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Alcestis was first performed by Northern Broadsides at the Viaduct Theatre, Dean Clough, Halifax, on 14 September 2000. 
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Dramatis Personae







Admetos, King of Thessaly


Alcestis, Queen of Thessaly


Heracles, son of Zeus by Alcmene and the strongest


of the gods; old friend of King Admetos


Pheres, father of Admetos


Apollo, god of music and medicine


Death


Prometheus, benefactor of mankind


Iolaus, attendant to Heracles


Lichas, attendant to Heracles


Maid in the palace of Admetos


Servant in the palace of Admetos


God


Vulture


Choruses 1, 2 and 3

























Alcestis





The palace at Thessaly.




Apollo


A strange thing is happening in this palace.


Incomprehensible


Only to those whose eyes


Are too narrowly trained


On the wrong causes.







A woman is dying in this house.


She is giving up her life


So that her husband can live.


And this is the day of her death.







I am partly to blame.


You may call me a god.


You may call me whatever you like.


But a god greater than I am, the greatest god,


Is guiltier than I am


Of what is happening here.







That greatest god was jealous of my son.


Think. My son was a healer.


Aesculapius. Note the name.







My son could bring the dead back to life.


He should be here today.


Aesculapius!







Perhaps you have heard this story.


The great god, the greatest of the gods,


The maker of the atom,


Is a jealous god.










A thunderbolt split heaven – and killed my son.


The dead must die forever.


That is what the thunder said. The dead


Are dead are dead are dead are dead


Forever.


They return to the pool of atoms.







Do you know what I did? I avenged my son.


I killed the electro-technocrats, those Titans,


Who made the thunderbolt.







But none of that is important


Except as a dim, forgettable cause


Of what is happening now to the dying Queen –


Alcestis.


In everything I say – remember her.


Remember what she is undergoing now,


This second and this, inside this house.


Let every woman who hears me


Imagine it is happening to her.







God punished me for my revenge.


He made me the slave


Of this woman’s husband.


Me – a god – the common slave of a king.


King Admetos. However –


Admetos is a remarkable man.


A saviour of his people, an inspired prince.


A man for whom the whole country prays.







God made me his slave.


His dream became my work.


His people thought he must be divine.


The whole known world was astonished


By the prosperity of his kingdom.







Unluckily,


Admetos was doomed to die young.










But I knew how to free him from this debt.


Believe it or not, on occasion


Fate will accept a substitute. Yes,


Sometimes it is possible


To persuade Fate, vast and faceless Fate,


To accept a substitute.


My persuasion was successful. And now


Admetos can live


If only some other person, some kindred,


Will agree to give him their life.


And take his place on the other side of the grave.







A difficulty!


Who do you suppose would die for him?


His old father and mother,


Two walking cadavers –


Both refused. Their voices rose to a screech.


They wanted only to live.


They set the example.







Admetos sat in his bedroom. You might say


With a terminal illness. I canvassed for him.


I was shameless. I asked everybody


Who boasted sharing the slightest family link


With Admetos. But of course


I was asking for more than a kindness.


I was asking for their heart – so to speak –


To be cut out of their chest, and stitched into his.


Only one person I did not ask:


Alcestis. His wife.







But now you know her story. Of her own accord,


She has volunteered – to give him her life.


And Death has accepted. Hers for his.







All that matters now


Is how Alcestis makes the gift of her life


And dies for her husband, 


And how he accepts her gift.


This incredible gift of life.







Today, the King’s new life begins.


And I stand here, at the door of his home,


To welcome it. And here it comes.


A figure of dazzling hope, a figure of power,


Bursting from the doors of death


Crammed with all the possibilities.


The new life of Admetos – welcome.





Enter Death. 




Death


Stand aside. I have come for Alcestis.







Apollo


Where is the new life of Admetos?







Death


That’s none of my business.


Don’t you recognise me? I am Death.


I am the one you cheated.


I wanted Admetos, her husband.


That would have been a prize worth taking.


