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Introduction and Acknowledgements
Herman Melville’s Bartleby the Scrivener is a story greatly loved by many people. 
Reading it, I was deeply struck by the immovable force of Bartleby’s statement 
of passive resistance — to prefer not — and the mood of the old lawyer’s 
claustrophobic office with its mysterious blue light. It seemed to me that, 
though set in 1853, the story captured, with remarkable humour and pathos, the 
condition of modern work — the way we identify with our work, the pressures 
it places us under and the ways we respond to our achievements and failures 
in that environment. It caused me to wonder how the scenario of Bartleby 
would play out in a contemporary setting, where the conditions of work seem 
to reveal our personal qualities even more. Though adapted into a stage play 
and transported through time, the work remains inspired by those remarkable 
qualities in Melville’s work. 

Bartleby was developed through The Street Theatre’s Hive program, which 
develops new work by ACT theatre artists, and I’d like to thank Peter Matheson, 
the dramaturg I worked with through that program, also The Street’s Artistic 
Director Caroline Stacey for her support of the work.

The 2014 production of Bartleby by The Street was the first production credit for 
Aspen Island Theatre Company, of which I am artistic director. AITC has been 
established in Canberra to engage critically with theatre craft and Australian 
experience to create work that illuminates and develops both. 

Julian Hobba
2015
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First Production Details
Bartleby was first produced by The Street Theatre in Street Two from 26 July – 3 
August 2014.

BARTLEBY  Ben Crowley 
OLD LAWYER  Max Cullen
YOUNG LAWYER Dene Kermond

DIRECTOR  Julian Hobba
DESIGNER  Christiane Nowak 
LIGHTING DESIGN Gillian Schwab
SOUND DESIGN Kimmo Vennonen
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Production Photos

From left: Dene Kermond & Ben Crowley. 2014. The Street Theatre. 
Photographer: Lorna Sim.

Ben Crowley. 2014. The Street Theatre. Photographer: Lorna Sim.
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From left: Ben Crowley & Max Cullen. 2014. The Street Theatre. Photographer: 
Lorna Sim.

From left: Dene Kermond & Max Cullen. 2014. The Street Theatre. 
Photographer: Lorna Sim.
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Notes
Setting: 

An office. Today.

Characters: 

OLD LAWYER
YOUNG LAWYER
BARTLEBY
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Bartleby
YOUNG LAWYER enters talking on the phone, take-away 
coffee, bag etc. OLD LAWYER is standing at the window, 
listening to the market report on the radio.

OLD LAWYER Good morning.

YOUNG LAWYER [Puts his hand up to divert OLD LAWYER’s attention; 
stops and talks] I know you’ve got those limitations at 
your end, but there’s limitations right around this project 
and we’ve just got to move through — [Pause] no-no that’s 
your perspective on it, but there’s deliverables we need 
to see in those documents — [Beat] I don’t see them in 
there. [Beat] I’ve been through all the pages, Ben — I read 
through it on the treadmill last night. [Beat] Hang on. [He 
puts his coffee down and pulls some documents out from 
his bag] What page? [He finds the page, thumbing through 
reams of plastic envelopes and pages] Yes, yes, I saw these; 
this is the old set. I told you we need the new ones, and I 
can’t get sign off at this end — [Beat] That came out of last 
week’s meeting. Well we sent them through — [To OLD 
LAWYER] when did you send through those notes from 
last week’s meeting?

OLD LAWYER Tuesday?

YOUNG LAWYER [To phone] Tuesday. Uh-huh. [Pause]. He’s looking 
through his email.

OLD LAWYER goes to speak, but YOUNG LAWYER puts 
his hand up to stop him speaking and gestures for the radio 
to be turned down or off; he goes back to the phone. OLD 
LAWYER goes to his desk, turns the radio off and goes 
through some pages.

 Have you checked the junk folder?
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OLD LAWYER finds a piece of paper from his desk and 
goes over to YOUNG LAWYER with it.

OLD LAWYER I faxed it.

YOUNG LAWYER Ben. He faxed it. [Beat] I apologise for that. I’m going to 
re-send that now as an attachment. What you need to do 
is to revise that document and send it through to me with 
the new info, okay? [Beat] Alright; apologies. I’ll talk to 
you again after I’ve got across those changes. [Pause. He 
doesn’t look up from his computer screen]. You faxed 
it? [Silence] Now I have to re-send it. Where is it saved? 
[Silence] Hello?

OLD LAWYER Oh, are you talking to me?

YOUNG LAWYER Where will I find those minutes with the new deliverables 
for Ben?

OLD LAWYER Ben’s?

YOUNG LAWYER Deliverables. Deliverables. The things he’s got to do.

OLD LAWYER Oh, yes, they’re saved in the drive.

YOUNG LAWYER Uh huh. Where?

OLD LAWYER Let me see, I’ll have to find it; in the — 

YOUNG LAWYER Can’t you just tell me?

OLD LAWYER I know where it is, I just have to … [Extended pause, 
YOUNG LAWYER makes his way over to OLD LAWYER’s 
desk] yep, here it is, right-o, if you go … it’s … F drive 
— then, contracts — 2013 — financial services — ah 
… majors — KPMG — then … audits — meetings — 
minutes and notes — September — September 22 — I 
think that’s the equinox; though it does change each year 
and from memory [Beat, no response] — sorry, September 
22 — and in there you’ll see ‘scans of long hands from big 
KPMG meeting’.
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YOUNG LAWYER How would I ever be able to find that?

OLD LAWYER It’s a bit labrynthine, all these folders, but that’s what’s there.

YOUNG LAWYER I’m not talking about the folders, there’s a system in 
place for the folders; but the documents need to be saved 
according to the format we agreed.

OLD LAWYER All of them?

YOUNG LAWYER It’s a pretty useless system if it doesn’t apply to all of them.

OLD LAWYER So it’s …

YOUNG LAWYER Year, month, day, company, document type, specifics. 

OLD LAWYER See I tend to think day, month, year, etcetera.

YOUNG LAWYER Do you need me to print out the instructions again so you 
have them close by?

OLD LAWYER No, I know it.

YOUNG LAWYER I’ll print them out.

OLD LAWYER I’m not sure where you’ll find the space to put them. [There 
are a multitude of sheets of instructions on the wall by 
his desk] I should be able to build a rocket with all these 
instructions. A rocket — ship. One used to say ship in that 
context, now it’s just rocket, or it’s not even rocket, that’s 
reverted to a verb, ‘it rocketed along’, or, if it’s a noun, it’s 
the type of small projectile a person might make in a shed. 
Did you ever make a rocket?

YOUNG LAWYER [Glaring at him].

OLD LAWYER A ship now is more or less exclusively what you might have 
called an ocean liner, previously. [Pause] A ship is what 
Captain Ahab had.

YOUNG LAWYER Are you finished? 
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OLD LAWYER Sorry, thinking out loud.

YOUNG LAWYER I have to be able to find the documents. If you weren’t 
here now and I had to get Ben across those deliverables 
quite urgently, like I have to now, we’d be in real trouble. 
It’s important. Okay? [YOUNG LAWYER brings over the 
instructions to stick up near the desk]. I don’t make the 
rules for no reason.

OLD LAWYER  [Sitting back as the sticking up takes place] I just wonder 
if they don’t become meaningless if there’s too many to 
follow. Red tape is the enemy of invention. Who said that? 
[Pause] Churchill or someone.

YOUNG LAWYER has stuck up the piece of paper.

 Alright. [He makes to get stuck back in to work].

They are both at their desks.

 There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.

YOUNG LAWYER [Is ignoring him, he is typing, typing, typing; eventually 
… ] Hang on. [Types, types, types … types, types, types, 
eventually, turns around]. Yes?

OLD LAWYER What are you doing for Christmas this year?

YOUNG LAWYER I don’t have time for that conversation right now. Thanks 
for asking, but I’ve got a hundred —

There is a buzz on an intercom.

OLD LAWYER That’ll be Bartleby.

YOUNG LAWYER Who?

OLD LAWYER This fella called Bartleby — for the job.

YOUNG LAWYER Is that now? [He is looking at his computer, trying to find 
a diary entry].
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OLD LAWYER Yeah, I sent you —

YOUNG LAWYER Did you send me an invitation?

OLD LAWYER I thought I did.

YOUNG LAWYER [The search for the email is taking a long time] What day?

OLD LAWYER God, I don’t know. Last, Thursday? I think it was last Thursday.

YOUNG LAWYER I don’t have anything in here.

OLD LAWYER Well, shall I just, buzz him up? Anyway.

YOUNG LAWYER Hang on. No, there’s nothing from you here last Wednesday, 
Thursday or Friday for today.

OLD LAWYER I was sure I had. Do you have time to do it now?

YOUNG LAWYER Not really, no. I’ve got a 1.30 off-site.

OLD LAWYER Sorry?

YOUNG LAWYER I’ve gotta be at a meeting at 1.30.

OLD LAWYER Oh well that’s 45 minutes from now. Let’s see him for half 
an hour.

YOUNG LAWYER I’m not prepared.

OLD LAWYER Here’s his CV. [He grabs an envelope from his own desk and 
drops it on YOUNG LAWYER’s].

YOUNG LAWYER I would have liked longer than —

OLD LAWYER We’ll just meet him now and see what he’s like.

YOUNG LAWYER Alright.

OLD LAWYER goes to the intercom and presses the button, 
saying ‘Hello’ and, after a pause, pressing it again to say, 
‘Come on up’. BARTLEBY isn’t there anymore.

OLD LAWYER He’s left.
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YOUNG LAWYER What? 

OLD LAWYER He must have thought no one was here.

YOUNG LAWYER He only buzzed once. 

OLD LAWYER We took too long to answer I suppose.

YOUNG LAWYER A minute? You want to be pretty punctual with this guy.

OLD LAWYER Well that’s a good thing, I suppose. 

YOUNG LAWYER Call him; see if he’s still around.

OLD LAWYER Yes, I’ve got his number written down here … [He is 
looking on his desk]. I wrote it … is it on his CV?

YOUNG LAWYER pulls out the CV. There is only one piece 
of paper in there and he thinks he must be mistaken and 
looks back through the envelope for any more. He holds up 
the one piece of paper to the OLD LAWYER.

YOUNG LAWYER Is that his whole application?

OLD LAWYER Brevity, isn’t it good? Is the number on there?

YOUNG LAWYER scans the page, front and back, and 
down the bottom, in a corner on the back, he sees the 
number in small print.

YOUNG LAWYER Yes, it’s 0401 762 271.

OLD LAWYER picks up the phone and dials; it goes 
straight to voice mail.

OLD LAWYER Hello, Bartleby, ah, you were just at our place for a job 
interview and, ah, unfortunately I didn’t quite get to the 
buzzer in time and I suppose you must have assumed we 
weren’t here. Anyway, [YOUNG LAWYER is trying to get 
his attention] if you’re still in the area — [Breaks off to see 
what YOUNG LAWYER wants]
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YOUNG LAWYER I’ve got to head out —

OLD LAWYER Ah, if you’re still in the area, give us a call. I think we could 
just squeeze in a short meeting. You’ve got the number. 
You could either come back, or, um, or we could make 
another time. Righto, sorry about that.

He hangs up.

YOUNG LAWYER He walks away and then his phone’s off?

OLD LAWYER I’m not sure.

YOUNG LAWYER You can tell with people straight away, can’t you? We 
haven’t even met this guy and I can tell.

OLD LAWYER That’s disappointing.

YOUNG LAWYER  Any other interviews I should know about?

OLD LAWYER No one else applied.

YOUNG LAWYER I should’ve been involved in this process. Can I ask where 
you advertised?

OLD LAWYER The usual places.

The phone rings. OLD LAWYER picks it up.

 Bartleby — fantastic. So sorry, we just missed the buzzer 
… I can understand you must have thought that. Anyway, 
are you still … ? [Beat] Are you still close by?

