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Characters


JOHN SHANK, an actor


WILLIAM BLAGRAVE, a civil servant


ALEXANDER GOFFE, a boy actor


WILLIAM TRIGG, a boy actor


JHON, a dresser


STEPHEN HAMMERTON, a boy actor


JOHN HONYMAN, an eighteen-year-old boy actor


RICHARD ROBINSON, an actor


Place: London


Time: the 1630s




 


 


 


ACT ONE


Scene One


Music. A neoclassical cloud descends, c.f. Inigo Jones. On it: JOHN SHANK, a big, burly middle-aged man, now ill. He’s reclining and has a blanket thrown around him.


SHANK. I like the music. Fuck me, what a dull remark. ‘Music do I hear?’ That’s better. That’s more like it. As I lie alone. ‘At last I am alone!’ No, it was better before. I lie. Recline. Unheard. Unseen. If anyone woke me, if they asked me what it was like to die, I’d say: it’s like some hideous long soliloquy. On and on, with never a sign of a final couplet. While with every word you speak, you feel more ludicrous because there isn’t a bugger on stage to hear you.


Tries out a speech:


‘In Troy, there lies the scene. From isles of Greece, the princes orgulous . . . ’ That’s different, that is direct address, that’s to them.


Tries another:


‘Now is the summer . . . ’Start again. ‘My father, lately deposed as King of France, hath sent this letter. I shall peruse in private.’ Who am I talking to? How do I know they’re watching? How in the name of logic do I address a group of people of whose very existence I am unaware? Do I ignore them? Do I transfix them with my basilisk eye?


WILLIAM BLAGRAVE, forties, dapper, descends on another cloud. As always, he carries a little briefcase.


BLAGRAVE. Master Shank. I’m sorry to find you ill. You sent for me.


SHANK. Good day to you, Master . . . Blagrave. At your feet are seven sheets of paper. Find them.


BLAGRAVE finds them.


BLAGRAVE. This is a will. Your will.


SHANK. Well spotted. Read it.


BLAGRAVE skims a page, then another.


BLAGRAVE. Did you really pay out thirty pounds for William Trigg?


SHANK. Is that what it says?


BLAGRAVE. You wrote it.


SHANK. Then I did. Thirty big ones pissed away. I liked his style. Bouncy lad with a big loud voice. But he was only any good at saucy wenches. Couldn’t touch the tragic stuff. The biggest laugh he ever got was when he went on in ‘Titus’ with his hands cut off and his tongue pulled out. And his father, brothers, somebody asked who did it. And he couldn’t tell them.


He laughs so much he keeps having to stop.


So they put a . . . No, I mustn’t laugh, I’ll go funny again. They put a . . . Put a stick in his mouth. Like a walking-stick. And then he wrote their . . . God, we laughed.


He quietens down.


I note he hasn’t come to see me.


BLAGRAVE. He said he had.


SHANK. Then he’s a liar. Nobody comes to see me.


BLAGRAVE. What about Stephen?


SHANK. Stephen would not pat my back if I were choking on my vomit. I gave my lifetime’s hoard of craft and graft to that ungrateful toad. I gave what nobody else could find. I gave my heart. And he betrayed it. Stop reading.


BLAGRAVE. It interests me.


SHANK. I can’t think why.


BLAGRAVE. It’s an illuminating footnote to an unusual life.


SHANK. Skip to the end. I want you to sign. I want you to certify that you are you, that I am I, that I’m not mad and that I’ve signed it in your presence.


BLAGRAVE. You’ve signed it already.


SHANK. Bollocks.


BLAGRAVE. Look.


SHANK. No, I believe you. Have you any other reservations?


BLAGRAVE. Stephen was here. I met him a moment ago. He was coming out of the door as I arrived.


SHANK looks puzzled.


SHANK. What door? Where are we?


BLAGRAVE. At your house. In Cripplegate, London.


