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The life of Bavarian Hans Frank, a
Catholic convert in extremis, and one of the ten war
criminals hanged at Nuremburg in 1946. At the hands of Garry
O’Connor, first in book form, now here as a play, Frank receives
the same minute attention given to other Nazi leaders, and perhaps
warrants it more. His life symbolises Germany’s hubristic,
visionary ambition more completely than anyone else’s, as a
high-calibre intellectual, able to impose philosophical legitimacy
on the Nazi project. ‘Can’t they see,’ he said of his fellow
accused at Nuremberg, ‘that this is a horrible tragedy in the
history of mankind, and that we are the symbols of an evil that God
is brushing aside?’ By the end he had come to recognise himself as
the primary, if not exemplary symbol of evil, when his remorse,
self-pity and arrogance knew no bounds. Playwright, novelist and
biographer Garry O’Connor brings his skills to bear on this
harrowing dramatisation of Hitler’s lawyer, the man who formalised
the Nazi race laws.
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Author’s
Note

Condemned to death and hanged in 1946,
Hans Frank’s public repentance was unique among the leading Nazi
criminals tried at Nuremberg. One psychiatrist pointed out Frank’s
‘beatific tranquillity merely hid his own tensions’. But what of
such carefully acted out piety? Didn’t this hastily cultivated yet
forceful and theatrical piety have something about it which was so
patently flimsy compared to the much more formidable integrity and
long studied piety of Pope Pius XII?

Both had their roots in South German
and Italian theatricality. In the way Frank called attention to
himself on every possible occasion he was no ordinary criminal. He
was not only criminal in his acts and attitudes, which he
acknowledged, but also he flaunted, in an egotistic, nihilistic
way, a vanity of evils which today remain a significant part of our
culture. Unlike Ribbentrop, who lamented he would never be able to
write his ‘beautiful memoirs’, Frank wasted no time during the
trial and had gone ahead. He composed his testament, Facing the
Gallows, with a dedication from Goethe’s Werther, in
quoting from which he subtly changed the wording to serve his
self-serving account of ‘former and partial guilt’ – to make it
sound as if God endorsed it, which was not in the sense of the
original.

And now, faced with execution,
commented the much younger but level-headed psychiatrist, Frank
really felt spiritually liberated as never before. All he needed
was sex, drugs and rock-and-roll, the fresh-faced and pleasant
psychiatrist might have commented. His dreams took him ‘beyond the
confines of his cell’, he noted. Frank transfixed him. He had not
made up his mind as to whether Frank was sincere or not: he
recounted that he saw ‘Vast vistas of endless sea, and high
mountains of sky….’

Before the trial Frank had dreamed of
Hitler, and that made him doubly resolved to take an upright stand
and admit common guilt. It was all so realistic. Sometimes he had
nocturnal emissions. In one dream he was stood at the seashore
watching the waves, and then a girl appeared – he thought it was
his daughter – then with the mountains and the yodelling and the
vast spaces he awoke with an incredible feeling of emotional relief
(this implies it was one of his sex dreams). He went on talking
about how independent one could be of the restrictions of the
environment if one had inner fortitude.

Unfortunately this Faust had not just
an hour but nearly six months to wait in a state of suspended guilt
and contrition before the crunch: his stand in the dock. Would he
last the course? Would he be able to prove the depth and integrity
of true penitence?

How long would it last? And had the
lawyer and politician, now still intent on controlling the
salvation of his body and soul, finally and forever renounced
evil?

Facing the Gallows was later
introduced and promoted by Gertrude, his wife, who remained loyal
to the spirit of his life. It became a bestseller. Winifred Wagner
found his account of Hitler ‘the best character study of Hitler
that I have ever read’. It was to win him thousands of posthumous
admirers, while some claimed, as one 1952 letter put it, ‘he was a
great European in the finest sense of the word’. It was perhaps the
beginning of a revisionism which is still a marked part of German
culture, most recently in the works of Bernhard Schlink (The
Reader).


