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  The Lightest Element was first performed at Hampstead Theatre, London, on 5 September 2024. The cast was as follows:
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  This play was originally commissioned by The Manhattan Theatre Club (Lynne Meadow, Artistic Director; Barry Grove, Executive Producer) with funds provided by the Alfred P. Sloane Foundation.
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    ‘I ofen looked up at the sky an’ assed meself the question –


    what is the stars, what is the stars?’




    Captain Boyle, Juno and the Paycock, Seán O’Casey




    ‘Life can only be understood by looking backward;


    but it must be lived looking forward.’




    Søren Kierkegaard


  




  

    

  




  




  For my mother




  

    

  




  




  Characters




  PROFESSOR CECILIA PAYNE-GAPOSCHKIN, British, playing twenty-five, fifty-six, seventy-six. Professor of Astronomy, Harvard




  RONA STEWART, American, playing thirty, fifty. Harvard research assistant and assistant to Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin




  SALLY KANE, American, twenties. A student at Radcliffe




  HENRY NORRIS RUSSELL*, American, fifties. Director of the Princeton University Observatory




  NORMAN MATTISSON*, American, twenties. A student at Harvard and an ‘Editor’ at The Harvard Crimson




  PROFESSOR FRED WHIPPLE, American, Chairman of Astronomy, Harvard, and Director of the Smithsonian Observatory




  BUDD PHILIPS, a reporter for The New York Times




  MEMBERS OF THE ASTRONOMY DEPARTMENT




  PROFESSOR FRANK CABOT*




  PROFESSOR DAVID RICHARDSON




  PROFESSOR GERHARD SCHWENGER




  PROFESSOR JAMES VARNEY*




  (* Doubling)




  Note on Text




  A forward slash (/) indicates when the following line is spoken.




  Time Frame




  The action takes place in 1925 and 1956, with the opening and closing scenes set in 1977.




  

    

  




  




  Note on Play




  Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin (1900–1979) was a pioneer in astronomy and one of the most eminent astronomers of the twentieth century. She was the first to apply atomic physics to the study of the temperature and density of stellar bodies, and to conclude that hydrogen and helium – the two lightest elements – were also the two most common elements in the universe.




  




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




  

    

  




  




  Scene One




  17th January 1977. Two hours before an awards ceremony. A stage. American Astronomical Society.




  CECILIA PAYNE-GAPOSCHKIN walks onstage and surveys the auditorium. She has a manuscript in one hand and an unlit cigarette in another.




  CECILIA. Will there be more light than this?




  RONA STEWART (assistant to CECILIA) dressed in 1970s style, follows from the wings.




  RONA. We’re early. I understand these are ‘working lights’.




  CECILIA takes off her coat – revealing a suit that has a timeless quality.




  CECILIA (muttering as she looks around). Shouldn’t one be able to work in ‘working lights’?




  RONA. Is that what you’re wearing?




  CECILIA. What’s wrong with it?




  RONA. Do you want the truth or an argument?




  Beat.




  CECILIA. An argument?




  RONA (scolds). Why didn’t you buy something new like I told you?!




  CECILIA (defies). I like this.




  RONA. So did I – thirty years ago.




  CECILIA hands the coat to RONA.




  CECILIA. Is there an itinerary?




  RONA (checking a list). Soundcheck at five p.m. Welcome drinks in the lobby at six p.m. The guests will take their seats just before seven.




  CECILIA. Just before seven, I take a Valium.




  RONA (handing her a little pill box). You take half a Valium. We don’t want you asleep. Margaret Burbidge will make her address at seven-fifteen – she will invite you to the podium – which I imagine will be – (Pointing centre stage.) somewhere here. Mrs Burbidge will hand you the illuminated scroll. Applause. You knock their socks off with your lecture. Applause, applause.




  CECILIA. Thank you for the vivid picture, Rona.




  (Trying to find light.) Oh for goodness’ sake! I can’t see a thing.




  RONA. The technical staff will be here shortly. Try further downstage perhaps?




  CECILIA – sticking the unlit cigarette in her teeth and trying to read in the half-light – begins her speech.




  CECILIA (loudly). ‘The reward of the young scientist is the emotional thrill of being the first person in the world to understand something. Nothing can compare with that experience.’




  RONA. You don’t have to kill yourself. There will be a microphone.




  More light comes on the stage.




  CECILIA (calls out). Thank you!




  RONA pulls out an ashtray from her bag and hands it to CECILIA.




  Thank you.




  A projection or a board becomes visible with a picture of Henry Norris Russell alongside the words: ‘Henry Norris Russell Prize Lecture. The American Astronomical Society – Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin. 50 years of Novae’.




  RONA. Well, Mrs G – it’s there in black and white. The Henry Norris Russell Prize. A lifetime-achievement award. What say you to that?!




  CECILIA. I say God or the American Astronomical Society has a sense of humour. And I’ve been dreaming of him recently. I am as I am now and he is as he was.




  RONA. Interesting.




  CECILIA. And I still don’t like him.




  RONA. I have recurring dreams about playing field hockey at Bryn Mawr and am in a constant state of anxiety in case anyone notices that I am nearly fifty.




  CECILIA. And do they?




  RONA. No! No one even bats an eyelid at this sweating middle-aged woman running with teenagers. Probably some message in that.




  CECILIA. When I first met Russell he had mislaid his gloves on the New Haven train. I lent him a pair belonging to my father.




  History does not record if he found his gloves but he never returned mine.




  RONA. Ain’t that just like a man?! Do you want a cup of tea or something stronger?




  CECILIA. I want a few moments to gather my thoughts. Maybe a tea. If you don’t mind?




  RONA. Not at all. I left Serena in the lobby. She is thrilled to be invited to such a grown-up event. She’s talking about becoming a scientist…




  RONA starts to leave the stage.




  You’ll be an inspiration to her.




  CECILIA (lighting her cigarette). I hope I’ll be an inspiration to me.




  CECILIA finds the spot from which she will deliver her lecture. CECILIA looks back at her notes.
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