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First Performance





Hecuba, in this version by Frank McGuinness, was first performed at the Donmar Warehouse, London, on 9 September 2004. The cast was as follows:




Talthybius Alfred Burke


Odysseus Nicholas Day


Chorus Susan Engel


Hecuba Clare Higgins


Polyxena Kate Fleetwood


Polymestor Finbar Lynch


Agamemnon Tim Pigott-Smith


Singer Eve Polycarpou


Polydorus Eddie Redmayne





Sons of Polymestor




Michael Selwood, Connor Peppard


Jack McGinn, Callum Bradley


Stephen Vijasin, Adam Arnold





Director Jonathan Kent


Designer Paul Brown


Lighting Designer Mark Henderson


Music Nikola Kodjabashia


Sound Designer Christopher Shutt
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HECUBA











 











The ghost of Polydorus enters.






Polydorus




I am Polydorus, son of Hecuba.


Priam is my father.


I am dead.


I come from that darkness –


The abyss, the gates of godless hell.


Son of Hecuba,


Priam is my father –


He sent me from Troy,


Besieged by the Greeks;


Fearing the fall of Troy,


He secreted me


Away to Thrace,


To the home of his friend,


Polymestor, old friend


Who ploughs that fertile land,


Who rules its horsemen.


My father hid with me


A hoard of gold.


Should the walls of Troy fall,


His children would not want.


I was Priam’s youngest son.


The runt with no spear,


The arm without armour,


That’s why he sped me


In secret from my home.







The war went our way –


The city was not shafted –





The towers did not break,


Troy, towers of Troy,


And my brother Hector,


He won the lucky day.


Then I was the pet, the pup,


Fawned on by my father’s friends,


Honoured guest in Thrace,


Though my pampered heart ached.


Then, Troy fell, destroyed,


And so too did Hector.


My father’s hearth smashed,


Razed to the ground,


He too turned to dust,


At the altars our gods built,


Slaughtered by Achilles’ son,


His dirty blood hand.


My father’s friend killed me,


His friend killed myself.


He did it for the gold.


I had none to defend me.


He kicked my corpse,


Kicked it into the ocean.


He did it for the gold,


To keep it in his house.


Times I lie on the shore,


Times I roll in the sea’s swell,


The water’s ebb and flow,


None to mourn me,


Nor to bury me.


Now I leave my corpse,


I fly above Hecuba,


My mother – three days,


The same days since she,


My heart-sore mother,


Came to this alien land,


From Troy – Troy.





The Greeks and their ships,


They sit idle in Thrace.


Achilles’ ghost has appeared


Above his tomb.


He’s halted the army’s sails


As they steered the sea to home.


He desires my sister,


He asks for Polyxena,


He wants her as his sacrifice,


Her life for his honour.


He’ll get what he craves –


His cronies will see to that.


My sister will die today.


That is sealed and settled.


My mother shall look down,


She’ll see two dead children,


Her son and doomed daughter.


The broken waves carry me


To land at a servant’s feet –


That way I will be buried.


I asked a favour from the dead,


From those who rule over them.


Free me into my mother’s hand,


Let her put me in the earth.


That’s what I want – what I’ll get.


But I’ll back away from her,


Get out of Hecuba’s way.


She’s seen me somehow –


She’s frightened,


She who was queen,


Housed in a palace.


Now your days are bondage,


You are last who once was first,


Your good fortune’s soured to bad,


For a god devours you.








Polydorus exits.


Hecuba, attended by some women of Troy, enters.


Hecuba




Children, lead this old woman outside.


A slave like the rest of you,


She once was your queen.


Help me to find my feet.


Grab hold of this wrinkled hand.


I’ll lean on your arm – guide me.


I’ll walk as fast as I can –


But these legs are tired and slow.







By day, by night, light and darkness,


Why am I tortured?


Why do I see things?


Mother Earth, mother of my dreams,


Those dark devils,


Spare me from what I’ve seen,


My lovely son here in Thrace,


My beautiful daughter –


Something is going to happen.


