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A Note from the Authors


This play was written in response to a research period in Liverpool in December 2014 where we played with the framing device that a group of players are exploring how best to do justice to Madame Bovary in their stage adaptation. In the resulting The Massive Tragedy of Madame Bovary, the actors play meta-versions of themselves (using their own names) as well as all the significant characters from Flaubert’s original novel. During the research we explored the pendulum swing between comedy and tragedy and how, when juxtaposed, comedy can expose tragedy and tragedy can expose comedy.


Special thanks go to Tom Morris, Mick Barnfather, Madeleine Worrall, Tim Dalling, Anthony Almeida and the director of the show’s premiere, Gemma Bodinetz, who were all part of this research, and also to the show’s original cast members, Jonathan Holmes and Emma Fielding, who provided additional invaluable input during rehearsals.




Characters


ACTOR 1, Emma


ACTOR 2, Jonathan


ACTOR 3, John


ACTOR 4, Javier


BLIND MAN


HIPPOLYTE


TUVACHE


HOMAIS


MME CODOUX


CHARLES BOVARY


JUSTIN


BAILIFF


EMMA’S MOTHER


MOTHER SUPERIOR


SISTER, a nun


ROAULT


MOTHER


MARCHIONESS


VISCOUNT


FOOTMAN


LÉON


LHEUREUX


COACH DRIVER


CURÉ


ROBERT


RODOLPHE


GIRARD


CAVINET


BEADLE


CAB DRIVER


FARMHANDS




Note on Text


The play is written for four actors. The actors use their own names (and play versions of themselves) when they talk directly to the audience. The cast names used in the original production have been used in this script.


In the original production, Actor 4 was a Spanish actor and some of the dialogue was written accordingly and may need to be adjusted in future productions.


The advised casting works as follows:


ACTOR 1 (Emma): Emma Bovary, Mme Codoux


ACTOR 2 (Jonathan): Blind man, Bailiff, Marchioness, Homais, Sister, Farmhand, Footman, Hippolyte, Justin, Lheureux, Curé, Girard, Beadle


ACTOR 3 (John): Charles Bovary, Emma’s Mother, Mother Superior, Cab Driver, Robert


ACTOR 4 (Javier): Léon, Rodolphe, Roault, Dr Cavinet, Viscount


 


 


 


 


 


This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




ACT ONE


Scene One


JAVIER and JOHN sitting on a dog cart. JAVIER is singing ‘One Thousand Green Bottles’ in Spanish at the top of his voice.


JOHN. Have you any idea how much the quality of my life would improve if you learnt another song?


JAVIER. No, it’s a total mystery to me what goes on inside your head.


JOHN. What does that sign say?


JAVIER. ‘Yonville, one kilometre.’ This contract is going to change our lives. Yonville today, Paris tomorrow!


JOHN. Paris might not be all it’s cracked up to be, you know.


JAVIER. What are you talking about? The most exciting city in the world?


JOHN. Says the man who’s never been there.


JAVIER. I might not have been there physically, but I’ve walked down the Champs-Élysées…


JOHN. No you haven’t…


JAVIER. I’ve wandered through the Louvre…


JOHN. We’ve been through this.


JAVIER. I’m basically a Parisian.


JOHN. You’re basically… not. Let’s just focus on not screwing this one up, shall we?


JAVIER. Relax. They’ve got the rats, we’ve got the remedy. What can go wrong?


The BLIND MAN suddenly appears through the trapdoor in front of them. Sound of a horse rearing up.


JOHN. Whoa! Where did he come from?


JAVIER. What are you doing in the middle of the road, man!? Are you blind or what?


BLIND MAN. Yes, I’m a blind troubadour, en route to Yonville.


JAVIER. Ha. What a coincidence. So are we.


BLIND MAN. Damn. Three blind troubadours in one town. That’s gonna be overkill.


JAVIER. No, no. We’re vermin controllers.


BLIND MAN. How do you see the rats?


JOHN. And we’re not blind either. Can we offer you a lift?


BLIND MAN. Can you describe the vehicle?


JAVIER. Well, the seat’s about four feet off the ground with a step up on the front axle.


The BLIND MAN leaps up beside them.


BLIND MAN. Merci.


The cart continues.


JOHN. What’s your name, blind man?


BLIND MAN. Yes.


JAVIER. What songs do you know?


The BLIND MAN starts to sing ‘One Thousand Green Bottles’. EMMA writes ‘Yonville’ on the set.


BLIND MAN.


Une centaine de bouteilles vertes accroché au mur,


Une centaine de bouteilles vertes accroché au mur,


Et si une bouteille verte devraient tomber


accidentellement…


 


 


 


Scene Two


Yonville Town Square.


JOHN. There we go, sir.


BLIND MAN. Good luck murdering the rats.


JOHN. And good luck murdering those songs! Sorry. Just a joke.


BLIND MAN. Don’t apologise. A propensity for witticism is clearly in your nature and we can’t escape that. Just as we can’t escape our destiny.


He exits.


JOHN. What a load of baloney. Come on, let’s get Bathsheba stabled.


They jump down and turn the cart around.


Come on, girl, around you go. This way – come on. Right, you fetch her some water, I’ll check us in.


JAVIER draws a tap and fills the bucket that JOHN hands to him.


