








































































78 BILLY BUDD [ACT THREE) 

here, or I, would not save this boy if we could see a way con­
sistent with our duties? Acquit Budd if you can. God knows I 
wish I could. If in your mind as wel1 as in your heart, you can 
say freely that his life is not forfeit to the law we serve reason . , 
With us! Show us how to save him without putting aside our 
function. Or if you can't do that, teach us to put by our re­
sponsibility and not betray ourselves. Can you do this? Speak, 
man, speak! Show us howl Save him, Wyatt, and you save us 
aU. [WYArr slowly sits down.] You recognize the logic of the 
choice I force upon you. But do not think me pitiless in thus 
demanding sentence on a luckless boy. I feel as you do for him. 
But even more, I think there is a grace of sou] within him that 
shall forgive the law we bind him with, and pit} us, stretched 
on the cross of choice. [Turns away.] 

Seymour. Well, gentlemen. Will you decide. [Officers write 
their verdicts on paper before them, and hand them to SEY· 
MOUR, who rises, draws his dirk and places it on the table, 
pointing forward.] He is condemned, sir. Shall we appoint the 
dawn? 

SCENE 2 

CAPTAIN VERE's cabin, 0400. Ship's beU strikes offstage. VERE 

sitting alone at his desk. Knock at the door. 

VERE. Come in. [Enter SEYMOUR.] Oh, it's you, Seymour. 

Seymour. It's eight bells, Captain. 

Vere. What's the hour of sunrise? 

Seymour. Four fifty-two, sir. 

Vere. Eight bells. And one bel1 at four-thirty. Odd and even 
numbers caught between two hands. Budd shall not live to 
hear the odd made even or wrong made right.-Call all hands to 
quarters at four-thirty. 

Seymour. Aye aye, Captain. [Turns irresolutely.] 

V ere. The wind has slackened, I think. How is the glass? 

Seymour. It's risen slightly. Sea has Battened out. 

V ere. Fair weather after foul ... it's all nature, nature and 
law. How exigent are these Mediterranean climates of the heart, 
and temperate zones of mind! 

Seymour. Have you been here all night, sir? 

V ere. All night, Seymour . . . all my life moving between 
dark and dark. It is has been a long night, but day will be 
quick and deadly on the mainyard. D'you think, Seymour, a 
man can forgive a wrong done of the heart's own election? 

Seymour. Most people are decent enough. You can forgive 
them trespasses. 

Vere. No, by God. There's wickedness alive. It's dead now 
in one man, but it's alive to feel and smell at night .... Sey­
mour, go below. Get Budd and bring him here. 
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Seymour. But Captain ... 

V ere. Do as you're told. Get Budd and bring him here. 
[SEYMOUR exits. VERE sits motionless for a few moments, then 
rises and goes to the cabin door.] Sentry. 

Hallam. Yes, sir? 

V ere. Who has the deck this watch? 

Hallam. Mister Ratcliffe, Captain. 

Vere. Very well. [Pause.] Sentry! 

Hallam. Sir? 

V ere. When Mister Seymour has returned, admit him right 
away. 

Hallam. Aye aye, Captain. 

Vere. The wind's still sharp. You must be cold there, Hallam. 
Go to the leeward side. I'll be responsible. 

Hallam. Thank you, sir. This is the coldest hour now, just 
before sunrise. 

Vere [closes door, returns slowly to his desk]. The lamp holds 
steady when the vessel heels. Does the law hang straight in 
crooked lives? It bums, and shapes nothing but shadows here, 
plumb in the twisting cabin of the mind. [Footsteps, voices, 
VERE turns to door. Enter SEYMOUR, BILLY, and HAI..L.Ur.J 
Take off the manacles. [HALLAM frees BILLY.] 

Seymour [to IiALLAM]. Outside, man. Bear a hand. [Exits 
with HALLAM.] 

V ere. Sit down. No, it's better that I stand. 

Billy. I was thinking, locked up below there ... the Captain 
knows the rights of all this. He'll save me if it's right. Then you 
sent for me. Is there hope for me, Captain? 

[scENE 2) BILLY BUDD 81 

V ere. Billy, what hope is there? 

Billy. Tell me why. I only want to understand. 

V ere. How young you still are, Billy! Oh, I can tell you this: 
nothing is lost of anything that happens. I have given you the 
judgment of the world . . . deadly constraint . . . a length 
of hemp and a yard-arm. I have done this to you, no one else. 