YOUNG LAWYER is giving elaborate hand gestures to say 
no, no no.

 … Oh good. And would you be able …

YOUNG LAWYER is making his gestures more forcefully.

OLD LAWYER Uh-huh. [To YOUNG LAWYER] He’s still close by. 
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YOUNG LAWYER [Indicating that OLD LAWYER should cover the 
mouthpiece] I don’t want to see this guy. I haven’t had time 
to read the CV, I’ve got to go off-site. [He picks up the CV 
and points to the front and the back] And I think this is a 
waste of time.

OLD LAWYER If we meet him, we’ll know. [Beat] Right? [Beat] 15 minutes.

YOUNG LAWYER does not respond.

 Bartle — [OLD LAWYER puts down the phone]

YOUNG LAWYER What?

OLD LAWYER He’d gone.

YOUNG LAWYER He hung up?

OLD LAWYER I guess because we —

There is a buzz on the intercome. OLD LAWYER presses 
the button with a ‘Come up’.

 Must be him.

YOUNG LAWYER This’ll be good.

They wait as BARTLEBY comes up. BARTLEBY enters.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby? Come in, come in. Sorry about that.

BARTLEBY That’s okay.

OLD LAWYER Just slow getting to the door —

YOUNG LAWYER Hello.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby, this is my colleague I was telling you about the 
other day. 

YOUNG LAWYER Good things I hope.

BARTLEBY Hello.
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YOUNG LAWYER Nice hat.

BARTLEBY Thanks. [Nervously, involuntarily] In a hat you can do 
things other people can’t do.

OLD LAWYER Ha. That’s someone, isn’t it?

BARTLEBY P —

OLD LAWYER No no, let me — Hemmingway?

BARTLEBY No.

OLD LAWYER Okay, [Beat] Burroughs?

BARTLEBY No.

OLD LAWYER An American?

YOUNG LAWYER I’ll just grab the documents.

OLD LAWYER Yes, good, good. [YOUNG LAWYER goes to get the 
interview documents]. Not American?

BARTLEBY No. It was —

OLD LAWYER No no, I’m good at these. Let me —

YOUNG LAWYER is gathering some documents, and 
collating them with BARTLEBY’s CV.

 Gawd, is it, someone like, Coward?

BARTLEBY No. 

OLD LAWYER Alan Bennett?

BARTLEBY It’s not literary.

OLD LAWYER Oh! Ha ha. Well, lucky you told me.

YOUNG LAWYER [Back] We should get started. 



Bartleby by Julian Hobba after Herman Melville

18A Playlab Publication 

OLD LAWYER Alright, yes. I guess it must have been someone a bit 
glamorous then, eh? Like Elizabeth Taylor?

BARTLEBY No.

YOUNG LAWYER Shall we?

OLD LAWYER Dietrich?

BARTLEBY Panamerinko.

OLD LAWYER What’s that?

BARTLEBY Panamerinko.

OLD LAWYER Never heard of it. 

BARTLEBY Russian. Artist. Made unlikely travelling machines.

OLD LAWYER Is that so? Like what?

BARTLEBY Ah — a one-man pedal powered capsule to cross the 
Atlantic Ocean. Made of brass; it has a pole down into the 
water with the propeller at the bottom.

OLD LAWYER A pedal-powered capsule — is that right? “In a hat you can 
do things that other people — ”

YOUNG LAWYER Can we really get a start now? Please. [Beat] My time’s 
tight. I’ll have to run to this other — 

OLD LAWYER Yes, yes, of course. [They arrange the chairs in an 
interview set-up around BARTLEBY] I’m just fascinated 
by those characters. They just break the mould.

YOUNG LAWYER [The chairs being done] Please, take a seat.

They’re all seated and YOUNG LAWYER hands OLD 
LAWYER some pages.

OLD LAWYER Well thanks so much for coming in.
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YOUNG LAWYER Yes, thanks a lot for coming in.

BARTLEBY is silent.

 Just to let you know how it will work — which I think is 
important so you know it’s a really transparent process — 
I’ve done up some standard questions which we apply in 
all our interviews.

OLD LAWYER Except that you’re our first one.

YOUNG LAWYER But we’re growing very rapidly.

OLD LAWYER Uh-huh.

YOUNG LAWYER And this is the process we’re implementing for interviews 
to ensure there’s transparency, fairness, objectivity.

OLD LAWYER Uh-huh.

YOUNG LAWYER So if you were later interested in some interview feedback 
after the decision’s made we can give you a really 
clear indication of any areas for improvement, skill or 
proficiency gaps.

OLD LAWYER Mmm.

YOUNG LAWYER Okay?

BARTLEBY [Pause] Sorry, what exactly was the process?

OLD LAWYER Ha — quite right, he didn’t say. After all that you didn’t say.

YOUNG LAWYER I was just getting to that. I’ve got a series of standard 
questions here that we’ll be applying as standard through 
our interview procedures in an ongoing way as we expand 
moving forward. As we go through each question, we both 
enter a — not so much a score as a —

OLD LAWYER Number.
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YOUNG LAWYER Rating. I suppose. [Beat] As each question reflects one of 
the selection criteria, at the end of the process we’ll have as 
close as we can get to a scientific measure of your capacity 
reflected against the selection criteria so we can make an 
informed judgement.

OLD LAWYER Okay.

BARTLEBY Yes.

YOUNG LAWYER I mean, obviously no one likes interviews! This is just the process 
to keep it all consistent, to take out some of the guess-work. 

BARTLEBY Okay.

OLD LAWYER Okay.

YOUNG LAWYER Okay! So I’ll get us underway, shall I? [Beat, consults 
questions] Can you give us one example of how you’ve 
designed or implemented an internal [Some hand gesture for 
internal] process to achieve maximised external [Again, some 
hand gesture] performance outcomes?

BARTLEBY What do you mean?

YOUNG LAWYER Sure, I guess what I’m asking is an example where you’ve really 
initiated, internally, systems, or processes, that have meant 
you could ensure that deliverables were, being outcomed — 
turning into outcomes. 

OLD LAWYER Tell us a bit about the processes you’ve worked in or made.

BARTLEBY I’ve worked for a number of different companies. 
Organisations. As you can see on my resume. I — I think it’s 
really important — if there’s a process, you really — everyone 
really has to adhere to it.

OLD LAWYER Mm.

BARTLEBY So — I guess you really say, what needs to be done, and you 
tailor a process that best fits.
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YOUNG LAWYER M-hmm. Sure. [He marks down a score, then, to OLD 
LAWYER] Do you want to ask the next one?

OLD LAWYER Yes, sure. [Beat, he starts reading the question] Describe 
a situation in which you have used milestones [He reads 
a bit ahead] — but just before I ask that, can I ask, do you 
take a keen interest in the arts?

BARTLEBY Um. Well, not for their sake. But if it interests me, you know.

OLD LAWYER So this Panamerinko fellow, his work interests you?

BARTLEBY Yes, I guess so.

OLD LAWYER Why?

BARTLEBY I’m not sure.

OLD LAWYER Maybe you like hats.

BARTLEBY Maybe.

OLD LAWYER Or unlikely crafts.

YOUNG LAWYER Did you want me to ask the second question?

OLD LAWYER No, it’s okay, I’m just.

YOUNG LAWYER Missing Questions.

OLD LAWYER Ad-libbing. Are you an artist?

BARTLEBY [Looks for the first time, really, into the eyes of OLD 
LAWYER. Pause] I don’t think so.

OLD LAWYER Why do you hesitate?

BARTLEBY It’s an unexpected question.

YOUNG LAWYER And not relevant to the interview. Sorry about that. 
[Laughs] He’s always keen to remind people that just 
because we’re in financial services he’s not a philistine. 
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OLD LAWYER No, it’s just, in my experience people who know about 
those types of artists are often, in fact, artists themselves. 
And then, they say that everyone’s an artist now, don’t they? 
That’s the legacy of the 20th century thinking on —

YOUNG LAWYER I really am short on time; I’m sorry, Bartleby, to be so —

OLD LAWYER Okay. In that case, do you know what we do?

BARTLEBY I believe I do.

OLD LAWYER Well let me explain. We are, as was mentioned, a 
commercial law firm.

YOUNG LAWYER Boutique.

OLD LAWYER We’re a commercial law boutique?

YOUNG LAWYER A boutique commercial law firm — but growing.

OLD LAWYER Hence the interview with you today. [Pause] I can see 
by your resume, which has some good experience on it, 
including with a former colleague and, if I can say, friend, 
of mine — who I happened to just give a quick call to 
this morning in advance of this meeting, which was very 
encouraging — that you know what a firm like ourselves 
would do. Which is to say, what we are likely to do. What 
we actually do, though, is a bit specialised — 

YOUNG LAWYER Niche.

OLD LAWYER And it’s based a bit, I guess, and without wanting to sound 
boastful, because it’s longevity and persistence as much 
as anything else, which is really the only way to do it in 
financial law, on certain close relationships I’ve established, 
a very solid list of clients.

YOUNG LAWYER At the high end of the market.

OLD LAWYER Who know that they are going to get from me, and now us — 
because we’ve now been in this together for what, what is it?
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YOUNG LAWYER Two years.

OLD LAWYER For two years, but they know they’ll get from us, 
contracting and legal services that are solid –

YOUNG LAWYER Dynamic —

OLD LAWYER Thorough, on time —

YOUNG LAWYER Ahead of the game —

OLD LAWYER Consistent and meticulous. Does that make sense?

BARTLEBY It does.

OLD LAWYER And do you understand what you would be doing for us?

YOUNG LAWYER Perhaps it’s best to look at the position description.

OLD LAWYER Let’s just see. Bartleby?

BARTLEBY A documents services coordina —

OLD LAWYER I know that’s what the ad said, but what do you think we’re 
looking for?

BARTLEBY A notary. A scrivener.

YOUNG LAWYER Well no — while the role is, I guess, you could say it does 
function a bit in the legal secretarial space, it’s scope is 
also a lot — 

OLD LAWYER I would like to offer you the job, Bartleby.

YOUNG LAWYER [Stands up] The job? The job!

OLD LAWYER I think so.

YOUNG LAWYER Can I speak to you a moment?

OLD LAWYER Sure. [To BARTLEBY] Don’t mind if we talk about you 
behind your back for a moment. [YOUNG LAWYER is 
pushing/pulling him off to the side] Not much privacy in 
the open plan.
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They are standing away form BARTLEBY, initially hushed.

YOUNG LAWYER We didn’t even get to the second question. We didn’t ask that 
one. We didn’t ask that one. I’ve only got one question here 
with a score next to it. And I’ll bet you didn’t even put one 
down for that on your sheet.

OLD LAWYER Forget the scores.

YOUNG LAWYER Okay, forget the scores. Let’s forget the scores. I still can’t see 
why you’d hire this nut-job.

OLD LAWYER He’s just quiet.

YOUNG LAWYER He wears a hat.

OLD LAWYER I think it’s quite raffish.

YOUNG LAWYER We know nothing about him.

OLD LAWYER I know more about him than I would from your silly questions.

YOUNG LAWYER Silly questions!? This is — [He is hitting the clipboard] this is 
like — best practice. This is like, how people do things now. 
You don’t just like the cut of someone’s jib.

OLD LAWYER Well maybe you should. You keep saying you’ve got to go to a 
meeting, so let’s just make it quick. There’s some anomalies on 
his resume, sure, it’s not what you’d expect, but I think he’s fine, 
and potentially even better than fine. Besides which, we’ve got 
one applicant for a job we need to fill right now, because if I 
have to keep up with the mountain of work you’re piling on my 
desk, I’ll — well, it’s not what I’m good at.

YOUNG LAWYER Neither are job interviews, by the way. Neither is proper process. 
We didn’t even get to the project management question.

OLD LAWYER Which one is that?

YOUNG LAWYER Question four.
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OLD LAWYER What projects will he manage?