Great God, protect my son,


The last of our name,


The hope of our house


Safe in the snows of Thrace,


In the house of his father’s friend.


Something is going to happen.


The mourning will mourn harder, harsher.


Fear like this – my heart – has never,


Never festered in my heart.







Can I explain my dreams?


I saw a young deer


Torn from between my knees –


No pity – stained – and


I saw a wolf kill it,





Blood on its claw.


This fear eats me.


Achilles, his ghost,


At the very tip of his tomb


He appears, hungry for honour,


He wants one of my daughters,


The tortured of Troy.


Spare her from this,


Spare my poor girl –


I call on my gods,


I beg you.





The Chorus of Trojan women enter.


Chorus




I have hard tidings, my lady –


There is rough news for you.


The Greeks have decided to a man –


Your daughter, Polyxena,


Your daughter is to be sacrificed,


A sacrifice to Achilles.


He’d risen from the dead,


He wore golden armour,


He stood upon his tomb,


He stopped the ships sailing,


He held the sails in his hands.


He opened his mouth, shouting:


Where are you going, Greeks?


Are you deserting my grave?


Do you leave no gift nor honour?


They fought among themselves,


The Grecian warriors,


Some saying, honour the hero,


Others arguing not.


Agamemnon sleeps with your sad girl,


Holy crazed Cassandra.


He argued your good case.





Then the sons of Theseus, the two of them,


The boys from Athens,


They each had their spoke,


They were of one mind.


Wash with fresh blood


The tomb of Achilles.


They said, the two of them,


Better the spear of Achilles


Than shacking up with Cassandra.


One word borrowed another,


One insult after injury,


Then Odysseus hopped up,


Snake-charmer, sweet mouth, arselick,


Odysseus, he won the day –


Don’t dishonour the best of the Greeks,


Sacrifice the child, he says.


Don’t let the dead turn to their gods


And complain the Greeks give no thanks


To their own breed who bled for their sake.


Odysseus will head here,


He’ll haul your child from your breast,


He’ll tear her from your wrinkled hand.


Go to the temple,


Kneel at the altars,


Beg the gods in heaven and hell,


Call out their names,


Pray for your daughter


Or you will be bereft of her,


You will see the girl falling,


Falling forward on the tomb,


The tomb red with her blood,


The dark stream of her blood,


Flowing, gleaming from the gold at her throat.





Hecuba




What am I to say?





My heart is sore.


How do I cry?


What is my lament?


I am afflicted.


Afflicted with age.


A slave – cannot endure it.


Cannot bear it – a slave.


Who’s to protect me?


What son, what city?


Priam is dead and gone,


Children dead and gone.


What road do I follow,


That one or this?


Is there a god to hear me?


A spirit to help me?


You’ve suffered your fill,


But you’ve destroyed me,


Destroyed – destroyed.


There is no light in life,


No joy left – nothing.


Walk on, dirty feet,


This old woman,


Take her into that tent.


Daughter, come out.


Come to me, child.


Listen to your mother.


Hard words she speaks.


Her heart is breaking.


Listen to me and learn


What they’ll do with your life.





Polyxena enters.


Polyxena




What is the news?


Why are you shouting, Mother?





Why are you frightening me


Like a bird from the house?





Hecuba




My life’s cursed, child.





Polyxena




Cursed – what does that mean?


It cannot be lucky –





Hecuba




Luck has left your life.





Polyxena




Tell me everything.


Hide nothing.


I’m frightened, Mother.


What is it you’re lamenting?





Hecuba




Daughter –


Daughter, your mother weeps –





Polyxena




Your news – what is it?





Hecuba




The Greeks have sentenced you publicly –


They will sacrifice you –


They will kill you on Achilles’ tomb.





Polyxena




What are you saying?


This is hideous.


Keep nothing from me.


Am I not a pity?


Mother, what are you saying?