Billy. I can't get the rights of all that's happened. 

Vere. There's not much right, Billy. Only necessity. You and 
Claggart broke man's compromise with good and evil, and both 
of you must pay the penalty. 

Billy. Penalty? What for? Would anyone make laws just to 
be broken by fellows like me? 

Vere. Aye, boy. You have learned this late. Most of us find 
out early and trim to a middle course. 

Billy. Do you mean ... it's better to be like that? 

V ere. Better as this world goes. vVben a man is born, he 
takes a guilt upon him, I can't say how or why. And life takes 
its r~venge on those who hurt its pride with innocence. 

Billy. Do you think Claggart knew it would come to this? 

V ere. He knew he would kill you, and he died to gain that 
end. But if you trust me, he'll not win entirely. 

Billy. How could he hate me like that? 

Vere. The world we breathe is love and hatred both, but 
hatred must not win the victory. 

Billy. Claggart is dead. Now I'm to hang. D~'t that show 
the law is wrong, when it can't choose between him and me7 

V ere. Yes, it's all wrong, all wrong. 



82 BILLY BUDD (ACT THREE) 

Billy. I don't know, Captain. I never was a hand to wonder 
about things, but now I think that maybe there's a kind of 
cruelty in people that's just as much a part of them as kindness, 
say, or honesty, or m-m-m ... I can't find words, I guess, Cap­
tain. 

V ere. There are no words. We are all prisoners of deadly 
forms that are made to break us to their measure. Nothing has 
power to overcome them, except forgiveness. . . . Can you for­
give what I have done? 

Billy. I can trust you, can't I? Can you show me it's all right, 
mybeing ... 

Vere [turns away; a long pause]. It's nearly dawn, lad. In the 
Spanish villages they're lighting fires. 

Billy. I'm not afraid, sir. [Steps toward VEJtE.] It's getting 
light. 

Vere. There's no time for either of us left. Go, take the 
morning. God knows you have the right to it. And when you 
are on the mainyard, think of me, and pray for those who must 
make choices. Hallam. [Enter HALLAM in doorway.] Take Budd 
into your charge. [BILLY and HALLAM go out.] Time has run 
out. 

SCENE 3 

Main deck aft. Drum-to-formation. Crew forming up. WYATT, 
MIDSHIPMEN GARDINER and REA. 

WYATT. Bear a hand. Form the men up in ranks. 

Gardiner. Aye, sir. All right, you! Close ranks! Move up, Stoll. 
That's better. Talbot, square your hat. Form up straight there, 
damn itl [Drum. MEN come to attention.] 

Wyatt. Division commanders report! 

Voice [off]. Carpenters and gunners, present or accounted 
for, sir! 

Voice [off]. Marine Detachment, present or accounted for, 
sir! 

Voice [off]. Afterguard, present or accounted for, sir! 

Gardiner. Fore, main and mizzentopmen ... one absentee! 

Wyatt. All hands will stand by to witness punishment! Stand 
easy. 

Voices [off]. Stand easy! {WYATT walks away from men. Mur­
mur in ranks.] 

Kincaid. Where the devil is Billy? He wasn' t in his hammock 
when they piped us up. 

O'Daniel. He'll be getting himself in trouble if he don't fall 
m. 

Kincaid. Who the hell they punishing, and what for? 

Jenkins. It's got to be flogging, or they wouldn't have us all 
up here. 

Kincaid. Vere never flogs anybody. And there ain't no gratings 
up. 

8.3 



84 BILLY BUDD [ACT TBRBE] 

The Dansker. They Bog men at noon. The early morning's 
for hanging. 

Kincaid. Hanging! [The word travels back.] Who? What for? 

O'Daniel. The skipper, he don't confide in me no more. 

Kincaid. I thought they waited till they got ashore before 
they hanged a man. 

The Dansker. Not in wartime. 

Jenkins. He g~ up them ratlines, out on the yard, they slips 
a noose around hts neck, and then he jumps and hangs himself. 

. O 'Daniel. They'd have the devil's work getting O 'Daniel to 
JUIDp. 

Kincaid. It's jump, or get pushed. 

Jenkins. Where's Claggart? God, you don't suppose it's Clag-
gart! Oh, Judas, let it be that fishblooded nark! 

Kincaid. Not him. He's too smart, he is. 

Jenkins. Where is he, then? He ain't here. 

