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Introduction





I remember the British-Guyanese poet and playwright Fred D’Aguiar once saying that when he went into his room to write he was not aware of his colour or of his gender. The writing mind follows other identifications.


I’m not too keen on violence, I’ve joined many anti-war demonstrations, I like flowers, I understand what it is to be a woman in the twenty-first century.


My writing mind wanted to go elsewhere. To a play that was mostly about men. And war.


Soldiers don’t choose wars, the politicians do that. I was interested in exploring what draws people into the army. I was fascinated by military leaders, the idea of command.


I had been intrigued for some time by Sophocles’ play Ajax but I found it hard to read. I asked my friend the Greek scholar Margaret Williamson if she would help me translate it as we’d already worked together on several Greek plays. We spent three weeks in the Basque Country, deep in dictionaries, fed by kind friends.


When I translate, I usually start with a literal and then make it less literal as I go along. However, I always try to stay close to the original text. I knew immediately this wouldn’t happen here. A new play was superimposing itself on the literal: contemporary, based on current wars, set in a British army base. The war in Afghanistan was dragging on and there were a lot of headlines about casualties – and suicides. Ajax became Our Ajax.


Purni Morell, then the head of the National Theatre Studio, offered me one of their writing cells and we started interviewing people. We contacted an organisation called Veterans in Prison. This led us to Danny McEneany in Liverpool, a squaddie who’d spent some time in prison. He was open, honest. He really liked the idea that there was a Greek origin to the play I was writing. Soldiers, how ever disaffected, feel strongly about their historical links. Purni directed a reading with a fabulous cast. I owe them all thanks.


Many people spoke to me during and after that time. Experts on military history and Combat-Related Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, soldiers, a Regimental Sergeant Major and Commanding Officers. I was led to Jonathan Shay’s fascinating book, Achilles in Vietnam, Patrick Hennessey’s hilarious The Junior Officers’ Reading Club and Freud’s ‘Rat Man’. I watched endless war films and documentaries, in particular the extraordinary Restrepo by the much-missed Tim Hetherington, who died in Libya in 2011. The writing mind is ravenous. You take what you can to portray what you can. You make no judgements.


And there is always the family. Even over a Christmas dinner, the mind watches. I have military cousins and my stepson joined the Gurkhas.


I was invited to Toronto by Peggy Shannon of Ryerson University for their project Women and War. A female colonel from the Israeli army was especially illuminating.


I’ve had very generous help from many quarters in gathering information for this play, including from the current cast. Whatever truth it has I owe to others, but if I may paraphrase my Ajax, ‘any fucking mistakes, they’re fucking mine’.


Timberlake Wertenbaker


October 2013



















Characters







in order of appearance





Ajax


Athena


Odysseus


Soldiers


Company Sergeant Major


(CSM)


Tecmessa


Child


Menelaos


Teucer








Our Ajax was inspired by Sophocles’ Ajax


and borrows freely from it.



























Our Ajax








Before dawn.


A solitary man with a rifle herding a troupe of imaginary prisoners who happen to be sheep, goats, donkeys and a cow.




Ajax


Ara ha ra wah.


Greetings God,


are you there?


I got body count body count –


look at this:


fucking dead most of ’em.


And these my prisoners.




He hits out.





A little enhanced interrogation


hah wra.




He kicks, slams a head.





Foxy beast I know your tricks:


Odysseus trying to slip away


toupitripton: you’re not going to die just yet.


Bag on head, spreadeagled on the floor


blood oozing


bucket full of rats to eat your windy asshole


cos that’s what you are a windy asshole thief


and what you’re gonna confess under water


is how you took what was mine by right.




Threatens.





Wrah!





Don’t tell me to have pity Godgirl.


Didn’t they humiliate me? And my men?


Was that right, was that right?


I’ll obey you in everything else, yes ma’am


cos you love me and I love you


now I squashed those motherfucking maggots,


got my honour back.


Move, animals!




He marches out.


Odysseus, forensic. Athena emerges and watches.





Athena


Hey.


Hey there.


What are you doing there


on all fours


sniffing the ground like a hound?


Right by his tent too.


The man’s blown up:


God’s IED.


Come over here,


I’ve lots to tell you.


