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         The Shitheads was first performed at the Royal Court Jerwood Theatre Upstairs, London, on 6 February 2026. The cast, in alphabetical order, was as follows:

         
             

         

         Adrian  Peter Clements

         Greg  Jonny Khan

         Lisa  Annabel Smith

         Danielle  Ami Tredrea

         Puppetry Captain  Scarlet Wilderink

         Clare  Jacoba Williams

         
             

         

         Co-Directors  Aneesha Srinivasan, David Byrne

         Designer  Anna Reid

         Puppetry Design, Direction & Movement  Finn Caldwell

         Lighting Designer  Alex Fernandes

         Composer & Sound Designer  Asaf Zohar

         Puppetry Co-Design & Fabrication  Dulcie Best

         Puppetry Fabrication  Nick Barnes Puppets

         Assistant Director  Mayaan Haputantri

         Flutes  Andy Findon

         Costume Supervisor  Evelien Van Camp

         Stage Manager  Catriona McHugh

         Deputy Stage Manager  Mary O’Hanlon
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7
            Characters

         

         
            Clare

a young woman, no older than mid-twenties

            Adrian

her father. Often has secret reasons for saying what he says

            Lisa

a girl in her early teens, not yet very grown up

            Greg

a man younger than middle age

            Danielle

a woman younger than middle age

            The baby

a small child not yet speaking, aged anywhere from three to nine. Little

         

         
             

         

         All of the characters are early human beings. No attempt should be made to make the two different groups the characters belong to physically distinct, and it is not necessary they look historically accurate.

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            Setting

            Prehistoric Britain, tens of thousands of years ago.

            Scenes One, Two and Eight are above ground, and Three through Seven are in a cave.8
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            For my mum, on her birthday.
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            Notes

         

         
            If an interval is required,

between Scene Four and Scene Five.

            
               *

            

            / is an interruption. At the end of a line it signifies the speaker being cut off straight away.

            … is a pause.

            Underlining is a rise in volume, or emphasis.

            Moving on to the next line in the same character’s dialogue usually indicates a new thought.

            Grammar and punctuation sometimes slip to convey speed or intensity

            
               *

            

            I think this is based on a true story.
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               The Shitheads

            

         

         
            
               One

            

         

         Marshy ground. Bad weather. Bright, cold daylight. 

         To one side: sheer rock with a wide-ish crack in it. White flowers grow here and there. 

         In stumbles an Irish elk, two spears sticking from its flank. Very human pain in its eyes. Two-metre-tall beast, huge, heavy antlers the size of small cars springing from its skull. It turns in an uncomfortable, irrational circle and we see the majesty of the thing. 

         Sees the crack; noses the crack. Tries to wriggle its head through, knowing it can’t. Can’t. 

         Limps back towards where it entered – maybe it can go back that way.

         
            Greg (off) Woo-hoooOOOOOO!

            Clare (off) SHHHHHHhhhhhh shh shh shh shh shh sh sh sh shh

            Elk runs at the crack, terrified. 

            WHANGGGGs one of its antlers off the stone. Agony. 

            Does it again and again and again, faster, more desperately. We feel it in our teeth.

            (Off.) Shush ush ush now. Bit of ush.

            Elk half gives up and tries to make itself as small as possible. It’s gigantic. 

            A sharpened stick flies on and misses. Bounces off the rock. 

            Another. It misses. 

            Another. It misses.

            … 12

            Another. It misses.

            (Off.) Dig your feet in.

            Greg (off) Ush ush.

            Clare (off) You ush.

            Another. It misses. 

            Another. It misses. 

            Elk breathes raggedly and a bubble of blood forms at its lips. 

            Another. It misses.

            (Off.) What you gonna do now?

            A stone handaxe flies on. It misses.

            (Off.) You’re not meant to chuck it /

            Interrupted by Greg entering. 

            Strides on, cocky, huffy, dripping in sweat. 

            Becomes immediately very scared at size of the elk. 

            Elk understands that he’s afraid and draws itself to its full height, becomes intimidating. Kicks his handaxe. 

            Clare enters, relaxed.

            It’s called a handaxe because you keep it in your hand.

            Greg Yep.

            Clare Never seen anyone throw a handaxe before.

            Greg I’ve seen someone throw their handaxe before.

            Clare Right.

            Greg I’ve seen that loads.

            Clare You’ve seen it loads?

            Greg Loads.

            Clare I see.

            Only you’ve not got your handaxe now, though.

            Greg No. 13

            Clare I’m hardly sweating.

            Greg I’ve got to get back.