SHANK looks at his own cloud, then at BLAGRAVE’s.


SHANK. I am mad.


BLAGRAVE. You’re confused. You’ve had an apoplexy.


SHANK. More than one, old shiner. Three in a week. And one this morning. Sign.


BLAGRAVE opens his briefcase, produces a pen, unscrews a bottle of ink. Signs the will. Meanwhile:


BLAGRAVE. This will is you. It’s what you are, it’s what you’re worth, and in a day or a week or a month at most it will be all that’s left of you. What puzzles me is why you sent for me, of all the men in the world, to put my name to it?


SHANK. I have the pleasure of knowing I’ve ruined your day.


BLAGRAVE. That’s not true.


SHANK. Then try another.


BLAGRAVE. What I hoped, was that you’d realised, after all those years of conflict, that I admire you. And that I treasure what you stand for.


SHANK. Are you here to justify your actions or to sign my will?


BLAGRAVE. The latter.


SHANK. Do it.


BLAGRAVE. I have.


SHANK (disbelieving). Show me.


BLAGRAVE hands him the will. SHANK looks at it.


I forget things because I am in a rage.


BLAGRAVE. With me?


SHANK. No, not with you.


He closes his eyes.


BLAGRAVE. With Stephen?


SHANK opens his eyes.


SHANK. Trigg was first.


BLAGRAVE. You said you liked him.


SHANK. Listen, will you? Trigg was the first to come off-stage. That day. Goffe came next. He was the worst. Honey was best. Till then. But Honey was always ripping his gown to shreds and throwing his wig in the privy. He came last.


They start to ascend on their clouds.


Which meant that Trigg was stuck with Goffe, whose habit, since he could not comprehend the human dramas happening all around him, was to talk in terms which were incomprehensible to anyone else.


They disappear.


End of scene.


 


 


 


Scene Two


The boys’ dressing-room at the Globe.


The afternoon’s show has just come down. WILLIAM TRIGG, a stocky, cheerful boy in waiting-woman’s costume, is unpinning and taking off his wig. ALEX GOFFE, a plain, studious boy, dressed as a Spanish princess, is being undressed by JHON, a very old dresser of seventy or so. Both boys are fifteen. Their make-up is crude.


Neither boy gives JHON any help, and both have a way of dropping things on the floor and leaving him to pick them up.


Meanwhile:


ALEX. Where do you keep the lines you’ve learned? Are they in the picture-gallery of your mind? Or in the library?


TRIGG (irritable). Don’t know.


ALEX. Are they effulgent images, full of colour and life? Or are they merely squiggly trails of ink?


TRIGG. I can’t imagine. Why don’t you talk so people can understand you?


ALEX. I’ll put it simply. When you’re acting, do you think about whatever it is the words describe? Or do you just remember the sheet of paper that you learned them from?


TRIGG. I do both. Like any normal person. And if you’re talking about that saucepan speech, I know it forwards, backwards and upside-down.


ALEX. Then why did you dry up half-way through?


TRIGG. I didn’t! I was waiting for the laugh.


ALEX. There wasn’t one.


TRIGG. There would have been! There was a rustle of breath all over the house, I heard it, everyone heard it, and they’d opened their mouths for a great big burst of laughter. And you cut in, you bastard! It went flat on the floor! I’ll never forgive you, never!


He throws his wig down.


ALEX. Laugh, laugh, laugh, that’s all you think of. You’re just a vulgar little show-off. You’d show your bum to make them laugh.


TRIGG. Shut up. Shut up.


ALEX. I dread tomorrow. If you start snoring in the sleeping scene I’ll put my dress over your face and fart.


TRIGG. If you do that, I’ll kick your balls in.


He pushes ALEX. ALEX pushes him back. SHANK comes in. Same age as before but well. As always, he carries a shapeless old leather bag.


SHANK. Stop this at once! Where’s Honey got to? (To ALEX.) Goffe?


ALEX. I’ve not observed him.