Odysseus


Athena …


I love your voice:


the sound of reveille


bugling through


the morning air.


Athena


For your ears only


though.


Here.


Odysseus


Where? I can’t see you.


Only your voice





reverberates.


God’s signals transmitting –


I receive clearly, see no one.


Athena


Here – sit here and


so, tell me.


Odysseus


Carnage in the camp.


Athena


I can see that.


This is an intelligence test


military.


Facts. Deduction. Strategy.


Odysseus


First our sniffer dogs


trained for years


to detect explosives.


Throats slit –


some raging hand.


Then the herds, goats, sheep


of the training village.


Athena


Your little theatre


of war.


Odysseus


Well, it was my idea:


pretend first so when you do it for real –


Athena


it doesn’t feel real. I love the human mind.


Odysseus


We call it training. Local colour. Know what to expect –


I thought it was your idea –


I heard your voice –





Athena


– in your mind.


Odysseus


So the herds shot,


death blossom,


the only source of fresh meat


source of pride and wealth


to the people here.


And the men guarding the herds


ambushed


– only for real.


Not a way to make local friends.


A figure was seen


bounding over the walls


blood scattered like breadcrumbs.


I follow the tracks.


They lead here.


But some things don’t make sense.


Athena


That’s why I’m here.


I’m the figure


that makes things clear


puts them into words


you understand.


Concepts easy on the human mind


like war. Enemy. Win.


So I’m the goddess of war.


Odysseus


And wisdom. That’s what I need right now.


Athena


I’m good at wisdom: might is right.


Simple concise and irrefutable.


And don’t offend the gods:


warning to the wise.





Odysseus


Have I sniffed the right man?


Athena


He’s the one who did it.


Odysseus


Wasn’t it a bit irrational?


Athena


Another human word


bound by the physical limitations


of the point of view.


He didn’t get the honour he deserved.


A soldier will fight long and hard for some leaves on his head,


a bit of coloured ribbon on his chest


but what happens when he doesn’t get them?


Even gods want recognition. Especially gods.


Remember that.


But more important,


where’s his promotion, General Odysseus?


Odysseus


I was only made Brigadier.


Athena


Only a matter of time. They can’t skip all the ranks at once.


Odysseus


If the Lieutenant Colonel feels passed over


why take it out on dogs and goats?


Athena


He thought he was plunging his hands into your carcass.


Odysseus


I’ve been called foxy. Bovine


would describe him more than me.





Athena


You’d be meat if I hadn’t prevented it.


He was creeping up to the Generals’ quarters.


You were next.


Odysseus


What stopped him?


Athena


Me. I


scrambled his eyes, his brains and drew him to the cattle


who rustled and snorted and grunted


well, I can’t always tell the difference myself.


Then to the dogs snoring


twitching in dreams of sniff and chase,


just like you, Odysseus.


And as his mind wandered and


stepped on all the unexploded mines of terror,


I launched a barrage of blood-soaked memories


again and again like mortars in his eyes.


He didn’t know where he was.


Past horror crashed into the present


neon flashes of mutilation


and children, that always works,


on, off, the same again and again,


his own, a film, a story, who knows?


As I said,


scrambled.


Want to watch?


I’ll call him.


Odysseus


Not out here!


He’s dangerous even when he’s sane.


Athena


Afraid?





Odysseus


You told me yourself:


never interrupt your enemy when he’s making a mistake.


Let him stay inside.


Athena


You enjoy laughing at your enemies.


Odysseus


I can laugh at him from a distance.


Athena


Don’t you want a front-row view?


See what a god can do.


Odysseus


I think I know.


Athena


He thinks I love him.


All men think God loves them


and speaks to them.


Sometimes they’re right.


Odysseus


How can we know for sure?


Athena


That’s just it: you can’t.


Here come his men.


Wear this. Camouflage.


Odysseus


That’s sheepskin.


Athena


That’s what I said. Camouflage. Won’t be the last time


you get out of a scrape with sheep’s camouflage


and you’ll take credit for the idea.


You know what can be hidden under the belly of a four-footed animal.





Odysseus


That donkey that came towards the gate,


explosives attached to its belly –


it was Ajax who sensed danger.


He can smell an explosive a mile off.