            Clare Look at all your sweat. I bet your sweat’s different to my sweat.

            Greg I’d better get back. We’re all going away today.

            Clare Are you scared?

            Greg No.

            Clare How are you feeling right now?

            Greg Give me your handaxe.

            Clare You were enjoying yourself before.

            Greg violently tries to take her handaxe. 

            Sensing its moment, the elk tries to kill Greg with an antler, wounded and with difficulty. 

            Clare stops the attack. 

            They back away from the elk. 

            The effort cost the elk a great deal and it begins to die of its injuries.

            …

            Please don’t be absolutely stupid.

            Greg I’m no/t

            Clare Don’t try and take my handaxe /

            Greg I didn’t.

            Clare If you do it again I’ll feed you to him.

            Greg He won’t eat me.

            Clare I can make him.

            … 14

            Greg I’ve got to go because we’re all going away today /

            Clare You said.

            Greg He’s dying.

            Is he dying?

            He’s dying, isn’t he.

            The elk.

            I didn’t know we could kill animals big as this.

            Clare Is this the biggest animal you’ve ever hunted?

            Greg … no.

            Clare Thanks for helping.

            Greg You think I’m funny.

            Like a baby.

            You think I’m a funny baby.

            Clare I do not think you’re a funny baby. I think you’re magic.

            Elk tries to get up and its feet give out from under it. Collapses heavy and hard. 

            Clare is making eye contact with the elk, circling, closing in.

            Poor little thing. He wants a love.

            The elk again tries and fails.

            (To elk.) Oh, my love. My love. I am sorry. It’s just the way things are.

            What are you thinking about?

            Greg What?

            Clare What have you got in your head?

            Greg This.

            She strokes the elk. Total concentration. Long, slow strokes. The elk’s eyeballs strain upward into the back of its head. 15

            Clare What else, what else is in your head?

            Greg (thinking hard) Don’t know.

            Clare I think you’re great, you know. I think you’re lovely.

            Greg I was scared before, actually.

            Clare Really?

            Greg I had ‘being scared’ in my head and in my chest but I don’t, now.

            Clare You should get it back.

            Greg (not listening) Mm.

            Clare Do you have the future in your head, little pal?

            Greg … yes.

            Clare Oh great. What’s going to happen in the future, little pal?

            Greg The country’s going to die.

            Clare Oooh.

            Greg The weather’s going to kill it.

            Clare Spooky. What else?

            Greg (thinking hard) I think you’re very lovely.

            Clare Awww, thanks! Sorry for all the hard questions. I just want to get to know you.

            Greg (trying the phrase on for size) ‘Awww thanks.’

            Clare Have you eaten elk before?

            Greg No.

            Clare Butchered it?

            Greg I’ve butchered deer.

            Clare You want to butcher the elk? Butcher it and eat it? 16

            Greg Big time.

            Clare ‘Big time’?

            Greg (patiently) It means: yes yes yes yes yes.

            Clare You’re going away today, don’t you need to hurry?

            Greg I want to butcher the elk.

            Clare strokes the elk.

            What are you doing to it?

            Clare Giving it a love.

            Greg Does it want a love, do you reckon.

            Clare I reckon so, yeah.

            …

            Greg I’ve never had anything like this in my head before.

            …

            Do you have the future in your head?

            Clare Oh, yes.

            Greg What’s it like then?

            Clare The future?

            The animal whimpers. She methodically strokes it.

            (Lying.) Lovely, actually. It’s really, really lovely.

            Greg Are you eating him with me?

            Clare Hm?

            Greg In your head in the future, are you eating the elk with me? 17

            Clare Oh. Nah.

            Greg You don’t eat elk?

            Clare Don’t like it.

            …

            Greg If you don’t like elk, why have we …? We’ve been chasing this elk for years and years and years /

            Clare This morning. I met you this morning.

            Greg If you don’t like it, why have we killed it?

            Clare Fun.

            She gives the elk the closest approximation to a kiss before kisses existed.

            I’m Clare, what’s your name?

            She drives her handaxe hard into the elk’s throat and then body. Six or seven blows to the animal perhaps. It’s hard work getting the axe back out after each blow. 

            Clare’s skilled work is not as joyless as a purely functional work task; not as joyful as play; it is somewhere in the middle, like making art. 

            The elk’s legs spasm. A messy and sad sight. She pants in the wreckage of the animal.

            Greg Greg. 18

         

         
            
               Two

            

         

         A little later in the same spot. The Irish elk is part butchered. The weather a little worse. 

         Clare sits. Greg paces, swinging his handaxe with one hand, eating a handful of raw meat with the other, singing, celebrating.

