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Characters







Slavin


an itinerant


Leopold Southerndown


a newspaper proprietor


Eugene Black


a painter


Dr Edwin Goulderie


a physician


Angel


Arthur Southerndown


Southerndown’s son, a playwright


and theatre director


Hugo Anstruther


a schoolboy


Stage Manager and Dresser


theatre workers


Buller


a strong-man


Lord Henry Wantage


a follower of Angel


Frederick


a footman


The Marchese di Casti Piani


a white slaver


Weil


a banker


Phillipeau


a journalist


Baron St Eglise


one of Angel’s guests


August


his protégé


Baptiste, Hippolyte


other guests


Bob


a footman


Policemen


Mr Tomkins, Euba, Jack


Angel’s clients




 





The action of the play takes place


in London and Paris in the 1890s
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PROLOGUE








Enter Slavin, singing.




Slavin


What’s the use of kicking up a row


If there ain’t no work about?


If you can’t get a job you can rest in bed


Till the schoolkids all come out.


If you can’t get work you can’t get the sack.


That’s an argument that’s sensible and sound.


Lay your head back on yer piller


And read yer Daily Mirrer


And wait till the work comes round.


(to the audience) Anyone who says he can’t make a living is a liar. As I am here to show. I’ve managed. I’ve managed. It’s a matter of priorities and motivation. But that’s not to be the thrust of things. No. No. No. Right then. London. 1890. 1890s London. That’ll mean something to you. But perhaps I should re-emphasise what you might think is obvious. Fog, for example. Cab horses, for instance. Street lamps lit by gas. London squares and tenement dwellings. East and West. The poor and the destitute, the rich and the powerful. All that. And you’ll have thought perhaps of extravagant opulence and gilded youth. The beautiful and the damned. Yes.




Noise of monkeys chattering and screaming. Parakeets. A wolf howling. Big cats snarling.





What’s that?




Similar noises.





Oh yes. The street cries of London. Yes. This is to be about the world of men. Of power and cash and the force that seems to drive it all. And if I say, artist and studio and that’s where we’ll begin, you’ll think perhaps of the embankment alongside the river in the mist and the barges and factories and the oily water lapping against the wharves and the bridges dim in the evening light and the little unexploited streets and the north-facing windows and the cold. See where I fit into all this. If I do.





















ONE








London. An artist’s studio. Prominent, a woman’s evening dress on a stand. Unaffected but sumptuous. Near it on an easel, the unfinished portrait of a young man. Leopold Southerndown talking to Eugene Black.




Southerndown   (handing the artist a pair of women’s evening gloves) And these perhaps.


Black   Yes.


Southerndown   No jewels, I think.


Black   No.


Southerndown   Flowers? Perhaps not. Here’s the photograph I said I would bring you.


Black   Perhaps something at the neck.


Southerndown   No. My fiancée is essentially unaffected. Simple. No, unspoiled. Her father … I don’t want too many sittings. That’s why you have these to work from. I shall bring her to meet you next week. (looking at the portrait) And this?


Black   My next sitter. Due now.


Southerndown   Adventurous pose.


Black   Do you know him?


Southerndown   Know him?


Black   Dr Goulderie.


Southerndown   Dr Goulderie is my physician.


Black   This is his … protégé … Do you know him?


Southerndown   No.


Black   There he is now.


Southerndown   (giving him the photograph) Take this.




Enter Dr Goulderie and Angel.





Goulderie   Late. Come. Southerndown!


Southerndown   Good day.


Angel   You’re here.


Southerndown   I’m arranging for my fiancée’s portrait to be painted.


Angel   Is she coming to town at last? Is she going to be allowed into society? Shall we meet her? Or are you going to keep her to yourself?


Black   Do you know her?


Angel   No one’s seen her. Her father … (pointing to Southerndown) She’s changed his life.


Black   Are you ready?


Goulderie   Yes. Come. Let us begin. Is there heat?


Angel   Must I change?


Black   If you would.




Angel, laughing, goes behind a screen.





Goulderie   (looking at the picture) You’ve worked it up since last we were here. What do you think?


Southerndown   The flesh. You’ll treat the dress like that?


Goulderie   Are you using your box tonight at the opera?


Southerndown   What are they giving?


Goulderie   The new Tristan.


Southerndown   I don’t think.


Goulderie   Go. Wagner is better than injections of chloral hydrate. I’ll change your prescription. Where’s Boy. Boy.


Southerndown   Why do you call him Boy? I called him Beauty.




Angel enters, naked except for a long piece of cloth falling over his shoulder like a towel and a chaplet of coloured flowers in his hair.





