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Characters







Edmund, an English poet in the service of the English crown


Elizabeth, his wife


William, their visitor


File, their Irish servant, a bard


Hugh, their Irish servant, son to Sweney


Children to Edmund and Elizabeth


A king, Sweney, a dispossessed Irish chieftain


Maeve, his queen


Annas, his daughter


Niall, his son


Donal, his priest


Ben, their English captive


Richard, their English captive






















First performance





Mutabilitie was first performed at the Cottesloe Theatre, Royal National Theatre, London, on 14 November 1997 with the following cast:




Ben   Kevin Doyle


Richard   James Buller


William   Anton Lesser


The File   Aisling O’Sullivan


Edmund   Patrick Malahide


Hugh   Peter Gowen


Elizabeth   Diana Hardcastle


Sweney   Gawn Grainger


Maeve   Frances Tomelty


Donal   Sean Campion


Niall   Conor McDermottroe


Annas   Alison McKenna







Directed by   Trevor Nunn


Designed by   Monica Frawley


Lighting by   Andrew Bridge


Music by   Shaun Davey


Movement by   Jane Gibson
























Act One
























SCENE ONE








A patch of light in a forest.




Ben   This is Ireland. We are in it. We are alive, breathing the air of Ireland, unknown, unwanted and unloved. The air though is sweet, so maybe it bids us welcome. I love air, don’t you? Where would we be without it?


Richard   Dead.




William groans loudly.





I think William is dying.


Ben   I think William deserves to die. He brought us here.




There is a faint beat of drums.





Oh dear, is that thunder? That’s all we need. William sick, you sulking, and now rain. It rains a lot in Ireland.


Richard   It didn’t rain last night. It should have.


Ben   Taking an axe to the stage was a bit much. Really, I was prepared for the passionate Irish, and I can handle a rowdy audience, but I am not prepared to sacrifice my life –




The drumbeats intensify.





It’s definitely thunder.




The drumbeats grow deafening. They stop suddenly. Strange sounds are heard. William rises and listens.





Richard   What the hell is this? What’s happening?




William starts to stumble towards the river.





Ben   Feeling a bit better, William?




William falls into the river. The drumbeats return deafeningly. Ben and Richard cling to each other. The clearing darkens. Hooded figures drag Ben and Richard apart.





Richard   Ben.


Ben   Richard.


Richard   In the name of Jesus, let us go.


Ben   Let me go, for Christ’s sake.


Ben   Where is William? He’s deserted us.


Richard   William, save us.




Ben and Richard are dragged away. The drums cease.
























SCENE TWO








Music. The File and Hugh wander through the landscape. Edmund and his children follow them tentatively. The File sings.




File  








And a man shall come from a river,


He shall gleam like a spear, like a fish,


He shall kill and he shall feed us,


He shall lie and he shall heed us,


He shall give us the gift of tongues,


He shall do nor say nothing rash


But shall sing the song of all songs,


And a man shall come from a river.







Bard meaning poet,


River meaning aibhne,


Bard meaning poet,


River meaning aibhne.















The File sees a bundle of clothes in the water. 





Master, master, master.




Hugh drags a man from the river. He pumps water out of him, choking. Edmund watches. The File stands behind him, a child in each hand.





Child   Is he drowned, father?


Edmund   Be quiet, child.




The man coughs violently.





Child   Is he a monster, father?




The man continues to cough.





Peace be to you, good monster; in the name of God trouble us no more.


Hugh   He is alive, master.




Edmund goes and holds the man’s face. The man weeps.





Edmund   I am an Englishman. I am Edmund. Despite your ragged clothing I know you are a civilized man.




The man buries his head in Edmund’s embrace, weeping.





An Englishman. A civilized man. Gentle brother, rest you. Bring him to the castle.




Edmund and the children leave. The man sits out the words.





Man   Praise God and his blessed mother. Blessed virgin mother, Lady most pure, most immaculate, tower of ivory, pearl of Christ.




The File and Hugh look at each other.



























SCENE THREE








Hugh cuts wood with an axe. The File collects wood already cut. Edmund sits in his study. The blow of an axe.




Edmund   It is not with Ireland as it is with most countries, where the wars flame most in summer; and the helmets glisten brightest in the fairest sunshine. But in Ireland the winter yieldeth best services, for then the trees are bare and naked, which used to both clothe and house the kerne; the ground is cold and wet, which used to be his bedding; the air is sharp and bitter to blow through his naked sides and legs; the kyne are barren and without milk, which used to be his only food.




The blow of an axe. Edmund goes towards Hugh and the File.