YOUNG LAWYER It’s not about project management! And it is. It’s a — 
capacity. [He is frustrated, but knows he is defeated on 
this one. He kicks a waste bin].

OLD LAWYER Let’s give him a go, that’s all I’m saying.

YOUNG LAWYER You know what I’m trying to do, right? I’m trying to 
— professionalise —

OLD LAWYER I know.

YOUNG LAWYER So it’s not all … dip the fucking nib in the ink-well, 19th 
century typewriter —

OLD LAWYER And you’re doing an outstanding job. 

YOUNG LAWYER Thank you.

OLD LAWYER I mean, I don’t know myself, you’ve got me doing so 
much. Alright? [He pats him on the back, in a gesture to 
return to their seats, which they do].

 Bartleby, yes, we would like to offer you the job. [Long 
pause] Would you like to accept the offer?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Great.

YOUNG LAWYER I have to go. [He goes and shakes BARTLEBY’s hand] 
Welcome. I’ll need to give you an induction ASAP; 
operational procedures, so on — so work out when 
you’re going to start, I’ll send you through an outlook 
invite. [BARTLEBY doesn’t say anything] I gotta run.

YOUNG LAWYER disengages and exits in a whirlwind.
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OLD LAWYER Absolute steam-train! Just, you know … [Makes a hand gesture 
to indicate something in forceful, rapid motion] … a force. 
[BARTLEBY doesn’t say anything, he is still sitting down] Nah, 
he’s good. He’s very good; really putting us out there, by which 
I mean, opening the field. All the Asian business, mining, yes, 
we’re into that of course, you can’t not be if you’re going to be in 
the game. Everything’s geared in that direction, no matter what, 
at the moment. But it’s more than that. A market’s opening 
every hour; Rio, Jo’Burg, used to just be sugar and wool, now 
they’re currency and the whole bit. [Beat, BARTLEBY is still 
silent] No, he is good; I mean he does crash, you know, you 
have to, if you’re at it that rate, 24 hours a day. You have to have 
a little explosion, kick a bin here and there. [Beat] Why don’t 
you tell me a bit more about what you’ve done?

BARTLEBY What would you like to know?

OLD LAWYER Well obviously there’s the financial services experience on your 
resume, which is fantastic. But I noticed you’d also worked at 
the — what was it — undeliverable mail office — was it?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER And what is that?

BARTLEBY It, deals with undeliverable mail.

OLD LAWYER Not like the old Dead Letter Office?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER You mean it is the old Dead Letter Office?

BARTLEBY People still send mail that doesn’t reach a destination.

OLD LAWYER How fascinating! [Beat] You wouldn’t have thought, would 
you, these days, that they’d even need one of those. With 
everything by fax. [Beat, BARTLEBY does not respond] Are 
there still lots of dead letters? 
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BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER What a rare thing. All those lost words, floating 
sentiments. [Beat] Are you okay, Bartleby?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Well perhaps you’d like to take off, we’re probably done I 
guess. You could start next week. Monday? Is that too soon 
to sort your affairs?

BARTLEBY I’m fine.

OLD LAWYER Good.

BARTLEBY I’m fine — to stay.

OLD LAWYER Now?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER To start now?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Well —

BARTLEBY You said you needed someone straight away.

OLD LAWYER That’s true, but it needn’t be right now.

BARTLEBY I’m fine.

OLD LAWYER Well. OK, right. That’s, great. I guess you could just — 
we could set you up over there. [Beat] There is a big 
proposal imminent.

Lights down.
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 When the lights come back up, BARTLEBY is set up at 
his makeshift desk. He is working assiduously, but has 
done his best to set up some kind of barrier of papers 
between he and the others so he is somewhat excluded. 
OLD LAWYER is also working away. Silence, then — 

OLD LAWYER There. [Silence]. Done. [Silence]. Bartleby, I’ve read 
through all those letters. [Silence]. I think they’re very 
good. [Silence. He navigates himself so as to be able to 
see BARTLEBY]. Bartleby?

BARTLEBY Yes?

OLD LAWYER Can you hear me?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER I said I’ve read through all those letters you drafted. I 
think they’re very good. [Silence]. I’m just saying I’ve 
read through them and they’re very good, very clear, but 
not reductive. It’s a — I guess — just to acknowledge your 
good work. [Silence] So, good work.

BARTLEBY Thank you.

OLD LAWYER And to indicate a preparedness to progress to the next 
stage of the process, which, I believe, if I can find that 
email he sent — [He is looking] I printed it out — yes, 
here — is the attachment of the prospectuses — prospecti 
— prospectuseses. So if, when you’ve got a minute, I 
know we’ve all been busting a gut, but if, when you 
have a chance, you could print out the latest draft of the 
prospectus for me to look at —

BARTLEBY reaches out and hands OLD LAWYER 
some documents.

 What’s that? [He grabs it] That’s it! You’ve done it already?

BARTLEBY Yes.
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OLD LAWYER Bloody hell, he only told you we needed it yesterday. It’s 
like magic; it’s like a magic pudding of productivity. I 
didn’t even want to read it now, to be honest with you. 
I was hoping I wouldn’t get it for days. [He looks at the 
prospectus and then drops it on his desk] I need to have a 
little break. Yes. A cup of tea and a little bit of Moby Dick; 
before the whip-hand gets back! [He puts a kettle on] Did 
you want to have a break, Bartleby? [Silence] Though you 
know you don’t have to wait for anyone to ask you. My 
God, you’ve been getting through so much you just take a 
break whenever — oh, did you want a cup of tea? [Silence] 
No. Alright. [He pops his head over] Did you want to 
take a break? [Silence] No, you look very content there 
beavering away. [Pause] Have you read Moby Dick?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Excellent. Not many people get all the way through. But 
I’ve always thought it’s a masterpiece. Don’t you think?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER It’s one of those ones I tend to read every few years. Some 
novels are just inexhaustible; which is to say you could 
read the one book continually, just finishing and going 
straight back to the start again, it’s ever replenishing to 
the soul; I never fail to find a new path through it, a new 
moral, a new message about life. The futility of obsessions. 
Do you know what I mean?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Do you think people can still write books like that? 

BARTLEBY I’m not sure.

Silence.
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OLD LAWYER Yes, well, we shouldn’t stand here nattering all day. Even if 
it is more interesting than the paperwork. You’re right there 
with your cup of tea?

BARTLEBY Yes, thank you.

OLD LAWYER Alright. [He draws back from BARTLEBY’s desk. He pours 
himself a cup of tea].

 [Taking his tea to his reading spot] Let’s see what old 
Captain Ahab’s up to. [He sits, tea in hand, and opens his 
book to read. He starts reading, and will chuckle to himself 
or utter an ‘mmm’ or ‘that’s interesting’, to which there is 
no response from BARTLEBY, until he says — ]

 Listen to this — “There is a wisdom that is woe; but there is 
a woe that is madness. And there is a Catskill eagle in some 
souls that can alike dive down into the blackest gorges, and 
soar out of them again and become invisible in the sunny 
spaces. [YOUNG LAWYER enters, OLD LAWYER indicates 
not to interrupt, YOUNG LAWYER goes over to his desk] 
And even if he for ever flies within the gorge, that gorge 
is in the mountains; so that even in his lowest swoop the 
mountain eagle is still higher than other birds upon the 
plain, even though they soar”. [Beat] There is a wisdom that 
is woe; but there is a woe that is madness. Cracker.

YOUNG LAWYER Looks like book club.

OLD LAWYER I was just reading out — well I was just saying to Bartleby 
how every time you read some books you notice something 
new that just strikes a bolt through you — I mean, I can’t 
even remember that passage from last time. And there it is, 
this, well, you’d have to say it’s poetry, wouldn’t you?

YOUNG LAWYER I didn’t hear it all — something about eagles and mountains —

OLD LAWYER Yes, Eagles and Mountains. Very American.

YOUNG LAWYER [Walking over to area with the photocopier/fax] Very.
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OLD LAWYER It’s all about — well I think it’s all about — how some men’s 
dark emotions, their woes, are richer, deeper, than the 
highest passions of other men, because, I guess you would 
say, the overall depth of their feeling is greater. 

YOUNG LAWYER [Is going through documents, print outs] Mm-hmm.

OLD LAWYER Though it’s all very 19th century, the high and the low 
passions and so on, by which I mean —

BARTLEBY Romantic —

OLD LAWYER Yes, Romantic!

YOUNG LAWYER I don’t really have time to have that conversation right now 
— by all means, go ahead and take a little break, it’s been 
massive to get that proposal in this morning. And thanks 
for that, by the way.

OLD LAWYER That’s okay, in the end Bartleby pulled most of it —

YOUNG LAWYER But there’s just a few things I still need to wrap up by the 
end of the day, and I need to plough on with it now.

OLD LAWYER Yep, yep, understood. [He goes back to reading, sipping 
his tea].

YOUNG LAWYER [Has found a piece of paper in the stack] What — ?

OLD LAWYER What is it?

YOUNG LAWYER [Bringing it over and handing it to OLD LAWYER] Exactly.

OLD LAWYER Oh, it’s the print out from the fax from this morning.

YOUNG LAWYER At 8.45.

OLD LAWYER Yes, well 9.30 was the deadline.

YOUNG LAWYER I know what the deadline was. What else does it say?

OLD LAWYER How do you mean?
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YOUNG LAWYER The transmission — sent okay? No. [Beat] Did you re-
send it?

OLD LAWYER Oh.

YOUNG LAWYER You didn’t check it.

OLD LAWYER It made all the right ringing and beeping sounds. You 
know, that fax sound — screechy —

YOUNG LAWYER [Beat] How could you fax it?

OLD LAWYER Well I’m quite used to faxing things.

YOUNG LAWYER I’m not interested in having this conversation again. I 
specifically said not to fax things any more.

OLD LAWYER It was such an important document I didn’t want to take 
the chance with the email —

YOUNG LAWYER You didn’t want to take a chance with an email, so you 
sent a fax? Do you think I don’t know what the fuck I’m 
talking about —

OLD LAWYER Let’s keep calm.

YOUNG LAWYER No. This is not, let’s be calm, this is the difference between 
this firm living and dying —

OLD LAWYER That’s a bit extravagant.

YOUNG LAWYER No it’s not. These tenders come up once a year, if you’re 
lucky. I’ve put hours; the number of hours; weeks, I put in 
to getting us in the race. And now it’s fucked. It’s fucked. 
Because you can’t send a fucking email.

OLD LAWYER It kept saying no.

YOUNG LAWYER [Getting right up in OLD LAWYER’s face] File — transfer 
— website. When the attachments are over 10meg, we use 
the fucking file transfer account.
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OLD LAWYER I don’t even know what that is.

YOUNG LAWYER Well you fucking should! That’s what I pay you for!

OLD LAWYER Well, leaving aside who pays who — I can call Dennis — 
you know I can call Dennis —

YOUNG LAWYER Dennis is on the way out. It’s not about calling Dennis 
anymore. Dennis the dinosaur is extinct. So is the fax. 

OLD LAWYER Even still, it can’t be —

YOUNG LAWYER [Yells, it’s really hitting him the submission is not in] 
FUUUUUCK!!! [Beat] Read your book — [He heads over 
to his phone] 

OLD LAWYER Now listen —

YOUNG LAWYER [Dialing] Read your book! Maybe Bartleby can make you 
a nice cup of tea. Bartleby?!?! Bartleby?!? 

BARTLEBY Yes.

YOUNG LAWYER Oh no, he’s deaf. Or is it just selective hearing?!? 
[Obviously someone picks up the phone, he is trying to 
control himself] Yes. Umm. Hello. Is Corina there please? 
Okay. Can you please tell her — yes, yes it is me, hi — can 
you just tell her please that I just got back into the office 
and there was a message that actually went to my junk 
folder that said our file transfer system went down at the 
server end this morning — I think, because we use a very 
boutique start-up in Sacramento and I think, I mean, 
looking into it, seems there was a tremor or something that 
sent all those lines down out of the Valley, but I’ve only 
just noticed it and — yes, yes, if she could give me a call as 
soon as she gets back in — yes, thank you —

OLD LAWYER [Has sat back down, book in hand] I don’t see what the 
difference is between an email that doesn’t go through and 
a fax that doesn’t go through.



