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            Foreword

            by Lee Hall

         

         THE MAN WHO CAME TO READ THE METRE

         In the early 1980s, when I was a teenager growing up in Newcastle, I had a girlfriend who one Christmas Eve announced that I had to be at her house the next morning as a man would come, have a glass of hock, and recite excerpts from ‘The Lady of Shalott’ to the tune of ‘When I’m Cleaning Windows’. Apparently this happened every Christmas and was something I couldn’t afford to miss.

         So on Christmas morning I duly made my way to the leafy part of town and sure enough around eleven o’clock a man arrived – downed a glass of German wine – and I waited – and I waited – but he didn’t do it! He just talked – about food, wine, literature and theatre. He had apparently just come back from Greece or somewhere.

         He had an open-necked shirt and a knotted kerchief around his neck. And thus he was, definitively, the most bohemian person I had ever seen. And by far the most cultured. Somehow I think I expected a poet to be more fusty – but there he was: at ease, worldly, confident, funny, learned; and I quailed in the corner, terrified I’d be asked a question – waiting for Tennyson in 4/4 time.

         After about an hour he left on his rounds – without having done it! But I did not go home disappointed. I may not have heard the one-man Tennyson/Formby mash-up but I had had my first glimpse of Tony Harrison.

         After that Christmas morning he seemed to be everywhere. Not in person, you understand. But in the 1980s you couldn’t get away from him. There were poems on telly, The Mysteries were at the National Theatre, Selected Poems came out in a Penguin paperback. I’d missed the Oresteia but my drama teacher had the video – which we all watched several times. I’d turn on the telly and there he  was singing the virtues of Robert Service, next he’d be on The South Bank Show reading from his sonnets. A torrent of creativity, formidable in its breadth; vital, ambitious, relevant. It was a remarkable time for me, taking all this in.

         And, of course, it must have been a remarkable time for Tony. I think only Yeats and Eliot in the twentieth century have had a decade like it, where their theatre work and their poetry had such a platform, was being created at such a pitch, being heard, understood and absorbed.

         It was certainly manna to me and, like so many of my generation, I lapped it up. Our paths did not cross again for thirty years, but Tony Harrison became my hero.

         Of course the sonnets about his parents – and the rupture that poetry and education had in terms of class – seemed to speak to me directly. I was the first person in our family to stay at school beyond fifteen, and already the dislocations that he wrote about were impinging on my own life.

         But I think it was his writing for the theatre that was so overwhelming. Of course I read what I could of Tony’s work. But it was seeing The Mysteries on telly one Christmas that really affected me. I think it must have been 1985. I sat up and watched it alone because no one else wanted to sit through seven hours of ‘theatre’. I watched and wept. God spoke to me in the vernacular. I had never seen anything that matched its invention, its scope, the sheer fun, the vigour, warmth, intelligence, and I sat alone that night shaking because I knew that’s what I had to do with my life.

         Fuelled by all of this, I somehow managed to get myself into Cambridge to study English Literature. I remember arriving on the first day to find my posh girlfriend had sent a package to my pigeonhole. It was a fresh copy of v. So my first memory of Cambridge is sitting on the college lawn reading Tony’s poem about a fractured nation. The devastated Northern Coalfield felt very far away from those hallowed halls. Yet it was a moment of great excitement for me. And also, of course, one of extreme dislocation. Not exactly helped by that particular meditation. But I did  understand that Tony was my guide and I knew the point of being there was to try to make art out of it. And though it took the best part of decade to find its final shape, it was the moment Billy Elliot was born.

         The fact that Tony was born in 1937 meant he was eight when the ‘Butler’ Education Act 1944 came into effect. So perhaps, if he’d been conceived just three years earlier, he would have not sat the Eleven Plus, and therefore not gone to Leeds Grammar School. He would not have been pilloried for his working-class accent and refused the right to speak the poems of (of all people, the hostler’s son) Keats. But by being born exactly when he was, he did end up there, and so became one of the first of a cohort whose lives were upended by simply doing what you were expected to do at school.

         What you were taught at Leeds Grammar was not what you were habitually taught in Beeston. Just by following the basic curriculum, the working-class kid enters a brave new world and the person he is most amazed to find in it is himself. The study of the Classics, or of literature, is there fore not simply the vehicle which will transport him out of his class. It is fundamentally transformative. It becomes the very roots of your identity. For him to follow literature is not indulging a penchant for the arts instead of a natural route into a profession or the City. It is his very being. This seems evident in every line Tony’s written.

         ‘I wanted to make poetry a real job’, he has said, ‘and that’s a question of hazarding your whole life on what you do.’1 Poetry or bust. I think that’s what’s so dramatic about Tony’s writing: the stakes really are that high.

         Yet the question of legitimacy seems to haunt the working-class artist. Despite the determined labour that is required in any scholarship, somehow it still seems high falutin. How can it earn its keep in a world of people who make things – by hard graft?

         ‘Art as work’ and the ‘work of art’ are immediate problems for anyone who was not born into culture. Art,  for them, is not transparent. It is opaque with contradiction because of what (and whom) it excludes. And it’s what I find so powerfully expressed in all Tony’s work: the clear-sightedness that however conciliatory poetry is (i.e. implicitly unifying through the translation of experience), he consistently acknowledges it is always at the same time a document of some kind of barbarism.

         The thing is, the scholarship boy takes his learning seriously. It represents not only all he has but everything he’s given up to get it. And if he is to take the injunction of this education seriously – if he has taken the Greeks to heart – he understands he is required to use poetry to disrupt as much as to console. And that if it is to be serious it has also to be fun.

         Yet he feels it is not enough simply to entertain or épater le bourgeois. Something more is at stake:

         
            I came from a loving, rooted upbringing which was disrupted by Education and Poetry. And I’ve been trying to create new wholes out of that disruption ever since.2

         

         Tony’s answer to the problem has been to create a reflexive art which admits and examines this complexity – and a crucial part of the work is to address people directly. Personal tribulations are afforded legitimacy by making them, as he calls it, a ‘public poetry’; that is, a poetry that is not simply individually consumed but is communally shared.

         One only has to hear Tony read to understand how important this is. But what is so singular is his pursuit of this into unchartered waters, such as in the magnificent series of films on the telly. But as groundbreaking and innovative as these film-poems were, I think it’s in theatre where he has really made this work most profoundly.

         Verse drama seemed to have died a death, it is safe to say, with Christopher Fry, but the triumph of his Misanthrope led Tony to be the de facto writer-in-residence at the National Theatre through the whole of the 1970s and 1980s. It was an exceptional position for a poet to find  themselves in, and one might have expected him to dust off a few more canonical favourites and apply his coruscating couplets.