God bless the work.




They smile at him. Hugh bows, signalling to the File to do likewise. She does.





Your good woman has the strength of a man.


Hugh   That she does.


Edmund   And are you content inside the castle, both of you?


File   Safer here, sir, than outside.


Edmund   We are proud of you, my wife and I.


File   Proud?


Edmund   Elizabeth tells me you have accomplished much.


File   Your lady wife is kind.


Edmund   I will not detain you from your work. (He turns to leave them, stops.) Does our English visitor recover?


Hugh   He has still not spoken like a man of reason. He babbles, but he sleeps soundly.


Edmund   You attend to him kindly?


File   Most kindly.


Hugh   Sir?


Edmund   Yes, Hugh?


Hugh   You will not forget to tell us the remainder of the story? The story of the courteous heroes, the knights, the soldiers of the great King Arthur?


File   And the virgin, the holy virgin, the fairy queen?


Edmund   I think the story may have ended.


File   Why?


Edmund   I have told myself enough of it.


File   But we still have not heard enough of the queen. Who is she?


Hugh   She is like a child, looking forward to it.


File   Is she beautiful?


Edmund   Yes.


File   And jewelled?


Edmund   Yes.


File   Does her dress weigh her down? All lace and silk?


Edmund   Lace and silk, yes. Shall I tell you of the queen? Sit.




Hugh and File sit at Edmund’s feet.





She is the fairest creature to tread God’s earth. All who look at her do so with awe and obedience.


File   Awe.


Hugh   And obedience.


Edmund   Beams of light spread from her like the sun’s rays. When she speaks, the birds of the air sing to her accompaniment. When she walks, flutes sound through the air.




Music.











And she herself of beautie soveraigne Queene


Fair Venus seemed unto his bed to bring


Her, whom he waking evermore to weene.


To be the chastest flowre, that ay did spring


On earthly braunch, the daughter of a king.











In her eyes lie the most precious jewels of all, for they are the mirror of her soul, and it shines like the most beautiful diamond. This is Gloriana. Elizabeth.




The File and Hugh whisper.





File   Elizabeth.


Hugh   Gloriana.


Edmund   This is the queen I serve, and whom you long to see.




The music ceases.





It is a good longing, for it reflects upon your soul, a soul worth saving. For the sake of your soul I would continue with all my heart the story of this fairy queen, but my sickness forbids me.


File   May I ask of your sickness?


Hugh   She may help you, sir, in your sickness.


Edmund   Help?


Hugh   She is learned.


Edmund   In what?


Hugh   The ways of our people. She is called the File. It means wise. She is instructed in poetry and –


File   And in magic.


Hugh   Law and languages.


File   Magic. And magic only. What law do we have to speak of but that of the forest? What language but the growling of a dog? What poetry could we create for the glory of God? Sir, I am knowledgeable only in magic.


Edmund   Are you a witch?


File   What is a witch?


Edmund   An evil woman.




Silence.





File   What is evil?




Silence.





Edmund   This magic is not magic. It is the legacy of your faith in Rome. Its spells and charms you must renounce. It is not learning. It is ignorance. You must cease to believe in it, as you have ceased to believe in your faith.


Hugh   It is in your story, magic.


Edmund   That is simply a story. Something to be told and marvelled at, but not to be believed in.


File   Is that why it has stopped, your story?




Silence.





Edmund   Have you heard me speak of awe and obedience? (Silence.) Have you?


Hugh   Yes.


Edmund   Do I feed you and clothe you?


Hugh   Yes.


Edmund   Do I beat you?


File   No.


Hugh   No.


Edmund   Is that why you love me? (Silence.) Do I treat you as my children? (Silence.) Do I?


Hugh   Yes.


Edmund   To remain safe in this castle, there is one rule to obey. You have proved yourselves to be good, obedient creatures. I see in your behaviour the benevolent future of your unfortunate Irish race. You have proved yourselves capable –




Elizabeth enters, interrupting.





Elizabeth   No, they have proved themselves capable of nothing. They’ve fooled you. She watches me for any chance to steal from me. He would lay hands upon me if he didn’t fear your anger. They are of one breed with those beyond these walls. They will destroy us all, given time. They will find their time. You are mad to retain them, Edmund. Send them out where they belong beyond these walls to live as animals live.


Edmund   Elizabeth, my loved wife –


Elizabeth   Save your honeyed words. If you loved me, you would rid my home of vermin. You devote your every hour to the taming of these savages –


Edmund   They now speak our language –


Elizabeth   They could when they arrived. How else could they have learned so early to lie with such excellence?