Bartleby by Julian Hobba after Herman Melville

34A Playlab Publication 

YOUNG LAWYER  What are you doing?

OLD LAWYER I’m having a cup of tea. A read and a cup of tea.

YOUNG LAWYER Ha — ! That’s right, sit down, have a read. Have a cup of tea!

OLD LAWYER That’s what you said — 

YOUNG LAWYER The difference between an email that didn’t go through 
and a fax that didn’t go through, FYI, is one says: we are 
a contemporary company susceptible to the rare, but 
not impossible, interruptions to the latest technological 
systems — the other says: our paper got stuck in the 
copper line as we were trying to stuff it through with our 
three-fingered fucking claw hand!

OLD LAWYER Three fingered — that’s quite funny —

YOUNG LAWYER It’s not FUCKING funny! What the fuck were you even 
— a FAX?!?

OLD LAWYER [Genuinely soothing, he has seen this before] Now, 
calm down.

YOUNG LAWYER [He has gone over to the machine] A FAX! It’s just a — 
[He hits it] It’s just — [He picks it up] — it’s space junk! 
[He shakes it] It’s fucking flotsam from the fucking 80’s! 
[He is shaking it vigorously, out of control, picks up the 
receiver] Hello, Kit, this is Knight Rider, wheel around 
could you? I’ve got a document for you to drop over to 
the fucking … I mean … It’s fucking CRAP! [He slams 
it on the ground, then goes over and gets his chair. OLD 
LAWYER now knows of course that things are out of 
control. BARTLEBY is working unperturbed. YOUNG 
LAWYER is taking his chair back over to the fax] I’m not 
going to have it here any-fucking-more!

He starts pounding away at the fax machine on the floor 
with his chair until it’s shattered. Then he looks at it and 
starts sobbing.
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OLD LAWYER goes to YOUNG LAWYER and puts his 
arm around his shoulders, leading him to the armchair.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby!

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Pour the man a cup of tea, please? Black, no sugar.

BARTLEBY Okay.

BARTLEBY goes and pours from the pot.

OLD LAWYER [The fax machine] It’s certainly junk now.

YOUNG LAWYER [Calming himself down] I’m sorry, I just — 

OLD LAWYER You’re highly strung.

YOUNG LAWYER I can be a bit highly strung.

OLD LAWYER It probably was time we got rid of that thing.

YOUNG LAWYER I’m sorry [Breaks down crying again] I just —

OLD LAWYER [Takes the tea that BARTLEBY has brought over] There 
we go —

YOUNG LAWYER [Takes the tea, but is very upset, cup is shaking, 
threatening to spill] I just — I worked so hard on that —

OLD LAWYER I know you did.

YOUNG LAWYER And so did you, and Bartleby. 

OLD LAWYER It’s not your fault; you warned me about the fax —

YOUNG LAWYER It is my fault. [Cries, beat] I knew you’d use it again.

OLD LAWYER I guess you can’t trust technology. Or old people. And 
together — fatal combination — that’s it. It’s not the end 
of the world. The sun will still come up tomorrow. And if 
they go for your story about the seismic activity —
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YOUNG LAWYER [Laughs] Stupid!

OLD LAWYER Yeah.

YOUNG LAWYER You’d only have to Google it to know that didn’t — 

OLD LAWYER Didn’t happen. I know. All that seismic information is 
right at their finger tips. You just can’t lie and get away with 
it anymore. Forensic scientists — all those people with the 
kiddie porn. 

YOUNG LAWYER [His mobile phone rings] Face the music. [Answering 
the phone] Hello? [Beat] Yes, it’s me, hi Corina; listen, 
when I rang before I — [Pause] Really? [Beat] What 
time? [Beat] I don’t understand, what address did it come 
from? [Pause] Oh, right. So you’ve got it? [Beat] No, that’s 
fantastic, that’s, fantastic. It’s just — Okay. Well. Thanks. 
[Beat] Yep, bye. [Hangs up the phone].

 [Goes over to BARTLEBY and shoves him in the chest]. 
What the fuck?

OLD LAWYER Hey! What are you doing?

YOUNG LAWYER He sent it in!

OLD LAWYER Bartleby? You sent it in?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Why didn’t you say so?

BARTLEBY No one asked me.

OLD LAWYER But the fax —

YOUNG LAWYER Cunt!

OLD LAWYER Hey!

YOUNG LAWYER Well — what the fuck?
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OLD LAWYER Take a seat.

 Bartleby, you sent it in, and you let him become so upset? 
It’s very odd behavior, by which I mean, it could almost be 
inhumane, if you know what I mean —

YOUNG LAWYER  He’s fucking up to something.

OLD LAWYER There’s an explanation, I’m sure. Bartleby?

BARTLEBY No one asked me.

YOUNG LAWYER He’s a psycho.

OLD LAWYER Hang on! That was quite cruel, Bartleby. It would seem 
intentionally cruel.

BARTLEBY It wasn’t.

YOUNG LAWYER Bullshit.

OLD LAWYER I’m going to believe you, but I’d ask you to have more 
regard for people’s feelings. 

BARTLEBY is silent.

 Compassion and a sense of humanity are very important 
skills to develop, Bartleby. In life. [Pause] At least the 
submission went in.

He takes a seat.

 Yes, that’s fantastic news, [To YOUNG LAWYER] isn’t it? 
[Beat] Isn’t it?

YOUNG LAWYER Yes.

OLD LAWYER And you got rid of that fax you hated so much.

YOUNG LAWYER [Anger breaking] Yes.

Beat.
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OLD LAWYER Well, what with the psychological and technological 
wreckage in here, I think I could use a drink. [He goes to 
his desk and pulls out a bottle and three glasses] Unwind a 
little. I think we’ve earned it. Who’s going to join me?

YOUNG LAWYER Absolutely.

OLD LAWYER Okay. Bartleby? [Silence, BARTLEBY has returned to work] 
Bartleby, this is a direct question? Will you join us for a drink?

BARTLEBY I have a tea —

OLD LAWYER Oh. Okay. Well, you’re probably right. It’s probably better to 
get out of the office altogether. Why don’t we go downstairs?

YOUNG LAWYER Alright.

OLD LAWYER Alright. Bartleby, we’re going to get out of the office. That will 
be better, won’t it. A couple of drinks out of this little cooped 
up cabin. Wanna come down?

BARTLEBY There’s a lot of [Indicating the piles of paper] —

OLD LAWYER Forget it. I’m giving you the afternoon.

BARTLEBY [Just sitting down] There’s a lot of work.

OLD LAWYER Oh, come on!

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

OLD LAWYER [Is again a bit affronted] Oh. [Beat] Well, okay. Not a 
drinker! Just another curious thing about Bartleby.

YOUNG LAWYER [Just to OLD LAWYER] Let’s go.

OLD LAWYER Okay. [They leave, and as they are leaving] We’re just a couple 
doors down, Bartleby, at the bar, if you change your mind.

Silence. They leave. Lights down.
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Lights back up. The three men are sitting in a group of chairs, 
facing one another. 

YOUNG LAWYER [To BARTLEBY] Actually I am, sorry. 

Pause.

OLD LAWYER Uh-huh —

YOUNG LAWYER In the heat of the moment I said some things that I shouldn’t 
have said. And I realise that some of my gestures could be 
taken out of context — [Beat] be interpreted as threatening.

OLD LAWYER Like?

YOUNG LAWYER Like pushing you. [Beat] I shouldn’t have done that.

OLD LAWYER Uh-huh.

YOUNG LAWYER And calling you a cunt. That was probably inappropriate.

OLD LAWYER Thank you.

YOUNG LAWYER That’s okay.

Pause.

 And?

OLD LAWYER Oh, well, I’ve heard what you’ve said.

YOUNG LAWYER Thank you.

OLD LAWYER And I think the thing to bear in mind is, and I’m not 
suggesting it’s your fault, but sometimes this can become 
what you would call a high pressure environment, I mean 
with the deadlines and the, uh, processes. And it’s bound, 
every now and again to come to a head, to hit a pressure 
point. Like trench warfare. But you don’t turn your gun on 
your mate. You have blues, for sure. But at the end of the day, 
we’re all eating from the same tin of spam. [Beat]
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YOUNG LAWYER Same spam. Sure. Go on.

OLD LAWYER Well, I think I’ve apologised for my part in the lead up to 
the incident, with the fax. But I also acknowledge I may 
not have handled the aftermath overly-well. Not everyone 
just wanted to go out for a drink and forget about it, 
obviously. And not withstanding my previous point about 
the trenches, this isn’t the trenches. Actually, it is a modern 
workplace, and everyone has the right to feel respected and 
heard. In a safe and drug-free environment. So, I’d like to 
apologise for that.

YOUNG LAWYER Thank you.

Pause.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby?

BARTLEBY Yes?

YOUNG LAWYER Is there anything you’d like to contribute?

BARTLEBY To what?

OLD LAWYER To the meeting. Which is to say, the discussion, I suppose.

BARTLEBY I’m not sure what — 

YOUNG LAWYER Well, we’ve just both apologised for some behavior that we 
both accept was unacceptable.

BARTLEBY Uh-huh.

YOUNG LAWYER And we just wondered if maybe there was any contribution 
you thought you’d like to make in the same vein. 

OLD LAWYER He means a reflection on your own part in the incident.

BARTLEBY [After a long pause] I’m not quite sure — 

YOUNG LAWYER What do you —
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OLD LAWYER [Interrupting him] Bartleby, it got a bit heated yesterday, and 
I acknowledge that you might have felt a bit intimidated —

YOUNG LAWYER But having gotten an apology for that it could be useful 
for us all to look at our parts, to get a full picture of the 
incident and put in place a risk management strategy to 
mitigate against this risk of it happening again. Like a truth 
and reconciliation commission.

OLD LAWYER A bit like that, I suppose — 

YOUNG LAWYER Leading to a risk management plan.

OLD LAWYER Like what, I tip a glass of water over your head?

Silence.

 Bartleby, if you could just apologise for not telling him —

YOUNG LAWYER Us.

OLD LAWYER That you’d sent the email.

Pause.

BARTLEBY Apologise?

YOUNG LAWYER This is what I’m talking about!

OLD LAWYER Bartleby, won’t you just say you’re sorry?

BARTLEBY [Calm] There’s nothing to say sorry for.

OLD LAWYER But he’s apologised to you.

BARTLEBY What for?

OLD LAWYER For the inappropriate language and the physical 
intimidation.

BARTLEBY So?
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OLD LAWYER ‘So’ you don’t accept his apology? Or ‘so’ you don’t care about 
the inappropriate language and the physical intimidation?

BARTLEBY The latter.

OLD LAWYER The latter! It’s the latter. Thank God.  There you go! Ha — 
That’s the spirit. 

YOUNG LAWYER Hang on — 

OLD LAWYER What?

YOUNG LAWYER That’s not right.

OLD LAWYER What’s not right?

YOUNG LAWYER I behaved appallingly yesterday!

OLD LAWYER As we all do from time to time. You lost your temper over 
some miscommunication. Let’s let bygones be bygones.

YOUNG LAWYER That’s not how it works. What about next time? If there’s 
no processes; no constraints — I was an animal!

OLD LAWYER Just a bit of a loose tongue —

YOUNG LAWYER I was out of control. 

OLD LAWYER Don’t be ridiculous. It was just a bit of rough-housing. At 
the end of the day, the proposal got in and everyone’s fine. 
It’s probably healthy after a big job like that to let our a bit 
of steam.

YOUNG LAWYER Healthy?! I owe him an apology.

OLD LAWYER He’s just said he doesn’t want one.

YOUNG LAWYER Only because he doesn’t want to give me one!