         But Tony took the job very seriously, tracing poetry and theatre to a common root which led him to two foundational texts – to the oldest play in the Western canon: the Oresteia of Aeschylus; and the English mystery plays which are the bedrock of all English drama. Both of these play cycles were central to the civic life of the societies in which they were performed. The Oresteia is in many ways about the creation of a civil order and the mystery plays embody the broadest sense of a demotic theatre. They were made by, and performed to, ordinary working folk via the guilds and were obviously central to the life of the medieval towns from which they emerged.

         These are sprawling works, often deemed recondite and obscure, and because of their size and obscurity had remained largely aloof from popular production – if they were performed at all it was largely as academic or ‘heritage’ performances. But Tony understood that these plays presented a platform for the direct, democratic, ‘public’ theatre he’d been looking for. He grasped that the poetry of this theatre was not just in the language; it was in the contract it made with the audience. They were to be addressed eye to eye. He understood why it had to be in verse. Not only that, he understood how to do it. Not just because he was an accomplished poet and classical scholar. He understood because he had seen the last days of variety in Leeds, which addressed the audience directly and paid no heed to a fourth wall.

         I like to think he understood the practical mechanics of such a theatre because when he got to Leeds University he was in a revue with (improbably) both Wole Soyinka and Barry Cryer.

         He took the detail of these plays seriously. He didn’t ‘do a version’ of the Greek plays like, say, Sartre. He understood that the actual words mattered, that these weren’t  precious pieces of arcana; these were where the roots of culture were buried and they were exhilarating, accessible, democratic works that made soaring poetry out of rough speech. Both of these works did on a vast scale what his poems did intimately: they were civilising, ultimately comedic in their structure, opening out on to fields of hope yet unafraid to broach difficult things, in difficult times.

         
            Batter, batter the doom-drum, but believe there’ll be better!3

         

         Pessimism of the intellect. Optimism of the will.

         Famously, Tony brushed aside questions of the enormous work that was involved in shaping the mystery cycle by claiming he just ‘came in to read the metre’.4 It is indeed something he has done often: reading Aeschylus through the Gawain poet, football chants through Thomas Gray (even if he failed to do it that Christmas for Tennyson via Formby).

         But what struck me recently when thinking about this off-the-cuff remark was that behind the image of the meter reader is an evocation of a time when we had public utilities that needed tending. Tony was there at the advent of our National Theatre. It was a time when the train you sat on to get there, the water you got at the bar, the electricity that provided the illumination was all publicly owned. Was all held in common.

         And in that moment so was culture.

         The Oresteia was directed by a stationmaster’s son from Suffolk (Peter Hall), the music composed by a baker’s son from Accrington (Harrison Birtwistle), The Mysteries were directed by a shipyard worker’s son from Greenock (Bill Bryden). The companies were full of folk for whom RP was a foreign language. In terms of class, at least, it was a National Theatre.

         Tony held us all in common. He understood that the gods speak in dialect at the National Theatre. That you could think about your mam and dad in Meredithian sonnets. He understood that plays could be poetical, that  verse could be foul-mouthed and outspoken without compromising a jot of its seriousness.

         The gesture of turning the satyrs of Oxyrhynchus into the poor souls of Cardboard City, the people excluded from society, never mind high art, was a theatrical moment I will never forget. I don’t think an audience at the National has ever been so profoundly challenged. We’d passed those very people on our way in. It was chilling and heartbreaking.

         That clog-dancing led very directly to the idea of transposing the Billy Elliot story to the stage as a grand variety show. Tell the story using ‘our culture’, Tony seemed to be saying.

         As the last two decades have shown, Tony is much more than just a writer. He invents a production and not just what goes on stage. He imagines what it will be like to watch it. He sees the event in the round. And I think this is where his influence is most keenly felt. Not on writers, who, to be quite frank, don’t have the technical apparatus to properly follow in his footsteps, but a generation of directors and theatre-makers saw that work and were profoundly changed by it.

         They are a generation of theatre-makers who take it as read that the text and the theatrical gesture should be inextricably intertwined, that we can forgo naturalism but lose none of our intimacy or the grain of spoken language, that a satyr is just as important as a saint, that in art the confrontational is also a form of consolation, and very often vice versa. I am thinking of people like Simon McBurney from Complicite, Emma Rice of Kneehigh, Declan Donnellan of Cheek by Jowl and many, many more.

         Dominic Dromgoole summed it up for my generation in the year 2000 when he said that Tony Harrison was ‘the vernacular virtuoso behind three of the greatest theatrical events of the last thirty years: the Oresteia, The Mysteries and The Trackers of Oxyrhynchus’.5 These are monumental achievements. I think of what Basil Bunting said about Pound’s Cantos: ‘Here are the Alps. You will have  to go a long way round if you want to avoid them.’6 Since then Tony has continued to write and direct a series of plays in verse that have no equal. They are unlike anybody else’s, yet they are full of ideas, spectacle and a celebration of language which goes to the root of all important theatre.

         And it’s this call to a ‘public poetry’ through the theatre that I think a generation of mavericks has taken up. So Tony’s more recent work has much more in common with the kids who are trying to make unofficial theatre outside the tradition of the ‘well-made play’ than it does with the accomplished playwrights on the boulevards of the South Bank.

         It would be remiss not to worry about the Tony Harrisons of the future. I am not advocating the return of grammar schools, but it seems clear to me that people like Tony or myself are getting thinner on the ground. It is hard to hear those working-class voices. And it’s the high arts that suffer for it. That’s why Tony’s example is so important.

         For my own part, I don’t think I’ve written a sentence without thinking ‘Oh God, Tony Harrison could do this better, and in verse!’ But it is because of Tony that I keep on having a go. My literary hero at seventeen, my literary hero at fifty. An immense thank you.

         
            1. Quoted in P. Forbes, ‘In the Canon’s Mouth’, in S. Byrne, ed., Tony Harrison and the Classics (forthcoming), p. 193.

            2. J. Haffenden, ‘Interview with Tony Harrison’, in N. Astley, ed., Bloodaxe Critical Anthology 1: Tony Harrison (Newcastle upon Tyne: Bloodaxe Books, 1991), p. 246.

            3. Aeschylus, Agamemnon, line 159 in Harrison’s translation.

            4. This was how Harrison introduced himself when interviewed by Melvyn Bragg on the South Bank Show in 1980.

            5. Dominic Dromgoole, The Full Room (London: Methuen, 2000), p. 134.

            6. B. Bunting, Descant on Rawthey’s Madrigal: Conversations with Basil Bunting (Lexington KY: Gnomon Press, 1968), p. 110.