This whole country depends on Admetos.


It seems everybody’s future


Hangs on the life of Admetos –


His energy, his inspiration.


Ten thousand costly necessary projects


Wait on his word. The tricky alliances


With belligerent kings, neighbours and rivals,


Depend on his touch.


His death would have been a national catastrophe.


A nuclear bomb spewing a long cloud


Of consequences. But for me – a harvest.


You cheated me.


That’s all right. I’m a good loser.










I mean, I don’t mind


Postponing my winnings.


Meanwhile – Alcestis is welcome.


Now move aside.


This one’s mine – and better now


While she’s still so young.


Still juicy, still a beauty.


Ha ha ha! It’s a long way


To the underworld


And I have my perks.







Apollo


Let Alcestis live.


You have been slaughtering millions


For countless generations.


What are a few more years, in her case?







Death


You negotiated this deal.


Don’t blame me.







Apollo


I negotiated


How Admetos might prolong his life.


Why should Alcestis die to pay for it?


You are a god.


The decision is in your power.







Death (Roars – a shattering roar.)


You simpleton from the sky.


You ethereal idiot. You call me a god?







Apollo


What god is greater?







Death


Don’t you know how paltry and precarious


Life is? I am not a god.


I am the magnet of the cosmos. 


What you call death


Is simply my natural power,


The pull of my gravity. And life


Is a brief weightlessness – an aberration


From the status quo – which is me.


I am the very body of Admetos.


Yes, horrible as I seem,


I am the admired body of Alcestis.


Their lives are the briefest concession,


My concession, a nod of permission.


As if I dozed off and dreamed a little.


I take a dream – and Admetos calls it his life.


When I awake in the body of Admetos,


He dies.


When I awake in the body of Alcestis,


She dies.


With all the power of their bodies –


They die.


And now I am awake, look at me, awake


In the body of Alcestis.







Apollo


Yes, you could frighten a god.





Death roars.




The power of the body! Horrible!







Death


Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes.


The power of the body.


(Roars.)







Apollo


There are other powers. Don’t forget them.







Death


I know.


I know what I’m up against. 


You and your bright ideas, for one.


You fill the minds of human beings


With lunatic illusions,


A general anaesthesia,


A fuzzy euphoria,


A universal addiction


To the drug of their games,


Chasing a ball or power or money,


Or torturing each other,


Or cheating each other –


All that drama!


You know it.


But I cannot understand why you do it.


As far as I’m concerned, their birth-cry


Is the first cry of the fatally injured.


The rest is you – and your morphine.


That is why they call you the god of healing.


Life is your hospital and you call it a funfair.


Your silly sickroom screen of giggling faces,


Your quiverful of hypodermic syringes


That you call arrows of inspiration.


Man is deluded and his ludicrous gods


Are his delusion. Death is death is death.







Apollo


You are not the only visitor


Arriving today at this house.


You have come for Alcestis.


Let me tell you. Another guest is due.


This other guest will take Alcestis from you.


You bluster and roar.


And call yourself the gravity of creation.


Today, in this house, you will meet your master.







Death


Who?










Apollo


I loathe you.


All living things loathe you.


But somebody in this universe


Can pull the darkness over your eyes too.


And today you are going to meet him.







Death


What are you talking about? Who is it?





Exit Apollo.




Death (Roars.)


This woman is mine.


And she is mine forever.





Death exits. Enter Chorus.




Chorus 1


Will Admetos want to see us, at a time like this?


I never heard this house so silent.







Chorus 2


Is that good or bad?


Is it the careful silence of the sickroom


Where life still hangs on by a thread?


Or the silence of death? The final silence


Of the damp, cold stone?







Chorus 3


I can’t understand it.


Admetos has ransacked the earth


For specialists, witch doctors.


They have come and gone.







Chorus 1


This is beyond medicine.


This was decided between gods.


It can be reversed


Only by a miracle. When the gods 


Decide on a death


Medicine simply fails.


Then the best of doctors


Becomes a learned book or a stupid book,


That nobody can decipher.