OLD LAWYER Bartleby, I’ll ask you once more, do you require an apology 
for any of what occurred here yesterday?
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BARTLEBY It’s not necessary.

OLD LAWYER There you are. 

YOUNG LAWYER [Going to his desk, grabbing a piece of paper] What 
about this? 

OLD LAWYER [Taking the paper from YOUNG LAWYER, having a look 
over it] Why do we need this?

YOUNG LAWYER It’s an incident report form. When there’s an incident it has 
to be filled out. I would have done it yesterday if I was in a 
better mind and not at a bar.

OLD LAWYER I think we’re concluding it wasn’t an incident.

YOUNG LAWYER A piece of office machinery was willfully destroyed.

OLD LAWYER Which was clearly on the blink anyhow.

YOUNG LAWYER I laid hands on that man!

OLD LAWYER In a fairly non-threatening way.

YOUNG LAWYER He could have died! 

OLD LAWYER Let’s not get carried away.

YOUNG LAWYER We could have tripped. Look [Goes to the corner of a desk] 
Sharp edge. [Points to another one] Sharp edge. [Another] 
Sharp edge. They’re everywhere. [Another] Sharp —

OLD LAWYER Hey! Stop it. There’s no incident. [He tears up the paper] 
Let’s just get back to work.

OLD LAWYER and BARTLEBY return to their desks and 
start work. YOUNG LAWYER eventually returns to his 
desk but is highly agitated. Eventually he gets up.

YOUNG LAWYER I’ve got an 11 o’clock over the road. 

OLD LAWYER Okay.
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YOUNG LAWYER I’ll be back at half past one. Tell Bartleby I want to see all of 
the drafts by then.

OLD LAWYER You can tell him your —

But YOUNG LAWYER is already basically out the door. 
When he is out —

 God he’s a bloody shit! — Sometimes. Bugger him, I’m 
having a cup of tea.

Silence.

 Do you want a cup of tea, Bartleby?

BARTLEBY There’s a lot of work to do.

OLD LAWYER Bugger it Bartleby, get over here and have a cup of tea. 
[Beat, BARTLEBY gets up to come over] Let the bloody 
work wait.

OLD LAWYER is going through the process of making tea.

 God knows you’ve done more in two weeks than I’ve done 
in six months. I mean, Christ, I don’t mind working hard. 
I’ve worked hard all my life, actually. [Beat] But these days. 
Unless my capacity has decreased, and I’m prepared to 
count that as a possibility, but even still, I don’t think it’s 
decreased that much. These days. Holy cow. You know, six 
drafts when one would do; paranoia, pendantry, process! 
My God, process. What purpose does it all serve? [Silence] 
I’ve worked a long life, Bartleby. Work is just about all 
I’ve done. It’s colleagues who’ll mourn me and contracts 
that will survive me. This “boutique” firm — it feels like 
I’m building a mausoleum on the scale of the pyramids, 
when I’d do just as well with a couple of sticks bound tied 
together in a mound of dirt. In fact, I’m not even religious, 
so forget the sticks, just give me the mound. And a few 
words from Uncle Herman to set my soul a-sail. [Sitting 
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down with the teas. Silence. He takes a sip.] He means 
well. [Silence] You can’t fault ambition. [Silence] But you 
can see it’s driven him into lunacy. [Pause]. I just can’t 
help but feel bureaucracy has hit its baroque phase. You 
know, meta-bureaucracy. [Pause] Half the world doesn’t 
even have ball-point pens. [Beat] Don’t you think? [Beat] 
About the pens?

BARTLEBY I’m not sure.

OLD LAWYER Well I’m not sure either. Frankly. Imagine if Captain Cook 
had to fill out risk management plans? [Beat] How do you 
mitigate against the risk of being cooked by Tahitians?

BARTLEBY Hawaiians.

OLD LAWYER Really? I always thought — I’m just saying, we lose sight 
of the object. What is the object? [Silence] What’s your 
ambition, Bartleby?

BARTLEBY I don’t know.

OLD LAWYER What are you doing in financial services?

BARTLEBY I fell into it.

OLD LAWYER Down the proverbial rabbit hole. [Pause] Sometimes 
you wonder whether ambition is anything more than an 
anxious reflex against the fear of irrelevancy. I blame him, 
but it was me who brought him on as a junior partner, 
and I didn’t have to. I knew I was getting on and needed 
help, and I saw he was ambitious to make something of 
himself. I knew what he would be like, in fact I think that’s 
why I got him. To make the company a player again; and 
it’s working. [Beat] I say I’d be happy with a mound, and 
I genuinely think I would, by which I mean, some part of 
me dearly wants that. But it seems an impossible choice.

Pause.
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BARTLEBY I always thought —

OLD LAWYER What?

BARTLEBY I always thought I’d break something.

OLD LAWYER Like a fax machine?

BARTLEBY This will sound — I don’t know.

OLD LAWYER Go on — you’ve said almost nothing since you’ve been here.

BARTLEBY The best things are done not by people that make things, 
but by people that break things. In ideas, it’s the people 
who disprove — like Newton and gravity, or Einstein and 
relativity. They unshackle truth from the burdens of fallacy. 
They don’t make light, they reveal the light that is hidden. 

OLD LAWYER The light that was hidden — that’s positively spiritual, 
Bartleby. You do have an artistic temperament. [Pours 
tea.] It’s nice. But — [Pause] I’ve had my own ambitions, 
of course. I was this close to being the tax commissioner 
of this country. Did you know that? I suppose you did; 
anyone who’s worked in this industry seems to. It was all 
but promised to me. A gentleman’s agreement, let’s say, 
with the finance minister. But politics isn’t a gentleman’s 
game, is it? I was literally leaving my office to get on the 
plane for minister’s announcement when my secretary gets 
this call from his office. And that was the end of it. I don’t 
mind saying it took a time to recover from that. [Beat] but 
you have to, don’t you? [Sips his tea] What an amazing 
thing it would be to get arm-deep in the tax code like 
that; that oily strung together jalopy that represents the 
collective wisdom and folly of the most willing economic 
minds of successive generations. Scarred and hamstrung 
by compromise, but somehow limping on by necessity. 
The collective creativity of a tax system; beautiful for its 
imperfections. [Pause] My point, Bartleby, is that in my 
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experience, such as it is, one doesn’t reinvent the wheel, 
one simply puts one’s shoulder to it. [Beat] You’d have to 
concede he certainly does do that. [Drains his tea. Getting 
up.] Back to the contracts. [Touching BARTLEBY on the 
shoulder] Thanks. [Going back to his desk] All this work 
you’re doing — here when I arrive, here when I leave — 
I’m beginning to wonder if you even go home! [Beat] I 
don’t expect you’ll have all the drafts he asked for by the 
time he gets back, but as many as possible will be fine —

BARTLEBY gets up to his desk and takes a massive pile of 
paper and shifts it onto YOUNG LAWYER’s desk.

OLD LAWYER Is that all of them?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Bloody hell, Bartleby. 

Lights go down.

Lights up. OLD LAWYER is sleeping in the chair where 
he drinks his tea. From nowhere, there is a loud thud that 
shakes him and jolts him from his sleep.

OLD LAWYER It’s the beast! [When talking, moving, they rock side to 
side as with the movement of a large boat in a rough sea]. 
Bartleby, wake up — wake up man, it’s her.

BARTLEBY Where?

OLD LAWYER Didn’t you hear it? She’s smashed up against the hull.

BARTLEBY When?

OLD LAWYER Just now. Get the first mate. 
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OLD LAWYER goes behind his desk, now the bridge of 
the ship, which is also exposed to the storm, so windy. 
BARTLEBY gets on the phone to the YOUNG LAWYER.

BARTLEBY First mate — report to the bridge immediately, over. 
[Pause] It is an emergency, over. [Pause, then shouting] 
I repeat, affirmative, it IS an emergency. [Pause] Bad 
reception out here Captain. [Pause] He wants to know the 
nature of the emergency, captain.

OLD LAWYER What?

BARTLEBY He’s in a meeting.

OLD LAWYER Give me that. [Gets the phone from BARTLEBY] Listen 
here, you Ninny, the beast has come — get up here ‘fore 
I keelhaul ya. Out. [He throws the phone away]. At your 
post. [BARTLEBY resumes his post. When they speak, 
they have to speak loudly, as if through wind].

For a while, there is nothing. They stand and sway.

BARTLEBY It could have been a wave. The waves are up, so it could 
have been — 

He is interrupted by the sound of another, louder, thwack, 
and a jolt that nearly knocks them off their feet. YOUNG 
LAWYER, the first mate, enters.

OLD LAWYER A wave, ye think?

YOUNG LAWYER Is it her?

OLD LAWYER Where’s ye hat?

YOUNG LAWYER I don’t wear a hat.

OLD LAWYER Ye board my deck without ye hat?

YOUNG LAWYER You’re not wearing a hat.
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OLD LAWYER Hatless? I? The captain? Hast ye lost your mind? 

YOUNG LAWYER But you don’t —

OLD LAWYER Bartleby, harpoon. Ye, take the helm! [YOUNG LAWYER 
takes the helm and BARTLEBY pulls out a harpoon. 
OLD LAWYER straps himself into some kind of harness, 
elevates himself].

YOUNG LAWYER What are you doing?

OLD LAWYER Elevation. 

YOUNG LAWYER The mast will snap like a twig in this wind.

OLD LAWYER I needs an eagle eye view. Bartleby?

BARTLEBY goes to give him the harpoon, YOUNG 
LAWYER gets between them.

YOUNG LAWYER But come on [He grabs the office chair and wobbles 
it to show it’s a bit unstable]. That’s a clear breach of 
occupational health and safety.

OLD LAWYER Infernal Christ, you donkey, safety!! She’ll send us down to 
Davy Jones’ Locker. Do ye like that safety?

YOUNG LAWYER So, some initial compromise on safety is the advised 
strategy to mitigate against the greater risk?

OLD LAWYER Ay.

YOUNG LAWYER Alright, but strap this on properly. [Helps him into the 
gun-harness]. Keep your spine straight.

OLD LAWYER Ay.

YOUNG LAWYER [Yelling up] And both feet flat on the floor of the nest!

OLD LAWYER Ay, ay. At the wheel! Bartleby, stand by and keep ye whale 
eyes open!
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OLD LAWYER ascends in the chair. YOUNG LAWYER 
takes his spot at the helm. BARTLEBY has a small 
telescope if required, and comes downstage to watch for 
the whale. They rock and wait.

BARTLEBY [Suddenly] Thar she blows! Starboard, starboard!

OLD LAWYER [Swings around, with his harpoon] How far?

BARTLEBY Seventy and approaching.

YOUNG LAWYER That’s metres, not yards.

OLD LAWYER I’ve got her, I got her, got her, I … [He fires the 
harpoon] Bartleby?

BARTLEBY A miss, Captain.

OLD LAWYER Blazes!

BARTLEBY Here it comes!

OLD LAWYER Grab hold’a something!! 

This time the thud is huge, and accompanied by a heavy 
sound of splintering wood. YOUNG LAWYER and 
BARTLEBY are knocked off their feet. OLD LAWYER is 
thrown about but stays on the chair.

 Gain ye feet, men!

BARTLEBY Ay, Cap’n.

YOUNG LAWYER What is this thing?

OLD LAWYER It’s no whale! It’s a daemon!

YOUNG LAWYER [To BARTLEBY, who has run over to one side] How’s 
the damage?

BARTLEBY Not good, but it’s holding.
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OLD LAWYER Look sharp men; she’ll be in again for that sweet spot to 
cave us in. [He gets his harpoon poised and ready in that 
same direction]. Alright Bartleby, early warning.

BARTLEBY Ay Cap’n.

Pause, they wait.

YOUNG LAWYER She’s port side!

BARTLEBY Port side, Port side!! Get one off now!

OLD LAWYER Holy mother of Christ! [Swings around as quickly as he 
can, and gets a shot off. Falls off his chair in the process, 
and onto the floor].