         

         Delivered at ‘New Light on Tony Harrison’, a conference convened by Professor Edith Hall and hosted by the British Academy, 27–28 April 2017, to celebrate the poet’s eightieth birthday.

      

   


   
      

         
            HECUBA

            of Euripides

         

         

          

         Weeping for Hecuba

         
            What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba,

            That he should weep for her?

            Hamlet, Act II, Scene 2

         

         Though no doubt the original Athenian audiences wept for Hecuba in the two plays of Euripides in which she is the principal figure – Hecuba of about 423 BC and The Trojan Women of 415 BC – the first named person we know who wept for Hecuba was a notoriously cruel tyrant, Alexander of Pherae, in the fourth century BC, and he was ashamed of it. Plutarch tells his story in two versions, and in one it seems that the monster shed tears at a performance of The Trojan Women and in the other at a performance of Hecuba. The tyrant was so moved to pity by the spectacle of the Queen of Troy, without husband, sons or city, reduced to slavery, that he jumped up and ran from the theatre as fast as he could. He said it would be terrible if when he was killing so many of his own subjects he should be seen to be shedding tears over the sufferings of Hecuba and Polyxena, the daughter of Hecuba sacrificed after the Trojan War was over to appease the ghost of Achilles. Alexander the tyrant almost had the actor who played Hecuba severely punished for having softened his heart ‘like iron in the furnace’.

         What the man of iron had been surprised by was that bond of empathy and compassion that can cross centuries, and which, along with the imagination that needs to be primed to experience both, was dangerously undermining for the tyranny and oppression that upheld Alexander’s power. Oppression and empathy can’t co-exist.

         In these two plays of Euripides, set in the immediate aftermath of the Trojan War, the poet creates one of the great  archetypes of suffering. For an actress it is a role of the tragic grandeur of Lear, except that for the Queen of Troy the play begins by cutting straight to Shakespeare’s Act III, the storm and the heath – and the sense of total deprivation. Hecuba enters deprived of everything she had – husband, sons, city, wealth, status – reduced to ending her days as a Greek slave scrubbing Agamemnon’s latrines.

         This reversal of fortune was the theme that appealed to the earliest appreciators of Hecuba in the sixteenth century, when it was translated from Greek into the more accessible Latin by Erasmus and Philip Melanchthon, who put on his version acted by students of his university at Wittenberg, where Hamlet was said to have studied.

         The other theme was revenge; though it is a strange play about revenge that begins with the ghost of a murdered Trojan boy asking simply for burial and a last embrace from his mother, Hecuba. But he also tells us of another, angrier, unresigned ghost: that of Achilles, who can’t rest with out the shedding of more innocent blood. We are encouraged to cheer Hecuba on to her revenge against Polymestor, who has murdered her son Polydorus for gold, though we are chilled by the action when it happens. Euripides never makes it easy for us, tears or no tears.

         It took the twentieth century’s horrors and the rediscovery of The Trojan Women to turn the moralist of fate and the vicissitudes of fortune into an almost modern political playwright. Once discovered, it revealed that Hecuba was about the corruption of both power and powerlessness. The range of compromised violence it covers, even from a distance of twenty-five centuries, is from computerised aerial bombardment to the suicide bomber.

         Three months after Franz Werfel, the Austrian poet and dramatist, translated The Trojan Women in 1914, the Serbian nationalist Princip assassinated Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo. Werfel had written prophetically in his preface to his version of Euripides: ‘Tragedy and hapless Hecuba  may now return; their time has come.’ In fact Hecuba’s time had already come at the beginning of the century, since when her glaring spotlight has never been dimmed. Gilbert Murray, the great humanist, early idealist of the League of Nations, and (despite the later rejection of his Swinburnian poetic ear) the great populariser of Greek drama, did a version of the same Trojan Women which Harley Granville Barker, who was responsible for ground-breaking productions of Greek tragedy, directed at the Royal Court Theatre in 1905.

         The production was seen as ‘pro-Boer’. Murray was out spoken in his opposition to the Boer War. He saw inevitable parallels between the suffering of Hecuba and the women of Troy and the Boer women and children whose homesteads were burnt to the ground and who were interned by Lord Kitchener in concentration camps – a phrase coined then to describe this British invention. The Edwardians were made to squirm uncomfortably with guilt at the obvious similarities between Greek and British imperialism. Euripides no doubt deliberately made his own audience squirm when in an almost blasphemous parody of a democratic process he shows the assembled coalition army debating whether to sacrifice Polyxena, the daughter of Hecuba. The principal proposers of the motion are the two sons of Theseus, Athenians. He also allows Odysseus, the ‘molasses-mouth’ master of spin, to win over the coalition vote for sacrificing an innocent girl.

         The girl, Polyxena, is to be sacrificed to the ghost of Achilles by Achilles’ son, the notoriously psychotic Arkanlike Neoptolemus. Neoptolemus’ notoriety is given graphic detail on some extant vases. On a red-figure vase in the Archaeological Museum of Naples, Neoptolemus is shown savagely hacking at the old King Priam, the husband of Hecuba, who has their grandson on his knees. also hacked to death. There are numerous slashes and gashes on the body of the child and on the old man’s head, to show the  fury of the assault. On a cup in the Louvre, Neoptolemus is shown braining Priam with the hacked body of his dead grandson. He is also shown, nearer home in the British Museum, sticking his sword into the gullet of Polyxena, who is held over the sacrificial tomb by three soldiers. It is one of the most brutal of amphorae. It makes us think of Nietszche’s description of the Greeks as ‘civilised savages’.

         Euripides knows the track record of Neoptolemus but he deliberately gives us another version, which shows him moved for a moment, like Alexander. Pity wells up in him and has to be suppressed. The coalitions’s messenger Talthybius, who goes further and weeps for the daughter of Hecuba, in a great descriptive speech tells how Polyxena requests that no one should restrain her and that she will die ‘free’. He describes her being lifted onto the tomb like a stage from which she makes her speech and then, of her own will, rips open her robe, baring her breast and throat to the executioner’s sword-thrust. Even the compulsively vicious Neoptolemus is impressed by the bravery of the victim’s performance and for an instant holds back his sword. But only for an instant. There are empathetic tears in the Greek coalition ranks and they throw tokens of regard on the body of the girl, though they’d roared assent at the decision to sacrifice an innocent. Behind it also lies Euripides’ questioning of the use of tears, and by implication of tragic drama itself, at a time when Athens was in the process of a bloody and ultimately self-destructive war. Or at any time since for that matter.