Southerndown   Let me help.




They help to arrange the pose for the painting.





Goulderie   (at the painting, to the artist) Look at him and then at this. Less refined, more savage. Like some wretched academician with French brush strokes. Less taste. Less delicacy. I’m a physician. I look at what there is. I don’t want anything frankly immodest. I want to show it. If I had wanted something piquant I would have arranged it. Paint him as if he was on a plate. Meat or fruit. Paint what is there. Not this. This is coy, this refinement. This is your refinement. Look, do you see refinement? What do you think you see? Turn, Boy. That’s it.


Southerndown   Let me help.


Goulderie   I must go.


Arthur   (offstage) Papa.


Southerndown   Arthur.


Arthur   Papa.




Arthur Southerndown enters carrying a sheaf of lilies.





Dr Goulderie.


Goulderie   Hello.


Arthur   Where shall I put these?


Southerndown   Why are you here?


Arthur   I want you to come to my rehearsal, Papa. (to Angel) Will you come? Dressed like that, you could be in the show. Here, you have these. (giving Angel the lilies)


Angel   What is it?


Arthur   Something entirely new. Something absolutely new. It’s an event. Total theatre. Not a word in it. Tumblers, fire-eaters, a great woman with a snake. Music, singing. It’s divine. Dancers on tightropes. Tigers and Chinese dragons. It’s a show. A show. An opera for all. (to Angel) You’d be divine. Dr Goulderie?


Goulderie   No.


Arthur   Papa?


Southerndown   Not this afternoon, Arthur.


Angel   Keep us seats for Friday, Arthur.


Arthur   Seats. There aren’t any seats. You mill about.


Southerndown   Come then, Arthur. Doctor?


Goulderie   Oh yes. I’ll come with you. (to Angel) I’ll come for you presently.


Angel   No, no. I’ll send out. Take a hansom.


Goulderie   No, I’ll send the carriage. No, I’ll come myself.


Angel   Don’t do that.


Goulderie   Yes.


Angel   No, darling.


Goulderie   Yes, my dear.


Angel   No. Please.


Goulderie   Well. Well. All right. You’ll call a cab?


Angel   Of course.




Southerndown, Arthur and Goulderie go.





Black   These commissions. This painting with another man’s hands. These opinions. Put something up and they know what it should be. Prescriptions and judgements and interference. These intolerable opinions. How can you live with him?


Angel   Sh. (Listens.) No.


Black   Would you like to rest?


Angel   No. Go on working. He’ll be back. I know he will. I don’t know why he left me alone with you.


Black   No threat. I’m a servant.


Angel   What if he comes back? I’m afraid he’ll come back.


Black   We’re doing nothing. Why are you afraid of him?


Angel   Sh. There’s someone at the door.


Black   It’s my servant, sweeping the stairs. Be still. I’m painting your hip … There … Yes … Yes …


Angel   He’ll be back, I know. What shall we do?


Black   What do you want to do?


Angel   I don’t know. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to choose. I’m not used to choice.


Black   For you and me, the sky is like lead in a coffin. Or else it breaks up into sunlight and lets in the smell of dead orange blossom which no one has worn.


Angel   Why has he left me here? He never leaves me alone. He locks me in.


Black   Does he?


Angel   But without a key.


Black   But he must see his patients. He can’t be there all the time.


Angel   The servants watch me. I can’t leave the house.


Black   Why do you put up with it?


Angel   Because I have to. Paint me in this. (He puts on the evening dress.)


Black   No, you mustn’t.


Angel   Why not? Paint me in this. How do I look in her dress? Paint me in her dress. His fiancée’s dress. The doctor would like me in this. At home he likes me to dress up.


Black   What do you mean?


Angel   Paint me.


Black   Tell me. What do you mean?


Angel   Slave trousers. Hussar’s uniform. Midshipman. You know. Pierrot, faun, drummer boy. He sits and watches or plays the piano. After dinner. Sometimes Southerndown is there. Sometimes one of the others.


Black   Why don’t you leave?


Angel   Why don’t you give up painting to commission?


Black   I’m tired. This light. I can’t go on like this. The colours are dancing in my eyes. Please.


Angel   We mustn’t. He’ll ruin you.


Black   I don’t care.


Angel   Don’t.


Black   Come here.


Angel   I mean it. Don’t.


Black   Yes.


Angel   Don’t. (laughing) Don’t. Don’t.


Black   What do you want? Shall I take my belt to you? Is that what you want?


Angel You’ll have to catch me first.


Black   Come here then.


Angel   You never will.


Black   Won’t I?


Angel   No, you never will. Try it.