 Bartleby?

BARTLEBY It’s a hit, Cap’n, it’s a hit! She’s trailing a stream of blood.

YOUNG LAWYER [Inspecting OLD LAWYER’s leg] So are we.

OLD LAWYER Let’s get after her. 

YOUNG LAWYER Don’t be balmy. Bartleby, help me.

OLD LAWYER is clearly in agony.

OLD LAWYER The devil’s on the lamb, we’ve got to strike!

YOUNG LAWYER This looks very bad. [OLD LAWYER’s leg] I don’t know if 
it’s going to be salvageable.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby, move us around to starboard —

YOUNG LAWYER Bartleby, don’t do it.

OLD LAWYER I’ll give the orders aboard this vessel, ye Bum Barnacle!

YOUNG LAWYER It’s an obsession, you and this damn whale. We need to repair.

OLD LAWYER If we repair, so will the beast.
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YOUNG LAWYER An even fight. If we go after it now, it’s certain death. 

OLD LAWYER Bartleby, starboard!

BARTLEBY goes for the wheel. YOUNG LAWYER kicks 
OLD LAWYER’s broken leg, OLD LAWYER screams and, 
clutching his leg, lets go of the harpoon. YOUNG LAWYER 
picks up the harpoon and points it at BARTLEBY.

YOUNG LAWYER You touch that wheel, ye be dead. 

OLD LAWYER Mutiny! Mutiny!

YOUNG LAWYER First rule of the sea, or second, or something — I am 
commandeering this ship because the Captain is no longer 
of sound mind.

OLD LAWYER Traitorous dog!

YOUNG LAWYER Bartleby, set course to land or I’ll put one through your guts. 

OLD LAWYER Ye wouldn’t dare. Aaaargh [YOUNG LAWYER kicks his 
leg, he grabs it in agony, he then relaxes, breathes]. Will 
we go right back out to sea and chase the whale?

YOUNG LAWYER Most certainly. 

OLD LAWYER [Through the agony of his leg] Bartleby, to shore, to shore.

BARTLEBY turns the wheel.

YOUNG LAWYER Wise decision. [Goes back to OLD LAWYER, and, taking 
two harpoons, begins to make a splint for OLD LAWYER. 
BARTLEBY leaves the wheel and heads off without them 
noticing]. It’s a very bad break.

There is a loud splash.

OLD LAWYER What’s that?

YOUNG LAWYER Bloody hell, it’s Bartleby. 
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OLD LAWYER What?

YOUNG LAWYER He’s in a little — what is it? Alittle row boat? A little — 
pod? He’s peddling it —

OLD LAWYER Where’s he going?

YOUNG LAWYER [Keeping the telescope fixed on one point, he moves off]. He’s 
just — he’s behind a wave — now he’s — I’ve lost sight — 

YOUNG LAWYER exits.

OLD LAWYER [Yells loudly] Bartleby! Bartleby!!

BARTLEBY emerges and shakes him and wakes him up.

BARTLEBY Hey, hey!

OLD LAWYER Bartleby! [He realises he can put pressure on his leg] 
Bloody hell! [Realises it’s BARTLEBY, hugs him]. 

Lights down.

Lights up. BARTLEBY emerges from under his desk. He 
is wearing a singlet and boxer shorts; he has obviously 
slept the night under his desk. He pulls a packet of biscuits 
out of a filing cabinet — ginger nuts. He eats one and 
then carefully puts the packet back in the drawer. From 
the same cabinet he pulls out his clothes for the day. He 
puts his shoes, pants and shirt on the desk then closes 
the drawer. He puts on his clothes and he is just finishing 
buttoning up his shirt when OLD LAWYER enters through 
the door.

OLD LAWYER Oh, sorry.
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BARTLEBY quickly sits down at his desk and tucks in his 
shirt there.

 Morning.

BARTLEBY Morning.

OLD LAWYER How are you?

BARTLEBY Good.

OLD LAWYER Good. Thought I’d get an early start. I wasn’t expecting you’d —

BARTLEBY I wanted to get an early start.

OLD LAWYER You do like to do that. [Goes to his desk, starts preparing his 
day]. Bartleby?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Is everything okay?

BARTLEBY I just want to get through the work.

OLD LAWYER Nothing to knock about your work. I meant more, in a 
personal sense.

BARTLEBY I’m fine.

OLD LAWYER Because if you need to take some leave, we’d manage. It’s just, 
we need to take care of each other. [Beat] I’m very conscious 
in this industry there’s a lot of pressure to work hard, to 
succeed. That’s the times we live in, but this industry, in 
particular, you see a lot of younger blokes who are really 
driven; it’s money, or status or the absence of a father. I’m 
making that up, but you know what I mean, there’s a lot of 
people looking to fill a hole. And a lot of fellas come into 
this industry, with the money and the adrenalin on tap, and 
they use those things to distract from the yawning chasms 
of their soul, I guess is what I’ve noticed. [BARTLEBY 
is silent]. But it’s doesn’t really fill the hole, it’s just like 
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feeding fairy floss to a bear and telling him it’s salmon. 
[BARTLEBY remains silent] These guys throw themselves 
hell-for-leather into the work, but the hole is still there 
underneath, and you just have to keep filling it and filling 
it, more money, more adrenalin. And they often, well, they 
often turn to drugs. 

BARTLEBY I’m not on drugs. 

OLD LAWYER No drugs?

BARTLEBY No. 

OLD LAWYER Good. Glad to hear it. It’s just, a person can lose all sense 
of proportion.

BARTLEBY I like it here.

OLD LAWYER Good. I just mean, you know, friends, family, home life — 

BARTLEBY Do you have those things?

OLD LAWYER I have a cat. And a record player. And Ralph Waldo 
Emerson. That’s perspective. [Returns to his desk] It’s quite 
funny, you know, I was trying to work out what drug you 
were on. I thought, meth? Then I thought — well — there’s 
new gear on the market all the time isn’t there? 

BARTLEBY I think so.

Pause, they work, but OLD LAWYER is not settling.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby? You don’t think he’s on it do you? Meth, I mean? 

BARTLEBY No.

OLD LAWYER Okay. It’s just, with the manic optimism one minute, 
sobbing and yelling and the fax machine. That actually 
is the meth behaviour. [Goes back to his desk]. Anyway, 
my point remains. Don’t want to work yourself into the 
ground. There are these things, you know, mental health 
initiatives and things if people are feeling the pressure. 
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BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER I just think — get out of the office! [Beat] That’s my mantra. 

BARTLEBY Okay.

OLD LAWYER Gotta relax, don’t we?  Have some civil in our civilization. 
If it’s all … isation … then; you know. What is that one?

BARTLEBY I’m not sure. [beat] Is it Gandhi?

OLD LAWYER Is it?

BARTLEBY When he was asked what he thought about Western 
Civilisation and he said that would be a good idea.

OLD LAWYER Did he! Ha! What a clever bugger. [Beat] No, that’s not 
it. [Pause]. It’ll come to me. [Silence, they start work] So 
much work to do! [No response from BARTLEBY; after 
a few moments, OLD LAWYER starts to sing, to himself] 
Red sails in the Sunset …

YOUNG LAWYER [Bursts through the door, slams his stuff down on the desk 
and comes over to OLD LAWYER, in the state of manic 
optimism] We need to have an emergency manager’s 
meeting, now.

OLD LAWYER I didn’t know you existed before nine AM. Am I in trouble?

YOUNG LAWYER Far from it.

OLD LAWYER What a relief. Is Bartleby invited?

YOUNG LAWYER He’s not technically a manager.

OLD LAWYER He does do most of my work.

YOUNG LAWYER Alright. Will you send the invitation?

OLD LAWYER Don’t you want to do it now?

YOUNG LAWYER Absolutely.
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OLD LAWYER Well I’ll just — Bartleby, come for a meeting, won’t you?

YOUNG LAWYER Alright! [As they are sitting down] Meeting time! [OLD 
LAWYER is trying to get a good look into YOUNG 
LAWYER’s eyes] What?

OLD LAWYER Nothing, I just wondered if your eyes were a bit —

YOUNG LAWYER What?

OLD LAWYER Nothing. Glassy or — nothing — I didn’t print out the 
agenda you sent me. What’s the agenda?

YOUNG LAWYER Very simple: we need to discuss the ascendance of 
this company in to the top strata of financial services 
consultancies in this country.

He puts his hand up, to give OLD LAWYER a high five. 
OLD LAWYER is unsure, but slaps his hand.

OLD LAWYER I’m glad you’ve got your spirit back.

YOUNG LAWYER Hells yeah — I’ve just been to KPMG, talking through our 
tender proposal.

OLD LAWYER Uh-huh.

YOUNG LAWYER They love it. 

OLD LAWYER That’s promising.

YOUNG LAWYER No no, they love it! L-O-V-E, love. They were all: such 
a great proposal, how did we pull together such a far-
reaching, forward thinking, meticulous, visionary, 
comprehensive, finely detailed, well written — 

OLD LAWYER Well that’s all good —

YOUNG LAWYER No no, not good, they LOVE it! The love us.

OLD LAWYER Okay. Just relax —
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YOUNG LAWYER Best they’ve ever seen, in a long time.

OLD LAWYER So we get the tender?

YOUNG LAWYER Did you hear me say hells yeah!

OLD LAWYER Well that’s fantastic. Absolutely fantastic. I think we can all 
be justifiably p —

YOUNG LAWYER Hang on — we might be talking about an even more 
significant partnership.

OLD LAWYER More significant than love. What’s that? Marriage? 

YOUNG LAWYER Well — they want us to take on that whole side of the business.

OLD LAWYER Resources?

YOUNG LAWYER Hells yeah!

OLD LAWYER  Can you just — resources?

YOUNG LAWYER Uh-huh.

OLD LAWYER They — you — think we can take on all KPMG’s resources 
legals as a sub-contract? 

YOUNG LAWYER [Very deliberately] Ka-Ching.

OLD LAWYER [Equally deliberately] My God.

YOUNG LAWYER What?

OLD LAWYER You are on drugs. [Gets up] I honestly didn’t think it would 
happen with you.

YOUNG LAWYER What are you talking about?

OLD LAWYER I was telling Bartleby — the tears, the fax machine — then 
you’re in here — Ka-chinging — 

YOUNG LAWYER I’m excited.
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OLD LAWYER Yeah, a little too excited [Mimes the injecting of meth].

YOUNG LAWYER What are you implying.

OLD LAWYER How else could you think that was possible? It’s delusional.

YOUNG LAWYER It’s a lot of work.

OLD LAWYER It’s im-possible. 

YOUNG LAWYER Nothing’s impossible.

OLD LAWYER Only someone very naïve or very high would believe that.

YOUNG LAWYER Or someone who had their future in front of them.

OLD LAWYER [Dismissive] Pha!

YOUNG LAWYER You want me to take a urine test?

Beat.

OLD LAWYER Hey, put that thing away. I think you’re pissing in the wind. 
[Clicks his fingers]. You think you’re the Titanic and I’m 
the iceberg. I’m not. I just know that when this hubris hits 
that obstacle, high hopes are dashed in the icy waters.

YOUNG LAWYER It’s not just high hopes. 

OLD LAWYER What is it then?

YOUNG LAWYER It’s a deeper relationship with KPMG.

OLD LAWYER Go on.

YOUNG LAWYER A significant, long-term partnership. As you’d expect when 
you’re talking about some many millions of dollars, they 
would like to see a level of commitment. Of fidelity.

OLD LAWYER A level?

YOUNG LAWYER Of exclusivity.
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OLD LAWYER There’s no levels of exclusivity; right? What you’re 
describing is a marriage. We’re theirs, they’re ours. I 
imagine we’re taking their last name?

YOUNG LAWYER There would be some brand alignment issues to resolve.

OLD LAWYER Swallowed by the whale. Deep in its guts, burning candles, 
churning out work.