         In my notebooks, where I glue pictures among the drafts of translations from the Greek tragedies I’ve done, I have a recurring image of an old woman appealing to the camera that has captured her agony or the heavens that ignore it, in front of the utter devastation that had been her home, or before her murdered dead. They are all different women from many places on earth with the same gesture of dis belief, despair and denunciation. They are in  Sarajevo, Kosovo, Grozny, Gaza, Ramallah, Tblisi, Baghdad, Falluja: women in robes and men in hard metal helmets, as in the Trojan War. Under them all, over the years, I have scribbled Hecuba. My notebooks are bursting with Hecubas. Hecuba walks out of Eurpides from two thousand five hundred years ago straight onto our daily front pages and into our nightly newscasts. She is never out of the news. To our shame she is news that stays news.

         When Granville Barker took Gilbert Murray’s version of The Trojan Women to New York in May 1915 and played in the Adolph Lewisohn Stadium, an effort was made to persuade President Woodrow Wilson to write a special preface to the published text, but he replied that that he must ‘detach himself from everything which seems to bear the character of an attempt to make opinion even in the interest of peace’. I wonder what President Bush would reply if the RSC asked him to write a preface to my version of Hecuba to coincide with its visit to the Kennedy Center in Washington. And would he weep for Vanessa Redgrave’s Hecuba if he could be somehow tricked into attending a performance?

         At the end of the First World War, in 1919, Sybil Thorndike played Hecuba at the Old Vic, in order to raise funds for the newly founded League of Nations (Gilbert Murray was the chairman of the League of Nations Union). She tells of a tough cockney barrow-woman saying to her, ‘Well, dearie, we saw your play … and we all ’ad a good cry – you see, them Trojans was just like us, we’ve lost our boys in this war, ’aven’t we, so no wonder we was all cry-in’ – that was a real play, that was, dearie.’ Sybil Thorndike remembers a later performance at the Alhambra Theatre in Leicester Square as the most moving she could ever remember: ‘All the misery and awfulness of the 1914 war was symbolised in that play, and we all felt here was the beginning of a new era of peace and brotherhood.’ 

         Many had a good cry, but the League that Hecuba’s tragic fate raised funds for didn’t prevent the Second World War, and the four Doric columns used in this setting for the sufferings of Sybil Thorndike’s Hecuba were destroyed in a German bombing raid on the RADA theatre in the London Blitz. Nor did the UN, the institution that succeeded the League, manage to prevent the ‘coalition’ invading Iraq. We may still be weeping for Hecuba, but we allow our politicians to flood the streets of Iraq with more and more Hecubas in the name of freedom and democracy. The audience might weep for Hecuba in Washington when the tragedy plays there, but will they squirm with regret for Iraq, or the re-election of George Bush, or pause a moment before going for the gullet of Iran?

         
             

         

         T.H.    

         Newcastle-upon-Tyne, February 2005    
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               Premiere Production

            

         

         Hecuba in this new translation was first presented by the Royal Shakespeare Company at the Albery Theatre, London, on 26 March 2005. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         The Ghost of Polydorus  Matthew Douglas

         Hecuba  Vanessa Redgrave

         Polyxena  Lydia Leonard

         Odysseus  Darrell D’Silva

         Talthybius  Alan Dobie

         Agamemnon  Malcolm Tierney

         Polymestor  Darrell D’Silva

         Guards  Christopher Terry, Matthew Douglas

         Servant  Judith Paris

         Chorus  Charlotte Allam, Jane Arden, Rosalie Craig, Maisie Dimbleby, Barbara Gellhorn, Aileen Gonsalves, Michele Moran, Sasha Oakley, Katherine O’Shea, Judith Paris, Sarah Quist, Natalie Turner-Jones

         
             

         

         Director  Laurence Boswell

         Designer  Es Devlin

         Lighting  Adam Silverman

         Sound  Mic Pool

         Music  Mick Sands

         Movement  Gary Sefton

         Choreography  Heather Habens

         

          

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Characters

            

         

         
            The Ghost of Polydorus

            Hecuba

            Polyxena

            Odysseus

            Talthybius

            Agamemnon

            Polymestor

            Servant

            Chorus

         

         

          

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Play

            

         

         
            THE GHOST OF POLYDORUS 

            
               Those dark cells where all the dead are held

               behind gloom’s gates where Hades scorns the gods

               and skulks apart. This ghost here’s come from there.

               I was Polydorus, Hecuba and Priam’s son.

               My father Priam fearing Troy would fall

               had a foreboding that we’d end up occupied

               by the Greek coalition and so had me sent

               secretly from Troy where I’d be safe

               with Polymestor, Father’s Thracian friend,

               who farms these fertile flatlands of the Chersonese

               and rules his horsemen folk with iron force.

               With me he sent a hush-hush stash of gold

               so if Troy fell his sons could still survive.

               Too weedy of muscle to wield a man’s shield,

               the runt of the litter, I was smuggled out,

               and while Troy’s boundaries were still intact,

               her turrets and her towers not yet toppled,

               and brother Hector still lucky in combat,

               under the care of my father’s Thracian friend,

               I blossomed, though was soon to be blasted.

               Once Hector, the soul of Troy, was stricken,

               my father’s sanctuaries all razed and gutted,

               the king himself hacked down while he clung

               to the most sacred shrine in all of Troy,

               butchered by that brute Neoptolemus,

               the blood-sodden son of Achilles,

               my father’s friend killed me to get my gold

               and slung my slashed-up corpse into the swell

               and gloated on the gold now in his grasp. 

               Sometimes sprawled on sand and sometimes spume

               my corpse bobs on the ebb, and then gets pushed

               by the brash thrust of the flow back on the shore,

               unbewailed and unburied. So now I hover

               over my dear mother, Hecuba, a ghost,

               my body’s void shell bobbing on the swell.

               I’ve been hovering above for three days now

               as long as my poor mother brought from Troy’s

               been captive in this place, the Chersonese.

               The Greeks are camping near their anchored ships

               in enforced idleness on these shores of Thrace

               because Achilles rose out of his tomb

               and stopped the whole Greek coalition force

               weighing anchor and unfurling sails

               and pulling on their oars straight back for home.

               His phantom craves my sister for his grave,

               Polyxena, the blood-grace due his ghost.

               He’ll get what he demands, not go without

               the accolade of comrades and close friends.

               My sister will meet her fate this very day,

               the day my mother will be forced to see

               two of her children dead. Polyxena. And me.

               To get my burial I’ll reveal myself

               where the waves break at a woman’s feet.

               I prised this promise from the powers below

               begging a mother’s burial, a last embrace.