The Dansker. He is here. 

Kincaid. Where? I don't see him. 

The Dansker. He is here. 

Kincaid. Ah . . . you're balmy, old man. 

Enter VERE, SEYMoUR, RATCLIFFE and the SURGEON. Drum 
sounds Attention. 

Wyatt [to SEYMOUR]. Ship's company present to witness exe­
cution, sir. 

.seymour. V~ry well. [To VERE.J Ship's company present to 
Witness execution, sir. (VERE nods.] 
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Seymour [to Wurr]. Lieutenant Wyatt, have the prisoner 
brought forward. 

Wyatt. Aye aye, sir. [Marches to wing.] Sentries, bring forward 
the prisoner. [Marches back to his post.] 

Enter BILLY with two sentries. Astonished munnur through 
the crew, who momentarily break ranks. 

Wyatt. No talking in ranks! [Continued restless movement 
and munnurings.] Form up! 

Gardiner. You men are at attention! 

Wyatt [over subdued muttering]. You hear me? Silence in 
ranks! 

Silence. SENTRIES lead BILLY to the foot of the ropes. SEYMoUR 
looks at VERE, who nods. SEYMOUR steps forward and reads. 

Seymour. Proceedings of the court-martial held aboard 
HM.S. Indomitable on the eighth August. 1798. Convened un-
der the authority of Edward Fairfax Vere, Senior Captain, Royal 
Navy, and composed of the First Officer, the Sailing Master, 
and the First Lieutenant of said vessel. In the case of William 
Budd, foretopman, Royal Navy. While attached and so serving 
in the aforesaid vessel, be did, on the 8th day of August, 1798, 
strike and kill his superior officer, one John Claggart, Master·at­
Arms, Royal Navy. 

Crew breaks out uneasily, astonished, talking excitedly. 

Jenkins. Billy! Did you, boy? } 
Voice. Good lad! All together. 
Voice. Serves him proper! 
Kincaid. Hi, Billy! Hurrah! 

Wyatt. Quieti Silence, you men! Form up! 

Gardiner. Stand at attention, hang youl Silence in the ranbl 
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W yatt. Do you hear? [Excited muttering, low voices.] 

Seymour. You will be silent and remain at strict attention 
until dismissed. [Silence.] ... Master-at-Arms, Royal Navy. 
Therefore, the court sentences the aforementioned William 
Budd, foretopman, Royal Navy, to die by hanging on the first 
watch of the day following these proceedings. By authority of 
his Gracious Majesty George Rex and Alan Napier, Viscount 
Kelsey, First Sea Lord. Signed, Philip Seymour, Senior Member. 

During the last phrases of the reading, the crew, upon hearing 
the sentence, breaks out again, some stepping forward, shouting; 

they are in an ugly temper. 

Voices. No he don't! 
Not if I know itt 
Hang the jemmies instead, I say! 
Not Billy, you bloody swineheadsl All together. 
Not him, by Christl 
You ain't hanging Billy, damn your eyes! 
Let them dance on a rope's end! 

Wyatt. Stand back! Sentries, guard your prisoner, if you have 
to fire! 

Gardiner. Stand back, you damned clods! Keep back! 

Seymour [steps forward]. Silence there! You will resume dis­
cipline instantly! Be warned. [Waits a silent moment. Men 
stop in disordered formation.] Stand back into ranks. 

Gardiner. Form up again, quick about it now! [There it a 
surly movement into irregular lines.] 

Seymour [warily resuming procedure]. Prisoner, have you any­
thing to say? [Bru.Y shakes his head.] If you have nothing to 
say, when the drum roll is sounded, you will proceed to carry 
out the sentence of this court [Signals to WYAn.] 
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W yatt. Sound off! 

Drum roll. BILLY turns and starts up the ropes. 

Voices. Get him! Now! 
Bill! Stay where you are, boy, don't do it! 
Wait, Billy! Wait! All together. 
Rush the deck, mates! Don't let them do it! 
We're here, Bill, don't you worry! 

Billy [stops, turns forward, looks at VERE, and shouts out loud 
end clear, without trace of stammer]. God bless Captain Verel 

A second's pause; VERE is profoundly shaken; Bn.LY goes quickly 
up the ropes and out of sight. The crew moves back a step, is 
silent; officers and men in deep breathless quiet watch him out 

of sight and are staring overhead as the curtain falls. 
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