He ran towards it, chased it away from the men


put his own life at risk, always does.


Athena


Sometimes I envy the excitement of being human,


all that life and death stuff. You have to be human to be brave.


Odysseus


Has his courage run out? I can’t imagine.


Athena


Was there ever a man with more foresight in action?


Did the right thing at the right time.


Man of few words, heart full of courage.


See how one day can turn things around?


Odysseus


But how did it happen? Why?


Athena


A challenge for your human brain.


Just remember, Odysseus,


we don’t like it when you go around thinking you’re gods.


Modesty, even false, suits men well.


Now put on this clothing and act like a sheep.




Athena and Odysseus stay onstage.


Ajax’s men come on.





Soldier


So I have this dream


I’m running through a bunch of street markets


I’m alone cos





I’ve been cut off from my platoon


I’m trying to find my way back to the guys


it’s just me and nobody else


running.


What am I supposed to do?


I’m scared shitless.


Soldier


I see battlefields


I’m running away


I fall down and shoot


people are running and screaming


I hear grenades, bullets and a voice


take care of my kids.


Soldier


I see these friends


then I notice it’s just their heads.


I’ve lined them up


and they’re talking to me.


Soldier


And this brass says,


this perfumed prince


a real seven-thousand-mile screwdriver


he says:


you’re lacking in moral fibre.


And they shoot me:


firing squad.


CSM


OK. As you were.


Any flashbacks?


Soldier


Yessir.


CSM


Persistent?





Soldier


Yessir.


CSM


Out with it.


Soldier


Yessir. Penelope Cruz


in that movie


naked.


CSM


I mean battlefield flashbacks, where you’ve been


I’m looking for trauma here


not your sex life.


Soldier


I was there


with her


I keep seeing her.


Soldier


Isn’t Odysseus’ wife called Penelope?


Soldier (sings sotto voce)


‘I don’t know but I’ve been told


Penelope’s pussy’s mighty cold –’


CSM


I’m not fucking interested in Penelope’s fucking pussy!


Any recurring action?


Soldier


My girlfriend, my girlfriend, my girlfriend, recurring.


CSM


OK. As you were.


Soldier


Situation normal all fucked-up.


CSM


Press-up position now. Down!





Soldier


But –


Soldier


What about Ajax?


CSM


Lieutenant Colonel A. Ajax to you.


Soldier


Yeah. Ajax. Our Ajax.


There’s these rumours.


CSM


Of course there are rumours, this is the army.


Soldier


Persistent rumours.


Soldier


Recurring memories rumours.


Soldier


Flashback in the night:


someone killed the dogs.


CSM


Wouldn’t be one of ours. We like dogs. Maybe some ANA on dope.


Soldier


And Odysseus saying –


Soldier


Brigadier Odysseus saying –


Soldier


That bastard Odysseus spreading rumours because he hates Ajax and us.


Soldier


Always been jealous –





Soldier


I thought I saw him sneaking around the tent –


Soldier


Muttering to himself.


Soldier


I think he prays.




They laugh.





Odysseus (to Athena)


I’ll get those fucking bastards sent on a suicide mission.


Athena


Shut up. Stick to being a sheep.


Soldier


I heard something.


CSM


A sheep bleating. Proves nothing’s happened.


Soldier


There’s usually more sheep –


Soldier


And Ajax – he’s been very quiet.


CSM


The Colonel never speaks, prefers to act.


Soldier


We haven’t seen him this morning.


Soldier


He usually comes out. Makes a joke. It’s not funny but we laugh anyway,


because we’re happy to see him. Our Ajax.


Soldier


He still hasn’t come out.


Soldier


Maybe you could go see him?





Because if there’s some truth


and he’s the one with the nightmares


what are we going to do?


CSM


He is the best of our COs


Soldier


the most solid


Soldier


always looks after his men


Soldier


always does what’s right


Soldier


knows the enemy


CSM


so nothing can be wrong. Not with Colonel Ajax.


Soldiers


Ajax!


Odysseus (to Athena)


I wish my men spoke of me like that.


Athena


I wish I was the goddess of love. But I’m the goddess of war. You’re Odysseus, the Brigadier with brains. It’s more effective to be feared than loved.
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