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Theme of the
Traitor and the lero

So the Platonic year

Whirls out new right and wrong,
Whirls in the old instcad;

All men are dencers and their tread

Goes to the barbarous clangour of a gong.

W. B. Yeats: The Tower

UNDER the notable influence of Chesterton (contriver and cmbcllisher of
clegant mysteries) and the palace counsellor Leibniz (invertor of the pre-
¢stablished harmony), in my idle aftertnoons I have imagined this story plot
which [ shall perhaps writc some day and which alrcady justifics me somchow.
Details, rectifications, adjustments are lacking; there are zones of the story not
vet revealed to me; today, 3 January 1944, [ scem to see it as follows:

The action takes place in an oppressed and tenacious country: Poland, Ireland,
the Venetian Republic, some South American or Balkan statc.... Or rather it has
taken place, since, though the narrator is contemporary, his story occurred towards
the middle or the beginning of the nincteenth century. Let us say (for narrative
convenicnee) Ireland; let us say in 1824, The narrator’s name is Ryan; he is the
great- grandson of the young, the heroic, the beautiful, the assassinated Fergus
Kilpatrick, whose grave was mysteriously violated, whose name illustrated the verses
of Browning and Hugo, whosc statue presides over a grey hill amid red marshes.

Kilpatrick was a conspirator, a sccret and glorious captain of conspirators; Like
Moases, who from the land of Moab glimpscd but could not reach the promised land,
Kilpartick perished on the eve of the victorious revolt which he had premeditated
and dreamt of. The first centenary of his death draws near; the circumstances of the
crime are enigmatic; Ryan, engaged in writing a biography of the hero, discovers
that the enigma exceeds the confines of a simple police investigation. Kilpatrick was
murdered in a theatre; the British police never found the Kkiller; the historians
maintain that this scarcely soils their good reputation, since it was probably the
policc themselves who had him killed. Other facets of the cnigma disturb Ryan.
They are of a cyclic nature: they seem to repeat or combine events of remote
regions, of remote ages. For example, no onc is unaware that the officers who
cxamined the hero’s budy found a scaled letter in which he was warned of the risk of
attending the theatre that cvening; likewise Julius Caesar, on his way to the place
where his friends’ daggers awaitea him, received a note he never read, in which the
treachery was declared along with the traitors’ names. Caesar’s wife, Calpurnia, saw
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in a drcam the destruction of a tower decreed him by the Senate; false and
anonymous rumours on the eve of Kilpatrick’s death publicized throughout the
country that the circular tower of Kilgarvan had burned, which could be taken as a
presage, for he had been born in kilgarvan. These parallelisms (and others) between
the story of Cacsar and the story of an Irish conspirator lead Ryan to suppose the
existence of a secret form of time, a pattern of repeated lines. He thinks of the
decimal history conceived by Condorcet, of the morphologies proposed by Hegel,
Spengler and Vico, of Hesiod’s men, who degenerate from gold to iron. He thinks of
the transmigration of souls, a doctrine that lends horror to Celtic literature and that
Cacsar himself attributed to the British druids; he thinks that, before having been
Fergus Kilpatrick, Fergus Kilpatrick was Julius Caesar. He is rescued from these
circular labyrinths by a curious finding, a finding which then sinks him into other,
more inextricable and heterogencous labyrinths: certain words uttered by a beggar
who spoke with Fergus Kilpatrick the day of his death were prefigured by
shakespeare in the tragedy Macbeth. That history should have copied history was
already sufficiently astonishing; that history should copy literaturc was
inconceivable... Ryan finds that, in 1814, James Alexander Nolan, the oldest of
the hero’s companions, had translated the principal dramas of Shakespearc into
Gaelic; among these was Julius Caesar. He also discovers in the archives the
manuscript of an article by Nolan on the Swiss Festspiele: vast and crrant
theatrical representations which require thousands of actors and repeat historical
cpisodes in the very citics and mountains where they took place. Another
unpublished document reveals to him that, a few days before the end, Kilpatrick,
presiding over the last mecting, had signed the order for the cxecution of a
traitor whose name has been deleted from the records. This order does not
accord with Kilpatrick’s merciful nature. Ryan investigates the matter (this
investigation is once of the gaps in my plot) and manages to dccipher the enigma.
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Kilpatrick was killed in a theatre, but the entire city was a theatre as well, and the
actors were legion, and the drama crowned by his death extended over many days
and many nights. This is what happencd:

On 2 August 1824, the conspirators gathered. The country was ripe for revolt
something however, always failed: there was a traitor in the group. Fergus
Kilpatrick had charged James Nolan with the responsibility of discovering the
traitor. Nolan carried out his assignment: he announced in the very midst of the
meeting that the traitor was Kilpatrick himsclf. He demon strated the truth of his
accusation with irrefutable proof; the consirators condemned their president to dic.
He signed his own sentence, but begged that his punishment not harm his country.
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It was then that Nolan conceived his strange scheme. Ireland idolized Kilpatrick;
the most tenuous suspicion of his infamy would have jeopardized the revolt; Nolan
proposed a plan which made of the traitor’s execution an instrument for the
country’s emancipation. He suggested that the condemned man die at the hands of
an unknown assassin in delibcrately dramatic circumstances which would remain
cngraved in the imagination of the people and would hasten the revolt. Kilpatrick
swore he would take part in the scheme, which gave him the occasion to redeem
himself and for which his death would provide the final flourish.

Nolan, urged on by time, was not able to invent all the circumstances of the
multiple execution; he had to plagiarize another dramatist, the English enemy
William Shakespeare. He repeated scenes from Machbeth, from Julius Caesar. The
public and secret enactment compriscd various days. The condemned man entered
Dublin, discussed, acted, prayed, reproved, uttered words of pathos, and each of
these gestures, to be reflected in his glory, had been pre- established by Nolan.
Hundreds of actors collaborated with the protagonist; the role of some was
complex; that of others momentary. The things they did and said endure in the
history books, in the impassioned memory of Ireland. Kilpatrick, swept along by this
minutely detailed destiny which both redeemed and destroyed him, more than once
enriched the text of his judge with improvised acts and words. Thus the populous
drama unfolded in time, until 6 August 1824, in a thcatre box with funcreal
prefiguring Lincoln’s a long-desired bullet entered the breast of the traitor and
hcro, who, amid two effusions of sudden blood, was scarccely able to articulate a few
foreseen words.

In Nolan’s work, the passages imitated from Shakespear are the least dramatic;
Ryan suspects that the author interpolated them so that in the future someone
might hit upon the truth. He understands that he too forms part of Nolan’s plot... .
After a series of tenacious hesitations, he resolves 10 keep his discovery silent. He
publishes a book dedicated to the hero’s glory; this too, perhaps, was foreseen.

Translated by James E. Irby
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6) Fergus Kilpatrick

10) Calpurnia
11) Kilgarvan

17) Celtic

18) Britannic Druids

19) James Alexander Nolan
20) Gaelic

21) Festspiele
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