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             Premiere Production

         

         Girl on an Altar was first performed at the Kiln Theatre, London, on 19 May 2022, with the following cast:

         
             

         

         Clytemnestra  Eileen Walsh

         Agamemnon  David Walmsley

         Cassandra  Nina Bowers

         Aegisthus  Daon Broni

         Cilissa  Kate Stanley-Brennan

         Tyndareus  Jim Findley

         
             

         

         Director  Annabelle Comyn

         Designer  Tom Piper

         Lighting Designer  Amy Mae

         Composer and Sound Designer  Philip Stewart

         Video Designer  Will Duke

         Casting Director  Julia Horan cdg

         Movement Director / Intimacy Director  Ingrid Mackinnon

         Voice and Dialect Coach  Danièle Lydon

         Costume Supervisor  Isobel Pellow

         Assistant Director  Jessica Mensah6
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            For Dermot and the children
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            Characters

         

         
            Clytemnestra 

wife of Agamemnon

            Agamemnon 

the Lion of Argos

            Cassandra 

daughter of Priam and Hecuba

            Aegisthus 

cousin of Agamemnon

            Cilissa 

servingwoman of Clytemnestra

            Tyndareus 

father of Clytemnestra

         

         Setting

         
      Fluid. Sky. Sea. Stars. Wind. Stone. Bronze. Aegean Light.
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            GIRL ON AN ALTAR
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               Act One

            

         

         
            
               Scene One

            

         

         Music. Sound of the sea. The sky black, studded with stars, let some fall.

         
            Clytemnestra We arrive at night on Aulis’ rocky shore. Iphigenia’s face streaked with dirt and tears. She doesn’t want to be a bride and has fought with me the whole journey. I tell her she will not be just any bride, but the bride of Achilles, the greatest king after her father and some whisper greater. She’s having none of it. She wants to go home, play with her pet lamb, her dolls, the other children who have grown up alongside her behind the palace walls of our high green kingdom. I tell her, her father wishes it, that it’s only a formality, that after the ceremony I’ll take her home till she is fifteen, the proper age for a girl to be married. Agamemnon better allow this. I’m raging with him that he would use his daughter to cement an alliance with these warring savages. And when we arrive he greets me sombrely, his mood strange. He carries his sleeping daughter to her tent. Leave her, he says to the women.

            Agamemnon Let her sleep. You can wash her in the morning.

            Clytemnestra There’s a new scar on his neck, a wound under his left eye, the fist swollen, knuckles vanishing under a darkening bruise.

            All is not well?

            Agamemnon You’ve no idea.

            Clytemnestra I have to see to the babies, settle them. Why you had to drag us here. Is this another coup? Is that why you made us all come?14

            Agamemnon Let’s not speak of it in front of the child. Settle the twins then join me in my tent.

            Clytemnestra And he nods for twenty of his men to accompany me, his royal guard. Twenty. This is serious. He leaves another twenty surrounding Iphigenia’s tent. The rest follow him to his floating compound on the cliff. I tend to the babies, leave Cilissa in charge and make my way to the inner sanctum where I find him poring over his maps. He has stripped to the waist, another new wound snaking down his back.

            Someone came at you from behind.

            Agamemnon While I was exercising Aetha.

            Clytemnestra Cowards.

            Agamemnon You’ve nothing to fear. Your life is safe. The war council have agreed a treaty. We’re all bound to the peace now.

            Clytemnestra You and your treaties. That wound needs dressing and that cut under your eye is infected, needs to be lanced. This is insane. The war hasn’t even started and already you’re a walking ruin. What bastard went for your face and I’ll chop his spine off with my Lydian axe.

            And who went for your back?

            Whoever it was they meant to take you out. Who was it?

            Agamemnon Your gold vest saved me.

            Clytemnestra It won’t save you forever. I need a bath. I’m covered in welter from the road.

            And after I’ve dipped myself in his silver bath, I find him looking at the sky, the waves breaking on the stony shore below, his black ships rocking in their chains further out, voices in the dark, fires lit, someone plucking a lyre far away, the smell of roasting meat curling up on the wind. A sinister night. Evil and edge in the air.

            What are they celebrating?15

            Agamemnon There’s to be a sacrifice tomorrow.

            Clytemnestra For Iphigenia’s wedding? She’s too young to be married. This Achilles, is he groom material? What’s he like?