Black   Come here.




Chase. He doesn’t catch him.





Angel   I told you. (as if talking to a cat) Come on then. Puss. Puss. Come on.




Black catches him. Angel disarms him and he falls on to the floor. Angel climbs a ladder.





I’m climbing into the sun.


Black   How did I fall?


Angel   I can see all the cities in the world.


Black   I’m coming after you.


Angel   I can reach the sky.


Black   I’m holding up the earth.


Angel   Take the stars and put them in my hair.


Black   Sheet lightning.


Angel   Leave me alone.


Black   Come down.


Angel   No.




They fall. Angel smashes furniture and china. Mayhem.





I’d like to hunt with a pack of wolves.


Black   I’ve no money to repair all this. You bitch. Look at what you’ve done. You bitch. I’ve no one to pour oysters down my throat.


Angel   Don’t lock the door. He’ll be back.


Black   I’ll belt you.


Angel   Will you?


Black   I will. He shouldn’t have left you.


Angel   Will you?


Black   No. I love you. Please.


Angel   What?


Black   Take it off.


Angel   It’s too cold.


Black   Please. Oh please.


Angel   You’ve seen me.


Black   That’s not seeing you. Please.


Angel   Leave me alone.


Black   Don’t be cruel. Please.


Angel   No.


Black   Let’s go into the other room. Come on. Please.


Angel   Why?


Black   Because I love you.


Angel   What do you want?


Black   You know.


Angel   In here then.


Black   Here!


Angel   Don’t you want me?


Black   You’re just being cruel.


Angel   You don’t want me.


Black   I do. I do.


Angel   Do you?


Black   Yes. Please.


Angel   Do you love me, did you say?


Black   Take it off, please.


Angel   You.


Black   What?


Angel   Go on.


Black   No.


Angel   Yes, go on. Go on. Go on.


Black   Must I?


Angel   Yes, you must.




Black strips to only his shirt.





Unhook me.




In the course of the undressing and kissing Black gets confused.





Black   I can’t do this …




Angel is afraid.





Angel   Don’t kill me.




Punches Black, who falls.





Black   Oh. What is it?


Angel   Do you want to kill me?


Black   No.


Angel   Do you? Do you want to kill me?


Black   What?


Angel   You’ve never done this before, have you? Poor boy. How old are you?


Black   Twenty-eight. And you?


Angel   Eighteen.


Black   Love me.




Banging on the door.





Goulderie   Let me in.


Angel   What shall we do? What shall we do? Look at all this.


Black   What are you doing?


Goulderie   Open this door.


Angel   I’ll clear up. He’ll kill me.




Goulderie breaks the door open.





Goulderie   You dogs. Dogs. Dogs. (spluttering) Dogs. (He collapses.)


Black   Dr Goulderie. (going to him) Help me then. Help. Leave all this. Send for a doctor.


Angel   I think he’s dead.


Black   Help me.


Angel   His nose is bleeding. He must have hit it. He’s too heavy. Leave him. Leave him.


Black   I’ll go for the doctor.


Angel   It’s too late.


Black   We must do something.


Angel   Let him go.


Black   No. I’ll send for the doctor. (Exits.)


Angel   He’ll get up in a minute. Get up – sweetheart. Come, darling. Get up. Get up. Please, my little one. Get up. He’s split his nose. His nose is bleeding. Have you had enough of me? Is that it? What shall I do now? Shall I put something on? What do you want? What shall I do? I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to do anything. What will I do? Look at his face. Who’ll close his eyes?




Enter Black.





Black   The doctor’s coming.


Angel   Is he? It won’t do any good. Close his eyes.


Black   What?


Angel   We must close his eyes. Will you do it?


Black   I can’t.


Angel   Have you never closed anyone’s eyes before this? I’ll do it. I’ll be dead some day. So will you.


Black   Don’t say that.


Angel   He’s staring at me. Look.


Black   And at me. I’ll do it. (Closes his eyes.)


Angel   I’m rich now.


Black   Tell me something.


Angel   Yes.


Black   Can you love me? Can you love you? Do you believe in love? Tell me. Can you tell the truth? Can you? Tell me.


Angel   I’ll get dressed. (Goes behind the screen.)


Black   (to Goulderie’s body) If I could change places with you. Will you take him back? Is he mine now? Take my youth. I can’t have it. I don’t know how to live it. I can’t cope with happiness. What if I’m happy? What will I do? I can’t. I can’t. I love him. I do. You can’t hear. Please give me the strength to be happy. Give me the strength.




Enter Angel, fully dressed except for his tie.





Angel   Do this for me, will you?
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