Edmund   They listen –


Elizabeth   To you and you to them. But you don’t hear the whispers, plotting behind your back. These innocents, these children –


Edmund   Work hard for us. I am pleased by their hard work. I thank them for it. I reward their intelligence –


Elizabeth   Intelligence?


Edmund   They are intelligent beings. They are capable of instruction. They are capable of salvation.


Elizabeth   They are animals.




Edmund roars at her.





Edmund   They are Irish.




Silence.





Elizabeth   You share my fear.


Edmund   Be quiet, Elizabeth.


Elizabeth   In your heart you are afraid of them.


Edmund   I have asked you to be quiet.


Elizabeth   You have seen the devastation of these late wars of Munster. They are seeking revenge against us.


Edmund   No more.


Elizabeth   We are scarcely protected.


Edmund   No more.


Elizabeth   And they are in our midst. You have seen what has been done. How could they do anything but hate us? As we must hate them.


Edmund   They are civilized. I have succeeded in that. Perhaps in that alone, but I have succeeded. From that I draw strength. Say you are right, say the castle is surrounded and we must flee. These you would be rid of may be the saving of us in London. They are proof we may succeed in this accursed island.


Elizabeth   Accursed?


Edmund   The blessings of our Saviour brought to them through our queen and her ambassadors shall render this island no longer accursed.


Elizabeth   And if that fail? (Silence.) Do we kill them all and thereby succeed? Do we kill them all? (Silence.) Kill them all. I have heard that fear in the beating of your heart.


Edmund   You no longer hear my heart.


Elizabeth   Be rid of them.


Edmund   To where? To certain death? No.


Elizabeth   Then be rid of me.


Edmund   To lose you I do fear above all else. (Silence.) Our duties in this country are manifold. We are here at the behest of our sovereign. We must win this people to England’s law, to England’s custom, to her religion. If we fail, then we abandon this lost people to the devil. This conquest does not depend on the sword or the scabbard but on our souls, and if we keep faith with the almighty God whose destiny we praise and follow, then we shall win the Irish to our cause. My love, my wife, it is a just cause, this Protestant cause, it is a great one. Let me keep my courage and my faith, Elizabeth. Let me start at least in this their conversion. Let me persist. And help me, as is your duty.


Elizabeth   Some morning I shall wake as others have before, and my husband, you shall be lying dead beside me, and I will weep for you, as is my duty, since you could not defend me, indeed would not defend me, as is your duty. You have work to do, Edmund. As I have work to do. As they have. Pray, let us continue working, together; in this unhappy home. (Elizabeth leaves.)


Edmund   She suffers. She misses England.


File   Is she like Elizabeth the queen? Is the queen cruel?


Edmund   Cruel? (Edmund laughs.) No, she is gentle.


Hugh   Like you.


Edmund   Gentle, me? Not always. Not in the service of my queen. Go back to work.




Edmund returns to his study. Hugh resumes his work. The File watches him.





File   You spoke too highly of my learning.


Hugh   I have planted a seed.


File   This may not be the right season.


Hugh   I shall decide on the seasons, and you shall obey them.


File   I have ceased to obey you, Hugh.


Hugh   I have ceased to love you.


File   Aye, our duty is no longer to each other. It is to our race. Remember that, Hugh.




They laugh lowly. A blow of the axe. Elizabeth enters, and lays her hands on Edmund’s shoulders.





Edmund   Had I not saved them, Elizabeth, how could they save themselves? They cried at my door like animals, begging for food and shelter. With hard restraint have they not proved themselves to be useful animals? I have saved them. Rejoice. Have they and you and I not seen these late wars of Munster?




The blow of an axe. During Edmund’s speech the axe falls at intervals, the blows rising to a crescendo at its conclusion.





The same province of Munster was a most rich and plentiful country, full of corn and cattle, that you would have thought they should have been able to stand long, yet before one year and a half, they were brought to such wretchedness, as that any stony heart would have rued the same. Out of every corner of the woods and glens they came creeping forth upon their hands for their legs could not bear them. They looked like anatomies of death, they spoke like ghosts crying out of their graves, and if they found a plot of watercress or shamrocks, there they flocked as to a feast for the time, yet not able long to continue therewithal; that in short space there were none almost left, and a most populous and plentiful country suddenly left void of man and beast; yet sure in all that war, there perished not many by the sword, but all by the extremity of famine, which they themselves had wrought, in these late wars of Munster.




The axe falls. During Edmund’s speech the Irish aristocracy appears.
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