Chorus 3


All the hospitals on earth


Become useless monuments.


No better than pebbles on a beach.







Chorus 2


The only real hope


Was Aesculapius, the healer,


The miracle-worker.


But God could not tolerate him.


Aesculapius died. God killed him.


God was jealous of the mighty healer.


Why?







Chorus 3


So now there is no hope.







Chorus 1


Everything that wealth can do


Admetos has done.







Chorus 2


If you ask me, Admetos is a strange one


To let her die in his place.







Chorus 3


Once she’d agreed I thought it was too late


For him to do anything about it.







Chorus 1


Better not look at it too closely.







Chorus 3


At some point, it seems, the heavens closed.










Chorus 2


Even so, Admetos is a strange one.







Chorus 1


Some things are better not talked about.





Enter Maid, crying.





Chorus 1


What’s the news?


Is she still alive?







Maid


Whatever they do, nothing helps her.







Chorus 1


We have come to show Admetos


That his friends are standing by him


At this dreadful time. Tell him we are here,


Where is he?







Maid


He hardly knows himself.


He sits in the room, staring at her.


She is alive. And she is dead.







Chorus 1


Have they given up all hope?







Maid


Fate is fate. This is the day she must die.







Chorus 2


I am afraid


Admetos does not know


What his loss will mean.


He has not identified it.


He does not know what loss is.


Nothing has ever hurt him.


But when she has gone he will know it.










When everything is too late


Then he will know it.


When he has to live in what has happened.







Maid


Her women are already busy


Preparing the funeral.







Chorus 3


Her burial will be worthy of her, resplendent.


Admetos will make sure of that.







Chorus 2


Alcestis was unique among wives.







Chorus 1


Alcestis was unique among women.







Chorus 3


What other woman, anywhere on earth,


Would do what she has done?







Chorus 1


No woman ever loved a man


As she has loved Admetos.


You hear men and women swear


They love somebody more than themselves.


They are easy words.


The act is hard. Proof of the oath is hard.







Maid


This morning, the morning of her death,


She bathed


In the fresh depth of the river.


She dipped her white, flawless body


Into the bright current.


Then out of her chest of sandalwood


She lifted her richest garment,


Her costliest jewels.










She added these beauties to her beauty.


Everybody who saw it


Choked and struggled


Between amazement and grief.


Then she kneeled – at the hearth of the house,


Before the deity of the house. And she prayed.


‘Goddess:


You who have blessed my house,


Today I am going into the earth.


By this evening


I shall be nothing in the dark nothing of death.


This is the last time I shall kneel here


To ask you anything.


Goddess,


Protect my children, be their mother,


And guide them


Into strong marriages.


And let them live their lives to the utmost day,


Do not let them be plucked, like me,


Before they are ripe for falling.’







Then she went from altar to altar


Praying at each one,


And wreathing each one with fresh-cut flowers.


She prayed in silence.


Not a sob or a gasp escaped her.


That sweet, perfect face of hers – so calm.


As if evil could never come near her.







But then in her room she broke down.


She fell on the bed.


Her scream was gagged with sobs.


‘It was here,’ she cried, ‘on this bed,


I laid myself down as a girl


And became a woman, for Admetos.


I gave him my body,


And now I give him my life. 


This dear bed


Has carried the love of our lives,


The beauty of our lives.


Now I must leave you,


For the first time unfaithful to you


And to Admetos.


Some other woman, some woman


Not so wound into his heart,


Not so woven into his days and years,


Will sprawl here with him


And be happy.


Happy, yes, happy, chattering about a future.


She will not even know what I looked like.’


Alcestis wept


As if her whole unlived life


Had turned into weeping.


She kneeled beside the bed and buried her face in it.


It was shocking to watch her.


To see her there, clawing at the coverlet, kissing it.


Then she got up and ran blindly away from it,


And scrambled along the wall, groping for the door.


Then flung herself back on the bed.


She was like a fly


Caught in a spider’s single strand.
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