            Agamemnon An arrogant warring punk who swings both ways, that’s what he’s like. Thinks he should be king. Has the whole place in uproar.

            Clytemnestra A younger version of you then, bar the swinging.

            Agamemnon I think I always put my people first, what’s best for the tribe, the kingdom. Not this peacock. Claims his mother was a goddess. Well if she was, amn’t I descended from Helios himself? No better lineage than that if he wants to bring the gods into it.

            Clytemnestra You’re clay like the rest of us. Dust. One generation and we’re forgotten.

            Agamemnon Don’t I know it.

            Clytemnestra I’m not happy about this wedding.

            Agamemnon It’s out of your hands, out of all our hands, the priests have spoken.

            Clytemnestra To hell with the priests. Iphigenia has just turned ten. I’m taking her home after the ceremony. She’s a small girl. I don’t trust them to leave her alone. She’s not ready for any of this.

            Agamemnon Look, they’ve rigged the Oracle. An attempt to bring me to heel. If we don’t give them Iphigenia there’ll be a bloodbath here tomorrow. They’ll depose me, slaughter us all, make Achilles their new king.

            Clytemnestra You’ve brought us into a trap. The babies?

            Agamemnon The babies too. All of us.

            Clytemnestra (looks at him) What?16

            Agamemnon Leave me. Leave me now.

            Clytemnestra What is it? What have they done to you? There’s something you’re not saying.

            Agamemnon Go to bed, woman, come, I’ll escort you.

            Clytemnestra And he walks me to the women’s tents, kisses my hand and leaves me there. Very unlike him. I must be losing my charm, still a bit chumpy after the birth of the twins, or he’s besotted with one of the camp trollops. It’ll pass, always does. Experience has taught me, turn the blind eye, say nothing, no talking to any of them when the war lust is on them. I look in on Iphigenia. She opens her eyes in the glaze of sleep, smiles. Her dressmakers are working quietly beside her, putting the finishing touches to her wedding gown. I leave them to it and go to the babies’ tent. Cilissa snoring her head off with a baby in each arm. I lie down beside them. My infant son finds my thumb and clings to it as I sink like a stone into the last innocent sleep I am permitted on this black earth.

         

         
            
               Scene Two

            

         

         Dawn. Pink sky. Sound of the sea.

         
            Agamemnon Atarxis, my general, lifts my daughter up to me. She turns to kiss me, a garland of gentians in her shining hair. They have her decked out in white, gold sandals on her small brown feet. I give her the reins and she whoops with delight at the speed of Aetha. And I’m thinking, I can’t do this. I cannot do this. The whole camp is armed. Everyone’s dander up, Achilles preening in his glittering armour. His eyes flick to my daughter, then back to me, I can hear him thinking, he’s calling our bluff, he’ll never go through with it. Won’t I, you mortal upstart? Won’t I indeed? I’ll show you what the king of kings is made of. I’ll show you what must be given away. I’m the one leading this army to Troy’s 17pink walls if I have to kill you all to do it. Zeus Agamemnon to you, you marauding parvenu. Zeus Agamemnon from the house of Pelops. Zeus Atrides Agamemnon, great-grandson of Helios. The sun god’s blood runs in my veins. Veins of gold, you treacherous blue-blood runt.

            Clytemnestra I’m shaken out of sleep, Cilissa hissing in my face.

            Cilissa They’ve taken her and beyond in the kitchens they’re putting it around that there’s to be no wedding but some unspeakable offering on the altar below at the shore.

            Clytemnestra Taken who?

            Cilissa Iphigenia. She went by on her father’s horse at dawn.

            Clytemnestra She’s with her father. She’s safe.

            Cilissa The sacrificial fires are lit, priests dancing across the sand with their drums, she’s standing on the altar, her dress in tatters.

            Clytemnestra What are you saying? Where are the babies?

            Cilissa Come, come now!

            Clytemnestra Stop your ranting, woman!

            Cilissa No listen! The Oracle, the gods, Artemis slighted, Zeus angry, the wind all wrong, Troy a vanishing dream. Iphigenia! They want her.

            Clytemnestra Want her for what?

            Cilissa She’s the sacrifice!