               All that I longed for will be given me.

            

            
               That’s her, Hecuba, my mother, coming now

               from the tent where Agamemnon keeps his slaves.

               I’ll withdraw. She dreams of me. She’s scared.

            

            
               Aaaaahhhh!

               Poor mother, once a queen and now a slave.

               Your old well-being balanced now by bale.

               He heaps woes in the scales, some god or other.

               Those woes weigh more than joys did, O poor mother! 

            

            
               Exit Ghost of Polydorus.

            

            HECUBA 

            
               Someone help. Anyone,

               one of you Trojan girls,

               to bring the old woman out,

               out of her lodgings

               and see I don’t stumble.

               I may well be a slave

               along with all of you,

               but I was a queen, once,

               so keep my back upright.

               Some crooked arm for comfort,

               for support as my stave,

               as the old bones try bustling

               with a pace past their power.

            

            
               Bright sunflash of Zeus,

               night with your darkness,

               I’m terrified by fears

               and night phantoms. Why?

            

            
               Earth, who gives birth

               to dreams with black wings,

               I refuse to believe

               that night vision’s true.

               Gods underground

               keep my son safe!

               He’s my one anchor left.

               He’s hereabouts

               in snowswept Thrace,

               safe in the hands

               of his father’s friend.

            

            
               More bad’s bound to happen!

               More lamenting, more keening

               for women keened dry.

               More weeping for red eyes 

               whose tear-ducts are drained.

               My heart’s never before

               been so full of dark shudders.

               I can’t stop it shivering.

               My fear-gripped flesh flutters.

               I need my prophetic children,

               Helenus or Cassandra.

               They’d know what these dreams mean.

            

            CHORUS 

            
               Hecuba, Hecuba,

               I wanted to come to you

               as soon as you called

               but it’s only now I’ve been able

               to sneak from my master’s tent,

               the master who won me

               at the slave allocation

               of us women all driven

               out of Ilium’s city,

               hunted and herded at spearpoint,

               slaves, drudges, chattels,

               for the conquering Greeks.

            

            
               Your grief load, though,

               I can’t make it lighter.

               The message I’m bringing

               means burdens more massive.

               I’m a herald of horrors:

            

            
               The whole Achaean coalition

               in full council cast its vote

               to dedicate your daughter

               as Achilles’ sacrifice.

               You know that the ghost of Achilles

               hovered over his grave-mound.

               Gleaming in gold war-gear

               he halted the sea-borne Achaean fleet.

               As the sailors wound in the cables

               his ghost barked at the Greeks:

            

            
               Where are you off to

               you Greeks in a hurry

               grudging my grave-mound

               the giftright it’s due?

            

            
               What followed after

               was will-clash and conflict

               welling and surging

               through the whole summoned army,

               opinions splintering

               the spear-coalition,

               some for the sacrifice

               and others against.

               King Agamemnon, though,

               spoke up on your side,

               through care for Cassandra,

               your daughter possessed

               of prophetess power,

               the king’s concubine.

               The sons of Theseus

               both bred in Athens,

               made separate speeches

               but were of the same mind,

               that the grave-mound of Achilles

               be given its crown of glory,

               a fresh gore garland

               from a green girl.

               They weren’t the kind,

               so they claimed, to set

               Cassandra’s cuddles

               above the claims of Achilles

               with all his kudos from combat.

            

            
               The passions on both sides

               were in some sort of stalemate,

               the debate in a deadlock,

               till hair-splitter, shifty-wits,

               molasses-mouth, mob-schmoozer

               Odysseus won the ranks over,

               persuading them not to spurn

               the ace of the whole coalition,

               just to spare the life of some slave.

               How could they ever confront

               the Queen of the Underworld

               when they died and confess

               Greek ingratitude was such

               that they quit the plains of Troy

               without first placating

               the spirit of those fallen

               in defence of their comrades?

               Any minute now he’ll be here

               will Odysseus to grab

               your little cub from your bosom,

               bundle your baby off

               from your feeble embrace.

               The only hope left to you

               is in altars and temples

               (though you won’t find them here),

               or grasping his knees

               to beg Agamemnon.

               Pray to anything at all

               the sky god, the earth god.

               If no prayers can prevent

               you losing your daughter,

               you’ll see your girl sprawled

               on the great hero’s grave-mound,

               a glow of gore around her neck

               bridal gold not bloodfleck beads should deck.

            

            HECUBA 

            
               Can’t cry! Can’t keen!

               A slave’s foul suffering, 

               foul age don’t make you sing,

               voice and freedom gone.

               Who else could endure

               disasters so dire?

            

            
               Who’ll be my shield and defender?

               No city, no surviving kin,

               my dear husband dead and gone,

               my sons all six feet under.

               All routes out a blocked dead end

               unless some god turns out a friend.

            

            
               Women, who’ve suffered as I have,

               the bad news that you’ve brought

               destroys me. I’m destroyed.

               I’ll be glad to get into my grave.

               My life’s all over. It’s done

               There’s no joy for me in the sun.

            

            
               Come on, old creaky-bones,

               get the queen to her ‘palace’ door.

               Your mother’s suffering’s been dire

               and you’re the heiress to my pains.

               The most luckless woman on this earth

               gave you your unlucky birth.

            

            Polyxena!

            POLYXENA 

            
               It must be something really bad.

               It must be unendurable news

               for you to make that moaning noise

               that panics your little bird.

            

            HECUBA 

            O my little child, omoi, omoi!

            POLYXENA 

            
               The way your voice sounds frightens me.

               It must mean something really bad.

            

            HECUBA 

            Your life, poor innocent wretch.

            POLYXENA 

            
               Tell it to me straight. Don’t hedge.

               I’m scared of what your groans forebode.

            

            HECUBA 

            Bad luck’s in your blood. My child! My child!

            POLYXENA 

            The news and nothing more. I must be told.

            HECUBA 

            
               It’s you! Achilles’ sacrifice.

               The army’s voted you’ll be killed

               on the tomb of Achilles. My poor child,

               you’re to be the phantom’s prize.

            

            POLYXENA 

            
               What are you saying? No! They can’t.

               Mother, Mother, I don’t understand.

            

            HECUBA 

            
               The army voted, and the vote

               decreed they’d cut your throat.

            

            POLYXENA 

            
               No one’s life’s been more ill-starred!

               No one’s suffered more than you,

               no one, no one, now come new

               atrocities some demon’s stirred.

            

            
               No more, no more, now frail and old

               can you lean on your loving child.

            

            
               Mother, Mother, what makes me sad

               ’s you’ll lack the love and the support

               of me, your loyal little bird,

               enduring slavery by your side.

