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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grandmother Ida Walder brought out my father’s unpublished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. 

8

Below Zero



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

ROBERT DUPOIS, superintendent of the radio station
PATRICIA, his wife
BERNARDIN LEMOINE, his assistant
PEPAINE, a friend 
JOE, the replacement
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ACT I

Stage right is glassed-in transmitting cubicle. There are three doors up-
stage. One of the doors, set somewhat further back than the others, is the
front door. The second door leads to the couple’s bedroom and the third
to the assistant’s bedroom. Another exit representing the way into the
kitchen could be stage left. An alternate exit possibly behind the glassed-
in cubicle leads to the bathroom and a toilet, which are out of sight. The
rest of the living room is to include the following: a piano with two chairs
close by. A living area with a couch, a coffee table and a fireplace. The
usual display cabinet with whisky glasses in it. A desk with a desk lamp,
a diary, a tobacco pouch and a letter opener on it. A large clock with sec-
ond hands, high up on the wall, the time visible to the characters but not
to the audience. A safe somewhere on the wall. The glassed-in cubicle in-
cludes a chair and a long counter, on which sits the latest radio and tel-
egraphic equipment available in the early 1940s. Before the curtain goes
up, we hear superintendent Robert Dupois transmitting the weather re-
port.

DUPOIS:  The barometer is rising. The barometer is rising.
Snowfall stopped at twelve hundred hours. Snowfall stopped at
twelve hundred hours. Twenty-eight inches. Twenty-eight
inches. The temperature is falling. The temperature is falling.
Minus twenty-seven degrees. Minus twenty-seven degrees.
Fierce north-westerly winds. Fierce north-westerly winds. Fifty
to seventy miles per hour. Fifty to seventy miles per hour. This
concludes the afternoon weather report. We are awaiting the re-
placement at eighteen hundred hours. We are awaiting the re-
placement at eighteen hundred hours. Radio shutdown until
twenty hundred hours. Radio shutdown until twenty hundred
hours. Signing off: superintendent Dupois. Signing off: super-
intendent Dupois. (At this point the curtain rises. Dupois switches of
the current and steps out of the cubicle. Only a red light stays on in the
cubicle. He goes to the tobacco pouch and fills his pipe. He looks up at
the clock. Just then his assistant Lemoine enters from his room. He is
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wearing an open fur coat and carries a brown suitcase in his hand)
DUPOIS:  (A touch resigned) So, Lemoine, ready for the road?
LEMOINE:  Yes, superintendent, Sir, not much longer now. In
just a few more minutes my replacement will be here.
DUPOIS:  In exactly forty-two minutes and twenty seconds. Are
you glad Lemoine?
LEMOINE:  I am, superintendent, Sir. For long months I’ve
waited for this day, this hour and this moment.
DUPOIS:  And now?
LEMOINE:  Now the minutes seem like hours, and it’s almost
impossible to imagine how I could have waited through all those
months, when a single one is made up of so many minutes.
DUPOIS:  You always had a tendency for such surprising sen-
tences. (Pause) Let us be sterile, Lemoine. Let’s rinse our emo-
tions in the disinfectant of reality. I remember all too well, when
you just arrived and we first talked about playing as a trio at
night. You immediately announced that you’d naturally be the
one to play first violin. That too was a very surprising announce-
ment, Lemoine, all the more so …
LEMOINE:  … forgive me, superintendent, Sir …
DUPOIS:  … all the more so, Lemoine, because at that stage you
had no idea what I wished to play.
LEMOINE:  Forgive me, superintendent, Sir, but that was only
allowed to occur because I had graduated from the conservato-
rium. 
DUPOIS:  This statement is indicative of the same thing. How
could you have known then what my qualifications were. I was
finished with you, Lemoine, for a whole lifetime—when you ut-
tered the word ‘conservatorium’. You handed me, implicitly, a
whole description with it: “I don’t know who you are, but I am
not interested in the kind of man whom they have chosen to per-
manently manage such a god-forsaken outpost. It won’t be easy
to endure his provincial manner for a whole year, but it will be
over one day.” Emotionally, you talked down to me from that
first moment and that is unforgettably hurtful.
LEMOINE:  But, superintendent, Sir …
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DUPOIS:  Now that day is here Lemoine. Truth be told, after that
introduction, it came as the greatest surprise to me that through-
out the whole year, your conduct towards me was beyond re-
proach.
LEMOINE:  But that’s as it should be. It doesn’t merit mention-
ing.
DUPOIS:  No, no Lemoine. This shouldn’t be taken away from
you. It must be discussed. To tell the truth, I never did like you
much. Forgive me, I don’t even know how to explain it, but from
the first moment, I felt somehow that you would rob me,
Lemoine.
LEMOINE:  But, superintendent, Sir …
DUPOIS:  You are right Lemoine. But I did ask for your forgive-
ness in advance. Some strange impulse dictated this so com-
pellingly, that more than once I counted the cigarettes I left out.
Yet, for the sake of truth, I must now emphasize that you didn’t
even take advantage of my lack of trust. No doubt I poisoned
your days here. Another person might have contemplated some
small-minded revenge. But you were a gentleman, Lemoine. And
if they ever ask me, I will be happy to be able to give you an ex-
cellent reference, with the clearest of consciences. I must em-
phasize again that you never, ever took advantage of my trust.
LEMOINE:  With all my heart, I’m glad to hear this, superintend-
ent, Sir.
DUPOIS:  I am even gladder, Lemoine, because if the situation
were such that I were not able to be glad now, it would most cer-
tainly be very painful to me. You see, Lemoine, there have been
other assistants before you and there was something wrong with
every one of them. Perhaps that isn’t even the correct expression
for it. Because it was worse than that. If I wanted to be very nit-
picky I would have to say, that more than once their behavior
bordered on disciplinary infraction. Particularly because they
had no idea about the working relationship between superin-
tendent and subordinate.
LEMOINE:  I’ve always respected you, superintendent, Sir.
DUPOIS:  I wasn’t talking about you, Lemoine. Though for the

