at
the desk and starts to write. He writes a few lines. Angela is very much

Act I
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alarmed. Lebordin stands up pen in hand) There, please, read it.
ANGELA:  (Doesn’t move) Thank you very much.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  There is nothing to thank me for. Well,
why don’t you read it? Or do you want me to read it? (Angela nods)
“Dear Henri! The bearer of these lines …” Tsk, damn, I’ve referred
to you only as Angela—naturally, since I still don’t know your
surname, oh well, it doesn’t matter—so, “Dear Henri, Angela
came to me for a few words of recommendation to you. As I am,
in fact, doing this, you can see that I am not your enemy after
all, because she clearly has no need of my praise. Your greatest
adversary till death, Robert Lebordin.” Mademoiselle …
ANGELA:  Monsieur le Directeur, perhaps you should also have
added that I am aiming for the position of associate professor.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Not necessary. You have managed to
persuade me to write a letter to Henri. I have a feeling that from
the moment you arrive, you will be the professor not the associ-
ate professor …
ANGELA:  You are a good person after all, Monsieur Lebordin.
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  I’d like to believe it. Do you need me
to see you out?
ANGELA:  (Jumps up, a little hurt at this quick dismissal) No, thank
you. (There is a little pause, as if she were waiting to be held back. Lebor-
din suddenly grabs his chest) Wouldn’t it be better if I stay until
somebody comes?
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Please, be good enough, a glass of
water! Not for the flowers, for me. (He drags himself to the arm-
chair)
ANGELA:  (Almost screaming) Monsieur!
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  The water, the water! 
ANGELA:  (Pours water from the jug on the desk) Here. 
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  (Drinks) Thank you, I feel better al-
ready. 
ANGELA:  See, what a little water can do? 
MONSIEUR LEBORDIN:  Not a little water—a little goodness.
ANGELA:  Look, Monsieur Lebordin, I’ll stay with you until some-
body comes. I won’t leave you alone in this condition.
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