SHANK. Trigg?


TRIGG. Don’t know.


SHANK. Somebody must have seen him.


JHON. Master Honyman’s at the Actors’ door.


SHANK. What’s he doing there?


JHON. Well by the looks of things I’d say that he’s in deep discussion with a member of the public.


SHANK. Splendid. I’ll be in prison by Christmas. Before you go, Jhon, on my table there’s a case of asinine and aural failure wot needs fixing.


JHON. I beg your pardon, Master Shank?


SHANK. My head. My head for tomorrow. Donkey’s head. The company one’s no good, I’ve had to bring my own in. There’s a string inside which leads to a kind of seesaw thingummybob which makes the ears go flap. On ‘Good hay, sweet hay, hath no fellow.’ Remember?


JHON. ‘Midsummer Night’s Dream?’


SHANK. Well done. Right play. Just look at it for me, will you?


JHON. Is that costume, strictly speaking Master Shank? Or isn’t it rather properties?


SHANK. I think that in this case, Jhon, it would count as costume since the . . .


There is a knock at the door.


Yes!


BLAGRAVE opens the door. He carries a sheaf of handwritten pages.


Master Blagrave. Come in, come in. Boys, stand straight. Get your hair out of your eyes.


They do. JHON moves respectfully away. BLAGRAVE comes in.


It is my pleasure to present William Trigg and Alexander Goffe.


BLAGRAVE (to TRIGG). The fair Bellamira. (To ALEX.) And the Princess of Castile. (To SHANK.) No sign of the Queen of Spain? I thought her coronation-speech especially fine today.


SHANK looks vaguely around for signs of the Queen of Spain.


Then I must nurse my disappointment. (To TRIGG and ALEX.) Here is a penny for each of you.


He gives them each a penny.


TRIGG. Thank you, sir.


ALEX. Thank you very much, sir.


TRIGG. May I ask you a question?


SHANK. Keep it short.


TRIGG. Do you remember my line, ‘Madam, I trust that fair gallant as far as I could throw this saucepan’?


BLAGRAVE. I do. Though it is not your line uniquely. Many young lads before you have had the privilege of speaking it.


TRIGG. Really, Master Blagrave?


BLAGRAVE. Yes, indeed. I have seen them all.


TRIGG. Well, if the audience wants to laugh there, should we wait for them?


BLAGRAVE. A neat conundrum. Theatrical wisdom, I believe, dictates that one large exhalation takes precedence over many small ones. So my advice would be to continue. What would you say, Master Shank?


SHANK. Oh, absolutely.


BLAGRAVE (to SHANK). I’m glad you agree. Now where is Master Robinson? I have a play for him. The author is a man of title and the theme in excellent taste.


SHANK points.


SHANK. Two doors down and first on the left.


BLAGRAVE. How does anyone find their way round here? Good day.


ALL. Good day sir.


He goes.


SHANK. The Lord preserve us from well-meaning amateurs. (To TRIGG.) Keep the pause. (To ALEX.) Wait for the laugh.


ALEX. He didn’t get one.


SHANK. Because you moved! I saw you.


He hits ALEX round the head. JHON resumes undressing the boys. Meanwhile:


Now listen carefully. Master Blagrave, who has given you those pennies –


He holds out his hand and they give him the money.


– which will be returned to you at the end of your apprenticeships –


He pockets the money.


– is the Deputy to Sir Henry Herbert, Master of the King’s Revels. Sir Henry reports to the Lord Chamberlain and there’s nobody greater than him than the King himself. And all of these gentlemen rely on Master Blagrave. So you must neither annoy him nor be too familiar. One more thing . . .


Another knock at the door. SHANK calls:


Yes!


The door opens. STEPHEN is there. He’s fourteen, slightly-built, unconsciously girlish. His clothes are ragged but clean. He carries a slip of paper.


STEPHEN. Master Shank?


SHANK. Who are you? What do you want?
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