Act I
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sake of truth I’d have to state that you too astonished me with
your announcement of wishing to play first violin.
LEMOINE:  Forgive me, superintendent, Sir, but I was brave
enough to mention that I had graduated from the con …
DUPOIS:  I know, I know. And now allow me to say that I con-
tinue to be astonished.  Can it really be a reason for you, even
today, that you graduated from the conservatorium, when I am
the boss. And it so happens that I wanted to play first violin. Well
tell me, but tell me in all honesty, if you had been in my place
what would you have thought of the new assistant, who even be-
fore he removed his hat so to speak, announced that he wants to
play first violin, when he was well aware that the boss wanted to
play first violin. Tell me, Lemoine, would you not have felt that
this man will end up robbing you, if that’s how he starts. Ah,
Lemoine, that wasn’t nice of you. Though it’s not my intention
to rehash these things today, but it wasn’t nice of you. And I may
as well add that it felt unpleasant, yes, decidedly unpleasant, to
hear you say just now that your last minutes here feel like hours.
LEMOINE:  But, superintendent, Sir …
DUPOIS:  I know, now you’ll want to tell me that that’s not how
you meant it. (Lemoine nods) There, you see, it’s very kind of you
that you didn’t want to hurt my feelings with this involuntary,
but by now irrevocable, comment. No, Lemoine, what I want to
say is not that this was hurtful to me. That would be too strong
an expression for it. In spite of the fact that right now I am really
sorry that apart from an official relationship no friendship could
evolve between us. There was something about you, Lemoine,
that always disturbed me. What that was I cannot say. Some
awful suspicion that did not want to be corroborated and this
fact made it even more suspicious for me. Do you remember
when I requested that the company send us a safe and I asked
you to hand over all your cartridges. By now it is completely in-
comprehensible to me why I behaved in that way, because time
vindicated you. And really your conduct has never provided me
with any basis for this shameful and humiliating suspicion. And
now, Lemoine, even as your boss, I want to solemnly ask your
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pardon for having been distrustful of you. Worse than that! Sus-
picious, though I emphasize …
LEMOINE:  But, superintendent, Sir, you keep on trying to ex-
onerate me, as if I had really com…   
DUPOIS:  Whereas I emphasize, Lemoine, that you didn’t com-
mit anything you could muddy yourself with even in the slight-
est. And don’t imagine that I only say this because your
immaculateness bothers me. What bothers me is that I’m disap-
pointed in you because you are decent.
LEMOINE:  Superintendent, Sir, I really don’t know what to say.
Perhaps you overestimate me.
DUPOIS:  You may be right, Lemoine, since, unfortunately, we
live in a world where there aren’t too many decent people. And
if somebody is even a tiny bit decent, then we feel compelled to
overestimate him. Naturally, this doesn’t apply to you, Lemoine,
because I would be incapable of overestimating you. (Lemoine im-
patiently looks at his wrist watch and then at the clock on the wall)
DUPOIS:  Are you nervous Lemoine. You don’t have any reason
to be. In the last four years the bus has never been more than ten
minutes late. Though it comes only once a month, it’s always on
time.
LEMOINE:  I’m not really nervous Sir. It’s only what I have to say
that makes me nervous—because I do have something very im-
portant to say, superintendent, Sir, and I don't know how to
begin it.
DUPOIS:  Every beginning is difficult, Lemoine. The beginning
is the most difficult. So, please, calm down and start from the
beginning.
LEMOINE:  This is harder than the beginning. That is to say,
what I want to talk about is the end of the beginning.
DUPOIS:  Sit down, it might make it easier.
LEMOINE:  No, thank you, I’d rather not sit, since you’re also
standing.
DUPOIS:  You see, that’s a common trait between us Lemoine. I
never sat down in front of my boss either. Not even when he ex-
pressly asked me to do so. I simply couldn’t do it. This whole af-