 


Characters in the
Play

Hans Frank German lawyer,
Governor of the Government General of Poland, 1939–1945; born
1900

Archbishop Sapieha The Prince
Archbishop of Poland; born 1890

Stein US Army lieutenant,
psychologist

Defending Counsel German,
Seidl

Prosecutor Russian, Smirnov

Judge Robert Jackson,
fifty-three

Brigitte Frank Frank’s wife

Lilli Gau His mistress

Goering

Himmler SS Chief, formerly a
chicken farmer

Karol Wojtyla Future Pope John
Paul II

Jerzy Zechuta Young priest

Niklas Frank Frank’s son; as a
child; later as a middle-aged man

Speer and other Nazi leaders

Officials of Nuremberg Tribunal
etc.


 


 ACT ONE

 


Scene One A
sign, ‘The Governor-General’, Neuhaus am Schliersee, 4 May 1945. A
restaurant called Haus Bergfrieden, Josefstrasse 12 in Bavaria.
There is a sign in German, ‘Chancellerie das General Gouvernment
von Polen’. There are four men waiting in uniform. Governor Hans
Frank, his adjutant, his secretary and his chauffeur. Enter Lt
Stein, USA Army. As narrator he sometimes speaks aside or to
audience.

 


Stein I am Lieutenant Paul Stein
of the United States Army. Governor Frank – which is he?
(Aside) This is the moment I came to arrest him. (To
Frank) I am arresting you for war crimes committed against the
Polish and Jewish people.

Frank I demand to be treated
with respect. I demand a fair and proper trial. In the meantime I
am still in charge of the General Government of Poland.

Goes to shake hands. The GI officer
does not respond.

Stein I am taking you into
custody.

Frank I am a man of law and
honour. I expect to be treated according to my rank as a senior
member of the German government.

Stein My superiors will decide.
I am obeying my orders.

Frank (beckons to
secretary) I shall be open with you. I am handing over
forty-two volumes of my diaries which bear witness to the events of
the last six years, and my part in them. Eleven thousand, three
hundred and sixty-seven typewritten pages.

Stein I will impound these
diaries.

Frank I leave you to find a
number of art treasures, among them Leonardo’s Lady With the
Ermine, and Rembrandt’s self-portrait, which I have had removed
from Krakow on my orders and brought here.

Stein Brought here? Why?

Frank For safe keeping in my
native Bavaria.

Stein We will make an inventory
of everything we find.

Frank I have important
documentation from the Chancellery of the Government General I have
set up here to maintain continuity of rule, to hand over to my
successor. The backward and ill-organized Poles have never been
able to govern themselves. I have given them an example they will
never forget.

Stein I’m afraid, Governor
Frank, yours is now an empire of shadows. (Aside) What
remains of the Nazi Government General of Poland is fiction.
(The Germans are taken out.) When I arrested him, stripped
him of all his trappings of power, there was something about him
that was appealing, playing on sympathy, saying to me, ‘I am
different. I am not like the others. I am fundamentally a good
person.’


 


Scene Two
Nuremberg Palace of Justice, November 1945. Two American Military
Lawyers. Stein also with US Officers.

 


1 Lawyer If just one of the
defendants is released, or shown to be innocent of some of the
crimes they are indicted for, justice will be seen to be done.

2 Lawyer You know what the
British Prime Minister, Churchill, said: ‘No trial. Shoot the top
fifty Nazis and have done with it!’ You don’t want these criminals
to put their case and become heroes in the eyes of the German
people. Remember – ninety-seven per cent voted for Hitler.

1 Lawyer That may be British
justice. The Brits had a hard time.

2 Lawyer Even our Treasury
Secretary Henry Morgenthau demanded summary execution.

1 Lawyer We Americans believe in
fair play and the proper course of justice. We call the shots – if
one of these accused is shown to be innocent…it’s the exception
that will prove the rule…. The Soviets want a confession forced
under torture, a showpiece trial, and automatic executions. I fear
a resurgence of Hitler’s Nazism. They will make out he is a martyr
– look at Goering demanding a hero’s treatment. He arrived with
seventeen train loads of booty – his prized possessions, his own
train and retinue. He demands equal status with Eisenhower…. ‘I am
a dignitary,’ he says. ‘War is a football game, whoever loses gives
his opponent his hand, and everything is forgotten….’

Spotlight on Prosecutor Robert
Jackson.

Stein (as narrator)
Robert Jackson, Justice of the Supreme Court
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