               Now you’ll have to watch men grab

               your uncoralled and crag-bred cub.

            

            
               You’ll have to watch it happen

               being torn from your loving hug,

               sacrificed, spreadeagled, struck,

               my girl’s gullet gashed open,

               despatched down to the world below

               where dead Polyxena will lie.

            

            CHORUS 

            
               Hecuba, look, there’s Odysseus approaching

               in a hurry to pass on the new declaration.

            

            ODYSSEUS 

            
               Madam, I imagine you’ve been made aware

               how the army’s minded and their vote was cast

               and how the coalition ballot was concluded

               but I’ll spin through it again so we’re all clear.

               The coalition vote elects your daughter

               as the dedication for Achilles’ tomb.

               We’re here to take charge of and escort the girl.

               The son of Achilles, Neoptolemus,

               will preside as the priest and despatcher.

               You know the form. Don’t force us to use force

               and pull the girl roughly out of your clutches.

               No one wants to watch you wrestling me.

               Best assess your strength and situation.

               Slaves don’t have any choice. Be sensible.

            

            HECUBA

            (aside)

            
               Ahhhh!

               I’m in for a struggle or so it seems,

               one that may end in keening and tears.

               I should’ve died the day that Priam died.

               Now I know why Zeus wanted me to live.

               Instead of grinding me into the grave

               Zeus grooms me for more grief, only grimmer!

            

            (To Odysseus.)

            
               If it’s permitted for mere slaves to pose

               questions to a free man of the kind

               that aren’t contentious or provocative,

               permit me now to pose a few to you.

               Then I’ll listen carefully to your response.

            

            ODYSSEUS 

            I’ll make this one exception in your case.

            HECUBA 

            
               Remember when you came to spy on Troy?

               In ugly disguise and disreputable rags.

               Blood dribbled from your eyes down to your chin.

            

            ODYSSEUS 

            It’s deep in my memory. Too deeply in!

            HECUBA 

            Helen recognised you. Only I was told.

            ODYSSEUS 

            I remember the danger. My blood ran cold.

            HECUBA 

            You clasped my knees in desperate suppliant’s grip.

            ODYSSEUS 

            I got white knuckles clutching at your robe.

            HECUBA 

            You were my slave. What did you say to me?

            ODYSSEUS 

            O anything to make you set me free.

            HECUBA 

            I let you go. I let you get away.

            ODYSSEUS 

            Which is why I still look on the light of day. 

            HECUBA 

            
               Then don’t you feel begrimed by how you act?

               You acknowledge you had benefits from me

               yet instead of good you only do me harm.

               What a graceless breed you are, you demagogues,

               grubbing for favours from the mob. Spare me your friendship.

               You’d harm your friends if that would please the mob.

               Why do they think themselves so full of wisdom,

               voting for the death of my poor girl?

               Does something force them into human sacrifice?

               Heifers not humans are fit offerings for tombs.

               If Achilles wants retaliation and revenge

               why Polyxena? She did no harm to him.

               Helen’s the better victim for his ghost.

               Her fault he came to Troy. She sealed his doom.

               If beauty’s wanted in the one who dies

               none of us slaves are beautiful enough.

               Helen’s most outstanding for her looks

               and her guilt’s more than ours could ever be.

               Simple justice is behind my plea.

               Listen to what I feel that you owe me.

               I showed you mercy once. Now pay me back.

               As you confessed, you fell down at my feet.

               You grasped my hand. You touched my wrinkled cheek.

               Now I do the same to you, and humbly beg

               you show the same compassion I showed you.

               Don’t tear my little child out of my arms.

               Don’t kill her. Thousands are already dead.

               The powerful shouldn’t let their power corrupt.

               And the lucky shouldn’t think luck lasts for good.

               Once I had luck, but haven’t any now.

               One day is all it takes to change all that.

               I touch you on the chin, your suppliant.

               Show me some respect and pity me.

               Go back to your Greek army. Change their minds.

               Warn them that retribution lies in wait

               if they kill women whom at first they spared

               when they dragged them off the shrine-stones where they clung.

               You Greeks, you have a law on shedding blood.

               It applies to free men and to slaves alike.

               Your status counts for something with the Greeks

               even when your arguments might not convince.

               Where a nobody might fail, a man like you,

               with reputation, makes the same speech work.

            

            CHORUS 

            
               Can there be anyone with heart so hard,

               who’d listen to such grief and not shed tears?

            

            ODYSSEUS 

            
               Hecuba, let me give you some advice

               and try not to resent it if I do.

               For your past compassion to me I’m prepared

               to spare your life. Believe me I’m sincere,

               but I can’t go back on what I told the troops

               that now Troy’s taken they should make your girl

               the blood-gift to the army’s leading light.

               His ghost demands it and they owe him that.

               It would be shameful, if we honour him

               while he’s alive, but once he’s dead, we don’t.

               Suppose we have to mobilise again,

               and we’re mustering our forces and recruiting,

               will men enlist, or want to save their skins,

               when a fallen hero doesn’t get his due

               and soldiers give their lives and no one cares?

               There’s little that I want while I’m alive

               but I want honour shown my tomb for all to see,

               some posterity in public gratitude.

            

            
               You say you’re suffering. I say this in reply:

               we’ve got old women and old men at home

               who’ve suffered agonies no less than yours,

               and young brides robbed of their young grooms

               whose bodies lie yonder under Ida’s dust.

               You have to learn to put up with such things.

               If our custom of giving honour to the dead’s

               wrong-headed, then I’m proud to say we’re mad.

               If barbarians like you betray your friends

               and don’t give honours to the glorious dead,

               that benefits our side, and Greece prevails

               and you reap the harvest of your scorn of friends.

            

            CHORUS 

            
               Slavery’s an evil, and will always be,

               human beings brutalised by force.

            

            HECUBA

            (to Polyxena)

            
               My words against your murder have misfired.

               They’ve fallen wide of target, all no use.

               If you’ve got powers greater than your mother

               give fervent vent to all your vocal art,

               and like the nightingale plead for your life.

               Fall pathetically at Odysseus’ knees.

               Try to persuade him (he’s a parent too!)

               to take pity on your plight and spare your life.

            

            POLYXENA 

            
               I see you, Odysseus, hiding your right hand

               under your cloak. You turn your head away

               so I can’t touch your beard in supplication.

               Don’t be alarmed. I’m not a suppliant.

               The suppliants’ Zeus won’t put you on the spot.

               I’ll go with you. But not because I must,

               or because I’m now a slave and have no choice,

               but of my own free will. I want to die.

               If I weren’t willing then I’d seem a coward,

               a chicken-hearted clinger on to life.