            She leaps over me and is out the flap, tearing along the cliff screaming like a banshee. I tear after her, our feet in ribbons as we pound the shale, haul ourselves down the slope, all the women suddenly behind us and we’re roaring, shoving, tripping, sliding down the dunes as she flies ahead in her nightdress.18

            Clytemnestra The beach thick with all the tribes, armour gleaming, hands on the hilts of their swords, the sky blackening, a glut around the altar, three massive boulders, the men parting like wind in barley as we scythe through them and then … oh …

            Cilissa He’s standing on the altar, mask on, obsidian knife in his hand, Iphigenia raised to the skies in his right arm …

            Clytemnestra Blood on the stones … his arms … her throat …

            Cilissa She takes a flying leap at the altar, manages to scale the jagged stone, fury propelling her, wrestles the child from Agamemnon with such force he falls backwards, as she rains kisses like blows on the dying child, trying to shake the life back into her, stanch the river of blood flowing from her neck over her arms, her face, in her mouth, clinging to the girl they’ve stripped to the waist, and the high priest steps forward, pounding his drum, berating her in his high falsetto, shame on you woman, botching the god’s sacrifice, shame on you.

            Clytemnestra Shame on me? You have stolen my child, butchered her like a beast of the field! Shame on me? Shame on you, you band of prancing gorillas! May you never reach Troy and if by some trick of fate you do, may you never return, may you die there, howling, a banquet for the crow, the rat, the wild dog, no one to mourn you, none to speak your memory except with hate and scorn, your own mothers cursing you, you savage guests of Time.

            Cilissa Her voice low, lethal, the men shifting, coughing, eyes full of fear. Do they actually expect a blessing for this carnage?

            Clytemnestra Iphigenia dying in my arms, black clouds rolling across the silver sea, wind rising, rain spattering and then the heavens opening. Iphigenia bucking, choking. 19Agamemnon on his knees struggling to get his mask off, her necklace in his hand.

            Agamemnon Go! Take her with you before I have to do it all over again. Go before I have to slit your throat too. She flies off the altar, never letting the child from her grip, her women close in as they move through the men who shove and stumble to back out of her way, afraid of her and the procession of keening women. Achilles looks at me, the guarded eyes that still won’t give quarter but he knows who’s king round here now. There’ll be no more trouble, no swaggering wide boys scheming for my throne. He watches as the elite come, bow, kiss my feet, all the tribes with their trumped-up little under-kings. I accept the tributes, the honeyed lies, the deference, without taking my eyes off him. He’s the last to come forward. Of course he is. And only because he can’t do otherwise, everyone watching, waiting, can see him calculating, can he still swing it his way? The fury he can’t contain, prancing, tossing the hair. But he comes finally, kneels like the rest of them, kisses my bloodstained feet, spits out the hollow words. Zeus Agamemnon. That’s right, I say as I grip his hand and raise him in the accustomed manner. That’s right and don’t you forget it. And he snorts and swaggers off, nostrils flaring and I know I’m no god incarnate but I’m the closest he’ll ever come to one. Old Colchis comes forward with his sagging diddies, offering me the cup of sacrificial blood to drink, my daughter’s blood. I knock it from his hand and grab him by the throat. Atarxis is there in a flash separating us, the whole camp gasping. Cool it, Atarxis says. No more oracles, I say, No more of your Pythian riddles that can be read a thousand ways, you demented old woman. I only read the signs, Colchis mumbles, the sick eyes leaking down the ravines of his face. And what do the signs say now? What do your gods say? What’s the gossip from Delphi, and it better be good. The wind, he whines. What about the wind? It’s here, he drawls. The wind, I say, the wind was 20here yesterday, the wind is here today and the wind’ll be here tomorrow but my daughter will never be here again. Sing that on your fuckin’ altar. To the ships, I shout, raising my sword, slapping on the golden mask. The Oracle has spoken. Our sacrifice has been accepted and deemed fitting. Look at this rain! Hear the wind rising! The signs are for victory. The men roar in relief. They love this sort of crap so I milk it, do the Bacchic dance, sing myself hoarse, stomp and hoof and snort like a stallion as the men go wild and weep and fall to their knees. Zeus Agamemnon, they scream, beating their fists in the air, on their chests, tearing at their hair like a bunch of auld ones at a funeral. In the distance, along the cliff, I see the lonely procession, my wife, my dead child, making their way to the women’s tents and I don’t know how I’ll ever make it right with her again. To the ships, I say, and the exodus for Troy finally begins.

            Music. Lights.
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