Well, this is it – The Golden Lion. We’ve stayed in worse places, I suppose.


He walks to the door and knocks.


Hello. Hello?


JAVIER. Ladies and gentlemen, just to address any confusion, the characters that John and I are currently playing are just a framing device.


JOHN. What are you doing?


JAVIER. Just give me a moment. Whenever we get to this point in the show, I’ve noticed quite a few confused faces.


JONATHAN. What’s going on?


JOHN. Nothing.


JAVIER. Jonathan, would you or would you not agree that a little explanation of John’s framing-device idea at this point wouldn’t go amiss?


JONATHAN. Umm…


JAVIER. I mean, the plot of Madame Bovary is murky enough in the public consciousness and then on top of that we’re introducing these rat-catchers who aren’t even in the original…


JOHN. It’s fine. The audience catch up eventually.


JAVIER. Exactly. ‘Eventually.’ I mean, if you’d adapted something more familiar like Lady Chastity’s Lover, for example…


JOHN. Lady Chatterley’s Lover.


JAVIER. I’m sure I wouldn’t need to be saying any of this. Cha-tities.


JOHN. Chatterley.


JAVIER. Chattery.


JOHN. Leave it.


JAVIER. Well, you say potato, I say patatas con chorizo.


EMMA. What’s going on? Why is he talking about tapas?


JAVIER. Bloody hell, this is turning into a much bigger deal than it needs to be.


JOHN. Yes it is.


JAVIER. Look, I just thought it’d be useful to briefly outline what’s going on. Cos, let’s be honest, the book is not that well known.


EMMA. Hang on. Not that well known? Madame Bovary?


JAVIER. Well, I suspect people will have heard of the title…


JONATHAN. And that she had some affairs.


EMMA. Can we please not reduce it to that!


JONATHAN. That’s not me. Blame the people I’ve asked.


EMMA. What, people with penises?


JONATHAN. Mainly.


JOHN. Right, ladies and gentlemen, can we just get a quick show of hands if you’ve read Madame Bovary? Thank you. So, all you need to know is that the characters you’ve seen so far simply provide a jumping-off point into the novel. For the rest of you, we’re beginning at the end of the novel. But that will become obvious. Let’s continue.


JAVIER. John, come on. That’s hardly a useful plot summary. Look at this guy – he looks even more confused now. You, madame, who hasn’t got a penis I presume, you could help him out a bit – what’s your favourite bit?


EMMA. No wait, stop! Favourite bit?


JAVIER. Okay, dramatic apogee.


EMMA. No! You can’t reduce a book like this to a list of highlights.


This is an intimate study of a woman striving to have some control over her destiny in a heavily patriarchal society…


JONATHAN. Heavily patriarchal.


EMMA. Who eventually commits suicide.


JONATHAN. Shouldn’t have had to.


JAVIER. That’s a bit of a spoiler, Emma.


EMMA. Except she doesn’t die in this adaptation.


JOHN. Even more of a spoiler!!


EMMA. My point is, you can’t be so reductive with this book.


JONATHAN. No. It’s an intimate study of a highly complex woman. And I’m not saying all women are complex. Some are surprisingly straightforward.


EMMA. Jonathan, I know you’re trying really hard these days to support gender equality, but it’s actually really annoying.


JAVIER. And not as attractive to women as you think either. That’s just from observing you in the bar after the shows.


JONATHAN. Shall we move on?


JAVIER. Yes, I think people have got the gist of the story now.


EMMA. What – that Madame Bovary is some French tart who had some affairs and then committed suicide?


JOHN. I think we’re trying to avoid reducing it to that, Emma.


JONATHAN. And anyway, it’s not what happens.


EMMA. Well, it is.


JONATHAN. Yeah. But she’s not a tart.


EMMA. I never said she was!


JAVIER.…well…


JONATHAN. If I might be permitted to quote Flaubert himself… it’s a story about nothing.


JOHN. Oh, nice one, Jonathan. I bet everyone’s dying to see it now.


JAVIER. I think we should begin.


EMMA. No, wait. I really must just clear this one up too. Flaubert didn’t mean nothing. He meant he was being honest about people’s lives – dissatisfaction, the desire to escape, the tendency to spend more time dreaming about the lifestyle we’d like than living the one we’ve actually got.


JONATHAN. I can relate to that.


EMMA. I mean, if I was in Emma’s situation, I might have totally lost the plot too.


JONATHAN. Who wouldn’t?


EMMA. No, I’m not saying everyone would, Jonathan.


JONATHAN. Just women?


EMMA. No! Not just women. Blimey!


JOHN. Jonathan, go and put your wooden leg on.


Everyone moves towards starting positions.


Emma, just for the record, that was my understanding of the novel too.


JAVIER. Yonville, Northern France. 1850… something.


 


 


 


Scene Three


Yonville Town Square. The sound of horses, children, hubbub. JONATHAN attaches a wooden leg to his knee.


HIPPOLYTE. Afternoon, gentlemen, my name is Hippolyte, welcome to The Golden Lion. Will you get away! Sorry, not you, the rats. I’ve just beeswaxed my leg – it’s like catnip for them. Can I help you with your bags?


JOHN. No! Sorry – it’s highly technical equipment. Very kind of you to offer though. We actually need to see the mayor. Any idea where we’ll find him?
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