               What reason could I have to go on living?

               Think how I started life, my father, king 

               of all the Phrygians and lord of Troy.

               I was brought up to believe I’d be the bride

               of some great king, and royal rivals vied

               with each other to claim me for their bed.

               I could have had my choice of any king.

               A beggar now, I had at my beck and call

               my Trojan women, but no man gazed

               on any girl or woman more than me.

               I’d almost seem divine but that I’d die.

               Now I’m a slave. A slave! I never thought

               a word so foreign could be used of me.

               That, first and foremost, makes me want to die.

               Suppose I end up owned by some crude brute

               who’ll pay some silver coins to purchase me,

               the sister of Hector and heroic brothers,

               made to knead dough in my master’s kitchen,

               scrub filthy floors, or labour at the loom,

               forced, with no choice, on a treadmill of chores.

               Some slave, bought who knows where, will foul my bed

               considered once a fitter couch for kings.

               No! My last look at the light of day

               will be with eyes whose freedom’s still undimmed.

               I freely consign my corpse to those below.

               Lead me off, Odysseus, lead me off.

               I see nothing to give us hope, or a belief

               that I ever have a chance of faring well.

               Mother, say or do nothing to hinder them.

               I beg you, Mother. Share my wish for death

               before indignity or degradation.

               Better off a corpse than live a slave.

               Life without honour is a base ordeal.

               Life’s not worth living if it has no grace.

            

            CHORUS 

            
               Breeding’s a glorious carat-mark in men

               but greater in the ones who’ve earned the stamp.

            

            HECUBA 

            
               Nobly spoken, daughter, but so sad

               in its nobility, so very sad.

            

            (To Odysseus.)

            
               If it’s irreversible what’s been decreed

               in the matter of the blood-gift for the grave,

               instead of risking guilt by killing her,

               lead me to the pyre of Achilles, me.

               Stab me! Show no mercy. I bore Paris

               who killed Achilles with his sharp bow-shot.

            

            ODYSSEUS 

            The ghost is craving younger blood than yours.

            HECUBA 

            
               Then kill me alongside her so earth and ghost

               get two good glugs of blood to glut their thirst.

            

            ODYSSEUS 

            
               It’s enough your daughter dies. No need to pile

               death onto death. It pains me that there’s one.

            

            HECUBA 

            I demand my death the same time as my daughter’s.

            ODYSSEUS 

            Since when are you the one who gives the orders?

            HECUBA 

            I’ll cling to her like ivy clings round trees.

            ODYSSEUS 

            Those with more sense will tell you it’s no use.

            HECUBA 

            I tell you that I’ll keep her here with me.

            ODYSSEUS 

            And I tell you when I leave so will she.

            POLYXENA 

            
               Mother, listen! Son of Laertes, please

               go easy on a parent understandably distressed.

               Mother, don’t struggle. They have all the power.

               We don’t want to see you flung down to the ground,

               your delicate old skin all scratched and bruised

               from being brutally manhandled. Don’t!

               It would be so unseemly to see you dragged

               by some strong soldier. Don’t! It’s not dignified.

               My darling mother give me your sweet hand

               and let me put my cheek against your cheek.

               For this one and final time, then never again

               will I gaze on the sun’s round orb and rays.

               No more farewells. These are my last words.

               Mother, Mother who bore me, now I go

               to start my journey to the world below.

            

            HECUBA 

            I pity you. Our suffering breaks my heart.

            POLYXENA 

            I’ll be in Hades. You here. Worlds apart.

            HECUBA 

            I want to end my life. What can I do?

            POLYXENA 

            Born free I was, but as a slave I’ll die.

            HECUBA 

            And I’ll still be alive and still a slave.

            POLYXENA 

            No wedding hymn, groomless, I go to my grave.

            HECUBA 

            I had husband and family. Now nothing to show.

            POLYXENA 

            Any words for Hector or your husband below?

            HECUBA 

            Only how much I suffer without them up here.

            POLYXENA 

            O bosom, I had such sweet suckling there.

            HECUBA 

            O my daughter, my daughter, too young to die.

            POLYXENA 

            Mother, farewell. Tell Cassandra goodbye.

            HECUBA 

            Others may fare well, your mother no.

            POLYXENA 

            Goodbye Polydorus, here in Thrace now.

            HECUBA 

            If he’s alive, which my luck makes me doubt.

            POLYXENA 

            He’ll be there to close your eyelids when you’re dead.

            HECUBA 

            
               I’m dead already though not yet in my grave.

               I’m dead from too much suffering too much grief.

            

            POLYXENA 

            
               Odysseus, let’s go. Throw this cloak over me.

               Even before I’m murdered, my heart melts

               from my mother’s keening; hers melts from mine.

               Daylight, sun, I still can call your name

               but only live one moment in your fire

               before the sword-thrust at Achilles’ pyre.

            

            
               Exit Polyxena, led off by Odysseus.

            

            HECUBA 

            
               Ah, I’m faint! My legs are giving way.

               Daughter, reach out and touch me, stretch 

               your hand out so I can hold it. Don’t,

               don’t leave me childless. I’m destroyed.

            

            
               Hecuba collapses by the tent.

            

            CHORUS 

            
               Ocean wind, ocean wind

               wafting craft across the sea,

               where will be my journey’s end,

               whose house-slave will I be?

               Where in Greece will my ship land,

               Argos, Sparta, Thessaly

               where Apidanos floods the plain

               keeping pastures plump with grain?

            

            
               Or will swift oars that skim the foam

               row me across to some small isle

               to be shut away in some brute’s home,

               my slave’s life, squalid, hard and vile,

               or, to where the laurel and the palm

               first grew to grace Leto’s travail,

               Delos, where, my best hope, this,

               with virgins I’ll hymn Artemis.

            

            
               Or in Athens with the women weave

               the saffron robe Athena wears.

               With bright-hued threads and fine gold leaf

               embroider on it her yoked mares,

               or tableau where Zeus blasts his foes,

               the Titans, with twin fire-bolt force.

            

            
               Sons, husbands, brothers, fathers all

               brained, stabbed or hacked to bits,

               the city under a choking pall

               of dustclouds from the Argive blitz.

               We leave Asia to be Europe’s slaves

               in lands not chosen by ourselves.

            

            
               Not like Polyxena in Hades, dead,

               alive a slave in some Greek’s bed.

            

            
               Enter Talthybius.

            

            TALTHYBIUS 

            Where can I find Hecuba once queen of Troy?

            CHORUS 

            
               That’s her there, Talthybius, full length,

               flat on the ground, all bundled in her robes.