Act I
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fair is getting more and more incomprehensible. Why is it that
I could not warm to you? You know I’ve never, but never, had a
friend. I’ve always worried that a friend would take advantage
of my trust. And now for one whole year I’ve lived next to some-
one who, for the first time in my life, did not take advantage of
my trust. And I could not befriend this man. Isn’t this truly in-
comprehensible? We’ve lived under the same roof for one whole
year. And now that we are saying goodbye to each other, the most
I can say is “thank god I was disappointed in you, because you
were decent.” I cannot understand how such a thing could have
happened to me. Especially, since I’m considered to be a very
good judge of character. So what is it that you wanted to tell me
Lemoine?
LEMOINE:  If you don’t mind, superintendent, Sir, there’s still
time. Just right now it  doesn’t seem appropriate. I have given
you all my keys haven’t I. (He is stuttering) E…e…everything is in
order, isn’t it. The books as well. I’ve finished all the reports. In-
cluding the afternoon report.
DUPOIS:  Yes, thank you, Lemoine. Everything is in the most
perfect order. Though, as Pepaine would say, where everything
is in the most perfect order, something is not in order. Because
according to him, normality is the greatest insanity. Naturally, I
don’t think like that. In my opinion, everything can only be in
the most perfect order if, at the very least, everything is in order.
LEMOINE:  I’ve tried to keep everything in order, as much as my
modest ability allows.
DUPOIS:  You see that’s something I liked very much. That you
were capable of being as meticulously orderly as I am.  As Pe-
paine said, we are “like two twins—from two fathers.” We are
frightfully alike in not resembling each other at all. At the time I
thought that this was just one of his aphorisms. But now I see
the truth of it. You didn’t say “Hi” at the introduction. You never
said “Hi” in place of proper greetings. In the morning, you said
“good morning,” in the afternoon you said “good afternoon,” and
in the evening you said “good evening.” You did that even when
we hadn’t left the room for the whole day. I found this so pleasing
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that I felt compelled to be even more unfriendly to you because
I was afraid that any softening on my part would diminish my
vigilance. You never attempted to call me Robert. You never tried
to be familiar. You always knew my rank. You understood that I
was the boss. The superintendent. And you called me by my cor-
rect title without my ever having to reprimand you. And in spite
of all that I could not overcome an inexplicable antipathy to-
wards you. Because look, I realize that young men like yourself
only think of this compulsory year at such a lonely outpost as a
springboard for their careers at the Radio Nord Corporation. You
arrive here as if you were a prisoner about to go to jail. The sen-
tence says one year and it has to be served in order that you may
return among the free. You think I haven’t noticed that each day
you carved another line with your knife into the beam of the
woodshed. You must’ve had a terrible day once because you
carved two lines into the beam, so that instead of today being
your three hundred and sixty-fifth day here, it is your three hun-
dred and sixty-sixth. People like yourself consider such a year as
some sort of work-related injury. That traumatic but necessary
extraction of a tooth that you have to endure because the rules
of the corporation demand it. When you come here, mentally
you give up having even one festive day for a whole year. There
is just that day, far away in the distance, when you’ll be freed
from here. I’m therefore distrustful of your kind, on principle,
given that not everyone stays here for only one year. Not every-
one leaves this place on the three hundred and sixty-fifth day.
Someone has to run this outpost. Someone has to be responsible
for the work of the assistants and for the accuracy of the reports.
Someone who stays here when the others leave.  For me it is not
about one year, Lemoine, but about years. And as far as I’m con-
cerned, it’s decidedly offensive that something that is good
enough for me for years on end, is almost unbearable for the
likes of you, for just one year. 
LEMOINE:  Perhaps that’s not the real issue, superintendent,
Sir, perhaps it’s just that there’s more ambition in the young.
DUPOIS:  I don’t know what should offend me more—that you

Act I
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