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70 Proceedings of IBA

turned away [rom the crowds to predict his approaching passion and to spell out
in detail the consequences ol discipleship. 13oth stories are located i a precise
geographical location, the [irst at the upper boundary of Galilee and the other at
Jericho, the beginning of the ascent o Jerusalem, the place of rejection and death.

lihizabeth Struthers Malbon has called attention Lo the major importance of minor

characters in Mark.” She regards the two-stage healing at Bethsaida as preparing
the gospel's implied audience [or the second stage of sceing and understanding,
Despite his profession of faith which [ollows immediately on this scene, Peter has
not achieved this stage of understanding. The cure of Bartimeaus on the other hand
manilests many typical characteristics of the call story form.”

The absence of the Bethsaida story in Matthew and Luke has prompted some
to queshion whether it belonged to the oldest stratum cﬂ. the tradition or was 4
Mark's own back formation [rom the Bartimeaus story.” [t does contain several
perplexing features, not least the apparently “magical” usc of healing techniques®

and the failure of Jesus' first. In all the other Gospel stories, healing is
mslantancous. Ancient anthropology was mnocent of the complex nature of

sensation or of human activitics such as speech, hearing and sight.” In the Gospels,

people blind from birth sce immediately (c.g. John 9:7) and those who had never
heard speak from the moment of their healing in grammatically accurate sentences.
This story alone seems to echo a modern understanding of the complexity of seeing
in which the eye is assaulted by a host of colours and movements without any’
process of ordering or selection and that may explain its lascination for readers,
who are invited enter through the imagination into the expenience of someone who

1s suddenly invaded by light and colour.

Molly Sweeney and “the direction from which light comes”

Brian Iriel's Molly Sweeney received its first production in the Gate Theatre,

*“T'he Major Importance of Minor Characters in Mark.” in The New Literary Criticism and the New

Testament (ed. Fdgar V.McKnight and Elizabeth Struthers Malbon) (ShefTicld: 1994) 58-86,
“Struthers Malbon op.cit. 66.
TFor a convenient summary of the issues, see John P. Mcier, A Marginal Jew volume 11, (New York:

1994), 490-494. Meicr is impressed by the arguments that the story has a historical core but that it has-

undergone substantial redaction at Mark's hands.

*13ut note a similar technique in John 9 which seems to blend aspects of both of Mark's _..nu_.:._mu..o.ﬁ-
into a new ercation,

"See for example Hans Dicter Beets “Matthew 6:221 and Ancient Greek Theories of Vision™ in Text

and Interpretation: Studies in the New Testament Presented to Matthew Black (cd. E.Best and

R.Mel. Wilson) (Cambridge: 1979), Joel Marcus, “A Note on Markan Optics,” NTS 45 (1999) Mu_.._r
254.

Matthews 71

- Dublin on 9 August 1994. [t tells the story of a woman who had lost her sight in
infancy, had it restored temporarily at the age of forty-one, only 1o lose it within
weeks and to sink inexorably into the silent world of autism in a mental hospital.
Itis a perplexing play, in which no dramatic action takes place on stage. The three
characters do not interact in any way, but standing side by side in their own acting

.~ differing vantage points as victim, husband and surgeon. According to Richard
i Pinc, the play consists of “thirty-seven monologues intercut in a filmic way, out
 of which the spectator must compose his own drama and his own truths”""

Friel's work is self-consciously intertextual. The substance of the story, and
indeed much of the language of the play, 1s taken from an account by the
neurosurgeon Oliver Sacks ol the restoration of sight to a patient called Virgil in
1991. Virgil had suflered from thick cataracts and retinitis pigmentosa [rom
childhood. Tle had lived, nevertheless, a contended and productive life employed
‘83 a massage :..o_.%?ﬂ in the local YMCA until the age of about filty. (Molly
mi?.:ﬁ too “worked as a massage therapist in a local health club™). s
impending marriage 1o a sighted woman led to her persuading him to undergo
“surgery. Although the operation was initially successful, Virgil proved unable to
bear the strain of learning to reconstruct a world known through the other senses
- in visual terms. Within a few months, he had reverted to a final blindness. “a
¢ blindness he received as a gift,” for it “allowed him to escape from the glaring,
Qﬂ?.ﬂ_:r world of sight and space and to returmn to his own true being, the
“intimate, concentrated world of the other senses which had been his home for
~ almost fifly years.™"" T'he text of the play is introduced by two quotations. The first
15 from the FFrench lincyclopedist, Denis Diderot: “I.caming to sce is not like
 lcarning a new language. It is like learning a language for the first time.”'* The
“second is a poem of Limily Dickinson:

- Tell all the Truth, but tell it slant —
Success in Cireuil lies

Too bright for our infirm Delight
The Truth's superb surprise

As Lightening to the Children cased
With explanations kind

" “The Diviner; The Art of Brian Iriel (Dublin: 1999) 288,
"“Ta Sce or Not 1o See?” in Oliver Sacks, An Anthropologist on Mars (1ondon: 1995) 144,
#Sacks cites the same quotation ep.cit. 134,
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is ultimately flat and platitudinous. In the end, his religion proves cvery bit as

raditional as Martha's when he returns afier Jordan's death (o ¢laim the hairs left

in his razor as a relic. s
?airs of brothers arc an archetypal biblical image from Cam and Abel (o the two

sons of Luke's parable. There are clear echoes of the prodigal son parable, with 3
Jordan playing the role of the dutiful son and Marcus the role of the prodigal

returned from the distant land of the mental hospital. The dying Jordan 1s an
enigmatic character. The role of the patient sufferer is thrust upon him by his
mother and Anthony, and he plays it in his interactions with them, letting the mask
slip only in the presence of Mareus and Felicity. He is preoceupied with the smell

of his bodily functions. Mother and pricst ofTer him the casy rcassurances of &

religion. but Jordan himself is less sure. In a voice from bevond the grave, courtesy
of a cassetle recording, made al Marcus' urging before his final illness had
destroyed his capacity for speech. he tells Martha that he is not sure that she will
find him in death as Doubting Thomas found Jesus, but that she will find him in*
her pain, like Mary whose tears turmed a graveyard into a garden (73).”' Marcus
is the most complex character of the play. [le resents Jordan's sulfering because
it s “so male and so reputable™ while his own is unwholesome: “he can show hig™}
sutures and cevery one's eyes [ill up. When 1 show them my arm, they wince and
shrink away” (26). Marcus has become an outsider because he has taken God so =
seriously. The formalised religion he has been oflered in his youth made him on

“a picce of Christianity Incorporated, not a part of Christ incamate” (59). [fhe
were 1o think about God in the mental hospital, privileges were withdrawn.
Marcus grasps more than the others do the symbolic tantalising depths of religious:

language: Christ promised elernal life to those who believe, not immortal life to

those who obey (14). [His irreverence and mockery arc a kind of iconoclasm that
shatters false images and by pecling away the cataracts, allows light to reach blind 3
CVCS, 3
Matthews' text draws on the biblical story in a richly intertextual way. The use S
ol the story of the healing at Bethsaida as the gospel reading in the sick-room
suggests Lthat blindness and healing are a controlling metaphor for the whole p
and there arc hints that most of the characlers are in some way affected by 2
defective sight. Anthony claims to have “double vision” as a result of.
theological studies (72). Arthur assuages his broken heart by attempting to capture
the neighbourhood through the surrogate eye of the camera for his grandchildr

As Jordan's tumour presses more painfully on his optic nerve, his sight

*In astriking tin the perf , us the seene is changed at the end of the second act,
rises from his bed and stands for a moment in the semi-darkness looking towards Martha.

: Matthews 79

b and he nceds Marcus to put drops in his eyes. (14) Matthews uses this action in a

£ way that recalls vividly Mark's use of the healing of blindness stories. Marcus is

, reluctant to pul the drops into Jordan's cyes as it makes him look as if he had been
- crying. As in the gospel story, the action must be repeated agam before the
- celebration of the Mass begins (38). Reflecting onee more the Markan narrative,
~asccond victim of blindness asks for healing when Martha realises that her cyces
. arc “dry burning. As if there were sand in the pleats” (76). She asks Marcus to do
. her eyes with Jordan's drops. Refusing at first, he only yiclds when, in a phrasc
- reminiscent of Marcus's earlier comment (o Jordan, she says that when she trics
[ o do it hersell, “they run down my face and 1 look like I'm weeping.” This final
© poignant moment brings to light Martha's blindness that has been evident 1o
~ everyone clsc from the beginning. 1t is a blindness that has prevented her from
8@9«.8@5@ Marcus’ pain and she is blinded socially by the trappings ol social
position the fruit of her marriage to a wealthy surgeon.
i Itis Marcus who is the unlikely agent of healing, Like the Risen Christ, he
. carries the wounds in his wrists that even Felicity cannot bear to sce and would
 rather cover with long white gloves. [ lis mental illness makes him the counterpart
of both the demoniac in Mark 5:1-19 and the outcast, marginalised Christ.
" Matthews' philosophical conversation partner 18 René Girard under whose
direction he studied at Standford University.” One of the central preoceupations
y % Girard’s work has been to explore the social role of what he terms ‘mimetic
WViolence™ and of the scapegoat figure in the development of culture®™ In the
setfie Martha plays afler his death, Jordan identifics Marcus as “the family
pegoat” (73), yet it is over his own dead body, as he has predicted to Fel icity
53), that mother and son will cventually make their peace. It would be fruitful to
" pursuc Matthews' debt to Girard in other aspects of the play, not least the function
of ritual and sacrifice, but the constraints of space do not permit it here.

- Conclusion

1is paper has said nothing that is new or original about the text of Mark. Much
ofthe attention of biblical scholars has quite rightly focused on the writer’s role

niroductory biographical note in Communion.
i o._nn_a_ La lﬂ...o%xnm et l.e Sacré (Paris: Grasset, 1972). For the use of some of Girard's concepls
inbiblical studics, scc Semeia 33: René Girard and Biblical Studies (ed. Andrew J.McKenna) SBI.
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