            

            TALTHYBIUS 

            
               What is there to say? Does Zeus in fact

               watch over men or is it all a tale?

               Chance seems more in charge of men’s affairs.

               This, the Queen of Phrygia rich in gold?

               This, the spouse of Priam, fortunate and blessed.

               Now her city’s utterly gutted by Greek force

               and she’s a childless old slave on the ground,

               her poor old head and hair begrimed with muck.

            

            
               I’m old myself but I’d prefer to croak

               before I end up in a state like this.

               Up you get, poor old soul. Try getting up.

               Lift your old white head up off the ground.

            

            HECUBA 

            
               Who’s that won’t let a poor soul lie in peace?

               Whoever you are, just leave me to my grief.

            

            TALTHYBIUS 

            
               It’s Talthybius, Agamemnon’s ADC,

               sent by the army to have words with you.

            

            HECUBA 

            
               I welcome you if your arrival means

               the coalition wants me killed as well.

               That’s welcome news! O let’s be off at once.

               Take me to where they’ll kill me, please, old man.

            

            TALTHYBIUS 

            
               Lady, your daughter’s dead, and I’m commanded

               to escort you to attend to her last rites. 

            

            HECUBA 

            
               What are you saying? That you haven’t come

               to fetch me to be killed but bring bad news?

               Dead, my darling, snatched from my embrace.

               O yet another child I lose in you.

               How did you do the deed? With some respect?

               Or was she butchered like a hated foe?

               Speak, though your words, I know, will break my heart.

            

            TALTHYBIUS 

            
               You’re asking me to weep a second time.

               Telling the dreadful tale will make my eyes

               well with the tears they welled with when she died.

               The whole coalition force was standing by

               around the tomb your girl was slaughtered on.

               The son of Achilles took your daughter’s hand

               and stood her on the summit of the mound.

               The crack Achaean guard stood by to curb

               any frisky lurches from the skittish calf.

               Then Neoptolemus, son of Achilles, took

               a goblet of pure gold filled to the brim

               in both his hands and raised it up aloft

               as a drink-gift to his father’s ghost.

               He signalled me to call the men to order.

               I took my stand among them and proclaimed

               order and silence in all ranks. ‘Order, order!’

               Once I’d got total, breathless hush he spoke:

            

            
               ‘Son of Peleus, Father, pray receive

               these libations meant to charm the dead

               and summon them from Hades to our world.

               Come, drink this girl’s dark undiluted blood

               which the army and myself give as our gift.

               We beg you for your blessing. Please allow

               the fleet to weigh anchor and set sail for home

               and find safe return back to the fatherland.’

            

            
               He stopped. The whole massed army said Amen. 

               Then grasping his sword-hilt all inlaid with gold

               he drew it from its sheath, and gave a nod

               to the elite guard detailed to hold the girl.

               Once she got wind of this she spoke these words:

            

            
               ‘You Greeks who razed my city to the ground,

               it’s of my own free will that I die now.

               I beg you don’t restrain me when you strike

               so, although I’ll lose my life, I’ll still be free.

               My blood is royal and I couldn’t bear

               being branded as a slave among the dead.’

               The men roared their assent and Agamemnon

               commanded the chosen guard to let her go.

               Once she’d heard her master’s order to the men

               she ripped her robe down from the collarbone

               to a point at the midriff where the navel showed

               and bared her breasts as beautiful as marble.

               Then sinking to her knees onto the ground

               she spoke the bravest words I’ve ever heard:

               ‘Here, young man, if it’s my breast you want,

               strike here, if it’s my neck, then here’s my throat.’

            

            
               Half-eager to do the deed, half-holding back

               through pity for the girl, Achilles’ son

               sliced through her windpipe. Blood spurted out.

               Though fading fast she still contrived to fall

               with becoming modesty and so conceal

               what should be hidden from the gaze of males.

               Once she’d breathed her last from that death blow

               the army took on tasks of various kinds.

               Some covered the corpse by throwing leaves on her.

               Others stacked up the pine-logs for the pyre.

               Those who weren’t busy were abused by those

               who were, like this: ‘Don’t just stand there, oaf,

               without something in your hands, some cloth, a brooch.

               Find something to bestow on this brave girl

               who showed more spirit than I’ve ever seen.’ 

               That’s your daughter’s story. I’ll say this:

               you’ve got the best of children and the worst of fates.

            

            CHORUS 

            
               Our city gutted, and our sons in graves.

               The gods treat human beings like their slaves.

            

            HECUBA 

            
               So many torments where shall I begin,

               my daughter? When I try to deal with one

               there’s another that distracts me from the first

               then yet another drawing me away,

               grief always treading on the heels of grief.

               I’ll never wipe your death out of my mind.

               I’ll never cease to mourn it, but the news

               you acted nobly slightly numbs the ache.

               It’s strange though, isn’t it? How a poor soil

               given good weather produces a good crop

               while fertile soil that lacks the feed it needs

               bears bad crops, but in the case of men

               the bad man’s never anything but bad,

               the good man’s good whatever blows he’s dealt.

            

            
               So my brain scatters its futile thoughts.

            

            (To Talthybius.)

            
               Please take a message to the Argive force.

               Please let my daughter’s body not be touched

               and keep the curious crowd from round her corpse.

               When you get men in their thousands under arms

               they’re prone to riot in the rank and file

               and sailors go wild on land like forest fires.

               They think you’re crooked if you do no crimes.

            

            
               Exit Talthybius.

            

            (To Servant.)

            
               Please, you were my servant once in days

               that though recent now seem years away,

               please would you go down to the shore for me, 

               and bring some water here for me to wash

               my daughter with, this one last time.

               A bride with no wedding deflowered by death

               I’ll wash her and lay her out as best I can.

               She deserves far more. What can I do?

               I’ll collect things from my fellow captives

               who live inside this tent we have to share.

               They might have things they’ve smuggled out of Troy

               their lords and masters haven’t robbed them of.

            

            
               Exit Servant.

            

            
               O splendid palaces! Once happy homes!

               O Priam blessed with wealth and all our children

               I’m the withered mother of, and none are here.

               We’ve come to nothing, robbed of all regard.

               Can any man feel bloated in his pride,

               this one of his wealth, and that his name?

               They all mean nothing, wishful thinking, boasts,

               The happiest human’s one who day by day

               collides with no misfortune on his way.

            

            
               Exit Hecuba into the tent.

            

            CHORUS 

            
               The whole thing, Troy, our menfolk killed,

               our slave fate, worse than being dead,

               one man, Paris set in motion,

               once he’d felled the pine to build

               a ship to sail across the ocean
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