YOUNG LAWYER It’s like, a hyphenated last name. It’s not a real marriage; 
it’s a Hollywood marriage. Like Tom Cruise and Katie 
Holmes — Tom-Kat — you have a contract, you do the red 
carpet thing — all intents and purposes you’re a devoted 
couple, you’re both getting something out of it, like career 
advancement, or the appearance of normality or whatever, 
and then, contract up, you divorce, move on. It’s all in the 
pre-nup. They get to tell their clients they have the services 
of one of the country’s top boutique consultants, we get the 
money. Win, win.

OLD LAWYER What about it’s more like one of those prison marriages, 
where one guy rents out his “wife” in return for a packet of 
smokes? With the panties. That’s what this is. [Beat] You 
know that’s never what I wanted. I’m a consultant. I’m my 
own man. I sail freely on the seas of industry.

YOUNG LAWYER You mean you sail aimlessly on the s —

Either OLD LAWYER or BARTLEBY throw a glass of 
water in YOUNG LAWYER’s face, beat.

OLD LAWYER We talked about controlling your temper.

YOUNG LAWYER [Gets up, walks away] I’m on drugs. I’m selling off the 
business. My enthusiasm  needs to be doused.

Pause.

OLD LAWYER I don’t doubt you’ve got good reasons.

YOUNG LAWYER It’s time to dream big.
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OLD LAWYER By narrowing our client base?

YOUNG LAWYER We can’t keep limping on after a success that can’t be 
defined. We take this boon, and then … well. [Beat] When 
you retire, I need to inherit a viable company.

OLD LAWYER You can’t inherit what’s no longer mine to give.

YOUNG LAWYER I may never have said how much I admire your concern 
for your legacy. I want you to enjoy it. [Beat] You can have 
anything. A yacht, with a reading chair on the deck, your 
cat sleeping on the arm of the chair, moored at sunset in a 
Hawaiian harbour — 

OLD LAWYER Probably not Hawaii.

YOUNG LAWYER Anywhere you like.

OLD LAWYER The Carribean.

YOUNG LAWYER Port Elizabeth.

OLD LAWYER Good choice.

YOUNG LAWYER You could handle that, right?

Pause.

OLD LAWYER What about Bartleby?

YOUNG LAWYER What about him?

OLD LAWYER He put some impressive work into that proposal. Shouldn’t 
he get some reward?

YOUNG LAWYER There’ll be much more secure employment.

OLD LAWYER Not that. If this is such a boon, we should all be a part of it.

YOUNG LAWYER ‘A part’?

OLD LAWYER A stake. To keep him on board.
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YOUNG LAWYER Can I talk to you? [They go aside] A stake?

OLD LAWYER Five per cent. It’s nothing to you, but it will prevent 
anything, you know, it will set him up. 

YOUNG LAWYER Five per cent. 

OLD LAWYER He needs to stay! You know how hard it was to find 
someone like him. I don’t think five per cent — and it can 
come out of mine. [To himself] 55, [To BARTLEBY] 5, [To 
YOUNG LAWYER] 40. 

YOUNG LAWYER [Whispering to OLD LAWYER] Do you really think he 
needs encouragement to stay when he never actually leaves?

OLD LAWYER [Still loud, or loud enough that be knows BARTLEBY can 
hear] I don’t care.

YOUNG LAWYER He sleeps here. What if I don’t want to be tied to this guy?

OLD LAWYER That’s my condition — if Bartleby’s in, I’m in. If not — 

YOUNG LAWYER [Resigned] Alright. 

OLD LAWYER Excellent! [Goes over to BARTLEBY] Bartleby, I’m sure 
you heard that. Good news, huh? All your hard work on 
that proposal.

BARTLEBY Excellent news.

OLD LAWYER Five per cent will be handy. You can do up your own contract. 
[Goes back to YOUNG LAWYER] Well, are you happy?

YOUNG LAWYER Very.

OLD LAWYER Good.

YOUNG LAWYER Now we just have to get the proposal done.

OLD LAWYER Wha — another one?

YOUNG LAWYER Yeah.
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OLD LAWYER But, they loved it — didn’t you say they loved the other one? 

YOUNG LAWYER They did, which is why they’ve even offered to take another.

OLD LAWYER Offered? You just sold it like a done deal.

YOUNG LAWYER It is, more or less. 

OLD LAWYER Bloody h —

YOUNG LAWYER But obviously it’s a considerable expansion of the project 
scope, and they need to see a new proposal that details 
how that scope is incorporated into our long term 
planning and so on —

OLD LAWYER I don’t think I’ve got another proposal in me.

YOUNG LAWYER One more. It’ll be the last proposal you ever write. 
[Beat] I promise.

OLD LAWYER How long have we got?

YOUNG LAWYER A week.

OLD LAWYER A — week? It’s not possible.

YOUNG LAWYER It’s gonna need some all-nighters.

OLD LAWYER It’ll kill us. Can’t we get longer?

YOUNG LAWYER It has to be ready before their AGM.

OLD LAWYER This is the trenches. You know, it’s brutality itself. [Beat] 
Alright, we’d best get to.

YOUNG LAWYER Right you are.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby? Oh look, he’s already started.

OLD LAWYER and YOUNG LAWYER go to their desks. 
Lights down.
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When the lights come up, the three men are at their desks. 
YOUNG LAWYER and OLD LAWYER are working. 
BARTLEBY isn’t working. YOUNG LAWYER stops and peers 
over at BARTLEBY, sees he is not working, then goes back to 
work himself. A short while later, he does the same thing.

YOUNG LAWYER Can I see you a minute?

OLD LAWYER Me?

YOUNG LAWYER Yes.

OLD LAWYER What is it?

YOUNG LAWYER I need you to come and take a look at something.

OLD LAWYER [Goes over to YOUNG LAWYER’s desk] What is it?

YOUNG LAWYER He’s still not working.

OLD LAWYER I know.

YOUNG LAWYER We’re all supposed to go through the draft — has he done it?

OLD LAWYER I don’t — I don’t think so.

YOUNG LAWYER Ask him.

OLD LAWYER I didn’t want to bother him.

YOUNG LAWYER You have to bo —

OLD LAWYER In case he’s sick.

YOUNG LAWYER Well if he’s sick we need to get him fixed so he can finish the 
job. So he gets better.

OLD LAWYER Yes.

YOUNG LAWYER All he’s done for the last three days is sit there staring, or drawing.

OLD LAWYER It’s more doodling.
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YOUNG LAWYER Doodling then, whatever. 

OLD LAWYER It is a bit peculiar.

YOUNG LAWYER You think so? Fingers and keyboard have not been in 
contact. I’ve listened. 

OLD LAWYER I’ll have a chat with him.

YOUNG LAWYER Do you think you should?

OLD LAWYER Yes, I think that’s best.

YOUNG LAWYER I was being sarcastic.

OLD LAWYER Don’t be. It’s a sensitive situation. [Going over to 
BARTLEBY] Em, Bartleby? [Silence] Bartleby? Are you 
okay? [Silence] Bartleby!

BARTLEBY Yes?

OLD LAWYER Didn’t you hear me?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER And? Are you okay? I mean, are you unwell?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Yes okay or yes unwell?

BARTLEBY Yes, okay.

OLD LAWYER Good. I’m glad. But we noticed you seem a bit off-form. 
[Silence] Not working. Today. Or yesterday. [Silence] But 
you’re sure you’re okay?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Alright. Best get on with it then. I’ll let you get on with it. 
[Silence. He goes back to his desk].

YOUNG LAWYER [To OLD LAWYER] What about the deadline?
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OLD LAWYER Let’s ease back in.

YOUNG LAWYER Ease? The thing is due in 36 hours; we’re not going to 
make it.

OLD LAWYER We’ll make it.

YOUNG LAWYER We can’t; he’s not pulling his weight. 

OLD LAWYER Now might not be the time.

YOUNG LAWYER Now is the only time! There is no other time!

OLD LAWYER Alright. Alright. What do I do?

YOUNG LAWYER Let’s keep hitting the milestones. Whatever he’s got, let’s see 
it anyway.

OLD LAWYER [To all, to the room] Alright. Let’s go through the draft 
then, will we? [Indicating his screen] There’s that little 
reminder there, from the email, so [Grabbing some paper, 
then, louder] — let’s convene.

OLD LAWYER and YOUNG LAWYER come together at the 
meeting chairs; BARTLEBY hasn’t moved from his chair.

 Bartleby, will you join us? [Silence] Please. Bartleby. 
[Silence] Bartleby! Come down and join us.

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

OLD LAWYER I beg your pardon?

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

OLD LAWYER [Getting up, going over to his desk] Did you just say you 
would prefer not? 

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby, all I said was, won’t you please come and join us 
to go through the draft proposal?



67 Julian Hobba after Herman Melville

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

YOUNG LAWYER That’s what he said before.

OLD LAWYER I know, I heard. What do you mean, that you would prefer not?

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

OLD LAWYER Well, you’re not Robinson Crusoe there, Bartleby, but here 
we are. We have to keep hitting these milestones.

YOUNG LAWYER  Absolutely.

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

YOUNG LAWYER Just get over here wi — 

OLD LAWYER Hang on. [Beat] Are you sure you’re not unwell?

YOUNG LAWYER He said he was fine.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby? [There is no answer] Because this is odd behaviour.

BARTLEBY I would prefer —

OLD LAWYER Alright, I heard you, but what do you mean. 

Pause. 

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

YOUNG LAWYER That’s pretty clear.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby, I am instructing you to come down and join us to 
go through the draft of the proposal so far.

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

OLD LAWYER I understand that, but now I’m telling you to do it.

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.
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OLD LAWYER Unless you’re unwell, or there is some circumstance that 
I’m not aware of, then I’m order — I insist you bring what 
you have to go through the proposal.

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

OLD LAWYER [Stamps his foot] Bugger it I said you have to! [YOUNG 
LAWYER is up, and signaling for OLD LAWYER to 
join him on the other side of the room for a private 
conversation. OLD LAWYER signals him to wait. Pause] 
Come on. 

BARTLEBY I would prefer — 

OLD LAWYER Not, yes. I know. It’s trying, I understand that, but it’s all 
going to be over very soon. If you haven’t done as much 
as you think you should have, that’s okay. No one’s going 
to be angry, we just need to know. We need to know what 
we’re dealing with. We’re a team, here. Come down and 
join the team? Won’t you?

BARTLEBY I would prefer —

OLD LAWYER For crying out loud!

YOUNG LAWYER [To OLD LAWYER] Over here!

OLD LAWYER goes over to join him in conversation.

 What’s going on?

OLD LAWYER You’ve heard. He would prefer not. 

YOUNG LAWYER And?

OLD LAWYER And what?

YOUNG LAWYER  What are we going to do about it?

OLD LAWYER I’m trying to talk him around. 

YOUNG LAWYER That doesn’t seem to be working.
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OLD LAWYER What am I going to do, slap him around?

YOUNG LAWYER You’re all carrot and no stick.

OLD LAWYER It’s not my preferred — Righto, Bartleby, enough of this 
now, come over here please.

BARTLEBY I wou —

OLD LAWYER No, no, enough of that carry-on. You’re coming over now. 
[Silence, he now raises his voice] Bartleby! Be reasonable. 
You have obligations.

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

OLD LAWYER It might be that I have to take certain choices I would 
prefer not to make as well. [Pause] In light of willful 
insubordination. [Beat] Because I certainly can’t see any 
other explanation! [Beat] Bartleby? Do you expect to 
keep your job? [Pause] I’ll take that silence to assume you 
would prefer you did keep it. So I will ask you one more 
time. And once more only. Will — you meet — to discuss 
— your draft — so far?

Long silence, then.

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

OLD LAWYER Aaaarggh!

YOUNG LAWYER Sack him.

OLD LAWYER [Goes over to join YOUNG LAWYER again] Sack him?

YOUNG LAWYER Why not?

OLD LAWYER Because he’s a bloody good worker.