Hecuba




My words warn you, daughter.


The Greeks have elected –





They’ve decided what to do to you.


Your fate is fixed.





Polyxena




What new torture awaits you?


Mother of sorrow,


Sorrow upon sorrow,


One blow after another blow


Hits you in the face.


How do you live through this hate?


What power have you offended?


Why is pain piled upon you?


Your sad child must leave you.


I will not live to watch you,


A slave in old age.


Mam, you will see your young,


Your lamb ripped from you,


Sent to hell, my throat cut,


Into the dark earth, down where


I’ll lie lost with the dead.


I weep for you, poor mother,


Weep the eyes out of my head –


But I’ll not shed a tear –


Not one single tear –


For the shame, the disgrace


That will end my days.


Dying’s better when life has no light.





Chorus




Hold your tongues.


Odysseus is rushing here.


Hecuba, he might have some new word.





Odysseus




You know what the army wants.


The men have had their say.


It’s settled.





I’ll spell it out for you.


Your daughter, Polyxena, must die.


I am to bring the girl to the tomb.


Achilles’ son will be chief priest –


He will perform the sacrifice.


You’re well aware what has to be done.


Don’t fight against me –


No show of arms, please.


Don’t resist, don’t try to save her.


Your day is done.


When you’re down, you’re out.


You know where you stand.





Hecuba




Down, out – aye.


A bitter battle’s ahead.


Rough, and stained with tears.


I did not die when I should have.


Zeus didn’t destroy me.


No, he let me go on living,


And harm hatches harm after harm,


Each sorer than the one before.


Still, if a slave may ask a civil question,


Would the free man give a civil answer?





Odysseus




Ask – I don’t begrudge you that.





Hecuba




You entered Troy as a spy,


Dressed in rags,


Blood from your eye dripping


Down onto your chin.





Odysseus




I remember –


I’m not likely to forget.








Hecuba




Helen recognised you.


She told me, me alone.





Odysseus




I knew the danger I was in.





Hecuba




You flung yourself to your knees.


You clung, begging, to me –





Odysseus




My hands hardened in the folds of your robe.





Hecuba




You were my slave then.


What did you say to me?





Odysseus




All the words in the world to save my life.





Hecuba




Did I save you?


Did I send you from my country?





Odysseus




That’s why I am alive today.





Hecuba




Yes, I treated you well.


You say so yourself.


Why do you act this way against me?


Stab me in the back,


Grind me into dirt,


Do me no good, only bad.







Coward.


May your breed turn their backs


On you and your like,


Smelling sweet up all men’s noses.


You’re no friend of mine –





Stay that way.


You shake the hands of all and sundry


Smiling as you spit


On your nearest and dearest


For the sake of pleasing everybody.







Spell this out for me –


How did the clever boys decide


Slaughtering this child


Would serve their cause well?


Did they put it down to fate?


They must have a human,


Not an animal on that altar


Waiting for the blade to fall.


Or is it Achilles himself –


Did he want a life for his life,


So he asks for her


She who’s done him no wrong?


He wants a sacrifice.


Helen.


Give him Helen.


Butcher her on his tomb.


Is that justice?


She destroyed him.


She brought him to Troy.


We are your prisoners.


One of us is to die.


You pick the best, the most beautiful.


Let us pass on that privilege.


Choose Helen, most lovely to look at.


She has been judged and found guilty.


Guilty as we are guilty.


That’s what I call justice.


That’s why I make this plea.


Give me something back.


I demand that for past favours.





You say it yourself –


You begged me,


You clung to my hand and withered cheek.


Now I cling to you –


I demand you return my favour.


I beg you.


Don’t take my child from my arms.


Don’t kill her.


No more deaths – enough.







She is my blessing.


She heals me.


She comforts me.


She is my nurse.


She guides me.


She steadies me.


She is Troy,


My city of Troy.


You have the upper hand.


Use it gently.


You have power.


Power passes.


I once had power too.
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