YOUNG LAWYER Er — 

OLD LAWYER Normally. You’ve seen what he gets through normally.
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YOUNG LAWYER This is normally.

OLD LAWYER A week, to do what they’ve asked for?

YOUNG LAWYER That’s the business we’re in. You do the impossible. It’s 
the world!

OLD LAWYER Well it shouldn’t be.

YOUNG LAWYER So, what, that’s my fault.

OLD LAWYER I never said it was anyone’s fault. But some people are 
sensitive. Some people need to be a bit insulated from that.

YOUNG LAWYER We can’t carry lame ducks.

OLD LAWYER Have some empathy.

YOUNG LAWYER I won’t let some waif stop me reaching my goals.

OLD LAWYER He’s seized up under the pressure. I don’t think that’s a 
hanging offence.

YOUNG LAWYER It’s fucking insane.

OLD LAWYER Don’t lose your cool.

YOUNG LAWYER There’s 36 hours left.

OLD LAWYER We’ll get something in.

YOUNG LAWYER Without him?

OLD LAWYER I’ll do it.

YOUNG LAWYER With all due respect, you can’t do it.

OLD LAWYER I — will do it! 

Lights down. 
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Lights up. YOUNG LAWYER is sitting over his desk, his 
head slumped at the computer. OLD LAWYER is standing 
by him.

OLD LAWYER Send it. [YOUNG LAWYER doesn’t respond] It’s due.

YOUNG LAWYER Let’s say you sent it by fax. 

OLD LAWYER They’ll still expect it today.

YOUNG LAWYER We’ll be a laughing stock.

OLD LAWYER It’s not that bad.

YOUNG LAWYER begins to cry.

 Not sending anything will be worse. [YOUNG LAWYER 
gets worse]. Bartleby, would you get the man a tissue?

BARTLEBY [Toneless] I would prefer — 

OLD LAWYER No, of course that would be your preference. [OLD 
LAWYER looks to YOUNG LAWYER, who is now 
a blubbering mess on his keyboard, and over at 
BARTLEBY]. What a scene. One hysteric, one catatonic. 
I’ll make you a tea. I’ll just — [He types and clicks around 
on his computer].

YOUNG LAWYER What are you doing?

OLD LAWYER I took an online tutorial on the file transfer system. 

YOUNG LAWYER Fuck. 

OLD LAWYER Sent.

Silence.

YOUNG LAWYER I just wanted to be successful.

OLD LAWYER And so you are. At this time we weren’t able to take on the 
business, that’s all.
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YOUNG LAWYER No one will ever ask me again.

OLD LAWYER They will.

YOUNG LAWYER It’s him.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby?

YOUNG LAWYER Of course, fucking Bartleby. You have to get rid of him.

OLD LAWYER I don’t think he’s very well. It’s a malaise; a melancholy.

YOUNG LAWYER It’s deathly.

OLD LAWYER That’s not true. [Pause] I think he doesn’t go home.

YOUNG LAWYER No shit.

OLD LAWYER I mean, ever.

YOUNG LAWYER I — know.

OLD LAWYER You know?

YOUNG LAWYER Of course I know. I’ve been telling you for weeks there’s 
something not right. But you’ve had this weird, Bromance —

OLD LAWYER Romance?

YOUNG LAWYER Bromance. Bromance. 

OLD LAWYER I just think he kind of — I think he was lost at sea, out 
there being tossed about in the storm, with the sharks. I 
think we hauled him up over the side. 

YOUNG LAWYER Look at him. [OLD LAWYER looks] We don’t know 
anything about him. We never did.

OLD LAWYER There is something very heavy.

YOUNG LAWYER And it sank us.

OLD LAWYER We’re not sunk.
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YOUNG LAWYER [Gets up and gets an envelope from the desk; returns] Yesterday 
I filed these papers with ASIC to dissolve the company. 

OLD LAWYER Why?

YOUNG LAWYER As you know, they can be withdrawn for seven days. 

OLD LAWYER That’s a bit drastic.

YOUNG LAWYER This isn’t working out. I don’t want to get angry with you. I 
like you. But this last week I — I saw the man that got passed 
over for a commissioner job. It’s nice to rescue people. But 
sometimes you have to let people go. [Takes a few to leave]. 
And I’m still young enough to start again.

OLD LAWYER We haven’t talked about it or anything.

YOUNG LAWYER [Extends his hand for a shake] You understand.

OLD LAWYER [Shakes his hand] Okay.

YOUNG LAWYER leaves. Lights down.

Lights up. 

OLD LAWYER [Sitting at a desk, gets a phone call] Hello. Hi, Bill. Yes, we sent 
it this morning, I think. Should have been the normal set of 
papers … really? Bill, you know that’s not my style, it’s a mistake 
… absolutely … come on, has that ever happened before? … 
consider it fixed, it’ll be with you in no time flat — [He hangs up 
the phone]. Bartleby, bring me what you sent Bill, please? Thank 
you. Stay there. This isn’t what we talked about. Didn’t you look 
at the previous files I’d made for them? Like, like this one?

BARTLEBY Yes.

OLD LAWYER So why is this so much different to this?
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BARTLEBY It isn’t.

OLD LAWYER Of course it is. Look at it.

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

OLD LAWYER I don’t care. Read them.

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

OLD LAWYER’s head slumps. He goes and sits in his 
reading chair. BARTLEBY sits down next to him.

OLD LAWYER What?

BARTLEBY Nothing.

OLD LAWYER Yes. Nothing. [Pause] You were so prolific when you 
arrived, Bartleby. So meticulous and professional. I thought 
— if we can just get back to that. Less pressure, more work. 
[Beat] Work. [Beat] It’s a great driving energy, Bartleby. The 
stars work at moving the planets; the seas work at moving 
the winds, and feeding the fish; to live is to work. It’s just 
what is, and what is, must be. This [He points to the report 
on the ground behind him], this is what must not be. Three 
decades, Bartleby. Bill knows me. We rely on each other. As 
I do with Dennis and Carol and Meg and Sanjit. It’s an eco-
system. It is susceptible to great evils, which work keeps at 
bay. Bill is unhappy. Can you be what you were?

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.

OLD LAWYER [Looks, sips his tea] I can’t imagine retirement, Bartleby. 
Idleness is a noose to leave you hanging in the breeze. I 
don’t want to just hang around. [Silence] I think, we will 
have to go our separate ways. 

BARTLEBY I would prefer not.
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OLD LAWYER Be that as it may. It’s my decision. [Silence. BARTLEBY 
does nothing] It may as well be now. Go and get your 
things. [BARTLEBY does nothing] Please, Bartleby.

BARTLEBY I would pre —

OLD LAWYER Go!

Silence. BARTLEBY doesn’t move.

 [Getting up] I don’t think you’re well, Bartleby. [He goes 
over to the phone at his desk]. Hello, I need an ambulance, 
I think … no, I’m not sure it’s an emergency, I’m not sure 
I would characterise it that way … well yes, I do need one, 
it’s a former employee of mine who won’t leave the office 
… yes, but he’s not responsive … he won’t go … no, no … I 
didn’t ring them … I don’t think it’s a matter for the police 
… yes, it is an emergency [The phone has been hung up on 
him. Pause]. Bartleby, I require you to leave now please.

BARTLEBY I would — 

OLD LAWYER Now.

BARTLEBY I would — 

OLD LAWYER Bartleby, I will call back for the police. Leave!

BARTLEBY I w —

OLD LAWYER [Goes to the door to indicate the route by which 
BARTLEBY should leave] Leave! Now!

BARTLEBY I would pre —

OLD LAWYER Shut up! [He goes to his desk and picks up the phone 
again, dials] Hi there. [Beat] Listen, I was thinking about 
getting a new office. I’ve been in this one for so many 
years. It needs a re-fit. It’s a bit, last century. I might give 
it the flick. [Beat] No, it’s just me. You were right [Beat] 
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I thought — if you haven’t found anything — we might 
be able to have a talk [Beat] We could meet and discuss 
it; I just need to, get out of here. [Beat] Great. I’ll be in 
touch. [Hangs up the phone. He grabs just some personal 
things and a bag. Then he goes to BARTLEBY, puts his 
hand on his shoulder]. Someone will come and collect my 
things. This is my address [Writes the address on a piece 
of paper]. When you feel up to leaving, you’re welcome to 
find me. We’ll have a cup of tea. Talk about Melville.

He leaves. Lights down.

EPILOGUE
Hospital room. Blue-ish light.

BARTLEBY is up against the back wall. YOUNG 
LAWYER, now a nurse, walks OLD LAWYER through 
the door, now to the hospital room. They speak quietly, for 
BARTLEBY’s sake.

OLD LAWYER So how long since he actually ate.

YOUNG LAWYER Four days. 

OLD LAWYER Is that possible. 

YOUNG LAWYER My sister went on a fast in Thailand for five days.

OLD LAWYER Okay.

YOUNG LAWYER But she had raw vegetable juices. He hasn’t had anything.

OLD LAWYER I see. He doesn’t look well.

YOUNG LAWYER He hasn’t eaten for four days.
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OLD LAWYER Of course.

YOUNG LAWYER Normally a good sign you’re not well.

OLD LAWYER How long has he been here?

YOUNG LAWYER Couple of weeks. We thought we were making some 
progress, and then four days ago, he just, stopped eating. I 
ask him if he wants something and all he says — 

OLD LAWYER I would prefer not.

YOUNG LAWYER How do you know?

OLD LAWYER He worked for me, until about a month ago.

YOUNG LAWYER That’s why he had your address.

OLD LAWYER I didn’t want him to have nowhere to go if he ever left 
that office.

YOUNG LAWYER Well he didn’t. We got him from the police. Nothing for 
them to do. Classic case.

OLD LAWYER Is he? Do people often just, prefer not?

YOUNG LAWYER No, that I’ve never heard. I just mean, classic case where 
the cops send ‘em on to us. They were saying he just 
wouldn’t leave, as you described. This guy moved into the 
office, and he —

OLD LAWYER Bartleby —

YOUNG LAWYER Sorry, yes, Bartleby. He just wouldn’t leave. So they 
physically just kicked him out, him and this other guy, just 
picked him up, tossed him out. Then he clung onto the 
stair thing on the landing outside the office! Just hanging 
on! They tried to pull him off, he kept hanging on, like his 
life depended on it — eventually, they had to call the police 
and get him taken away. But what can they do about it?

OLD LAWYER So what happens?
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YOUNG LAWYER I dunno.

OLD LAWYER If he doesn’t eat.

YOUNG LAWYER I’d say we’ll hook him up.

OLD LAWYER To a drip?

YOUNG LAWYER Yes, you can keep going that way. But eventually he has 
to eat.

OLD LAWYER And if he would prefer not.

YOUNG LAWYER Oh, you can’t refuse treatment.

OLD LAWYER But if he continues to prefer not to?

YOUNG LAWYER Well we’re not gonna let him die, if that’s what you’re asking.

OLD LAWYER I see. [Beat] I should —

YOUNG LAWYER Go ahead.

OLD LAWYER Bartleby. Hello.

BARTLEBY looks up at him.

 Apparently you’re not eating.

BARTLEBY I would prefer —

OLD LAWYER I know.

OLD LAWYER gets down on the floor next to BARTLEBY.

 I’m going to sit with you for a little while, Bartleby. Is 
that okay?

BARTLEBY is silent.

 Good.

YOUNG LAWYER Visiting hours will be over in half an hour. 
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YOUNG LAWYER leaves, OLD LAWYER pulls out a copy 
of Moby Dick. 

OLD LAWYER Consider all this, and then turn to this green, gentle and 
most docile Earth; consider them both, the sea and the 
land, and do you not find a strange analogy to something 
in yourself? For as this appalling ocean surrounds the 
verdant land, so in the soul of man there lies on insular 
Tahiti, full of peace and joy, but encompassed by the 
horrors of the half-known life. 

Lights down.

END.
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