         
            Greg Woo-HOOOOO!

            Clare Would you tell me a story?

            Greg Claaaaaaaaare!

            Clare That’s me.

            Greg Clare Clare Clare. I’m so glad we’re friends. (To elk.) You are bones-on-the-floor-of-the-earth. Idiot. Shithead.

            He spits at the dead elk.

            What a shithead.

            Clare Go on, Greg, tell me a story.

            Greg Huh?

            Clare I want to get to know you.

            Greg spits on the elk.

            You’re spitting, why are you spitting?

            Greg He is bones-on-the-floor-of-the-earth and I am alive. YES!

            Clare Right.

            Greg You know I’ve got a baby?

            Clare No, I do/n’t

            Greg I love my baby! WOOO!

            Clare yawns.

            Clare You’re so happy. 19

            Greg I’m so happy!

            Clare Why?

            Greg Why? (He gestures wildly, at everything.) Duh!

            Clare I don’t know why, Greg. I don’t know what’s in your head. That’s why I want you to tell me a story. You’re a different animal to me.

            Greg I’m an animal?

            Clare Even your sweat’s different.

            You’re actually a ‘shithead’.

            Greg A shithead?

            Clare Yes.

            Oh, don’t worry – it’s not nasty – it’s just the word for people, who – like you – the word for people whose brains aren’t very – it’s not nasty, don’t worry.

            Greg Okay.

            Clare It’s just that there’s two types of people? And one type is magic and we know wonderful things. And the other type is shitheads. And they’re good too.

            Greg I thought a shithead was someone whose head has got shit in it.

            Clare I can see what’s in your head.

            Why are you happy, Greg-Greg-Greg? Did you hate the elk?

            Greg No.

            Clare You were trying to make sure it was comfy, weren’t you.

            Greg Yes.

            Clare You liked chasing it, though, didn’t you. That’s how we made friends. 20

            Greg Yes, yes, yes.

            Its eyes were sad at the end, weren’t they?

            Clare Were they?

            Greg Yes. I think maybe they were very very sad.

            Oh no, I spat on it.

            Clare How do you think it felt inside?

            Greg It’s dead.

            Clare Tell me. Inside, before it was dead?

            Greg I can’t.

            Clare Come on, Greg, you’re the elk, you’re running, you’re bleeding, spears hanging out of your arse, you’re hurting, you have your babies alone in the wood somewhere and these two cheeky little monkeys chucking axes at you and they’re stabbing you with spears, how do you feel?

            Greg Bad.

            Clare No fun being the elk, is it.

            Greg No.

            Clare You can be anyone, who do you want to be?

            Greg I don’t know.

            Clare You can be the elk or the spear, who do you want to be?

            Greg The spear.

            Clare Very good, Greg!

            I’ll tell you something I’ve noticed, right. Because we’re friends.

            Whenever anyone tells a story, it’s always about an elk and a spear. And the person telling it is always the spear. And the person listening thinks they’re the spear too. Even though they’re the elk.

            Greg (not seeing) I see. 21

            Clare (to elk) You’re bones-on-the-floor-of-the-earth!

            Greg I’m Greg!

            Clare You’re Greg!

            Greg I’m GREG!

            Clare What’s it like being the elk, Greg?

            Greg Dead!

            Clare Dead.

            Greg I won’t be dead like that.

            Clare You’re going to die, Greg.

            Greg I won’t be dead like that though. I’ll have a funeral.

            Clare What’s a funeral?

            Greg (amused) Ahhhhh! You don’t know what a funeral is?!

            Clare No /

            Greg Hahahaha! What a shithead!

            Clare No.

            Greg Even a baby knows what a funeral is /

            Clare Then tell me.

            Greg You dye their skin red, put all their favourite things around them and say bye.

            Clare There’s a pit in our cave where we throw the carcasses of animals with nothing useful left on them. So when Mum died we put her in there.

            Greg Okay.

            Greg drops what he was holding.

            I’m late!

            Clare It’s fine / 22

            Greg My family!

            Clare … I see.

            Greg We’re going away today, we’re all going away! I’ve been ages!

            Clare Where are you going?

            Greg Danielle’s leg! I’ve got to clean her leg before we go away!

            Clare Who’s Danielle?

            Greg She’s waiting for me with a cut on her leg! And my baby’s waiting, my baby, my baby’s waiting!

            Clare Calm calm calm calm calm calm.

            Greg We’ve got to go!

            He has been moving closer to Clare as he panics, and is now almost being held for comfort.

            Clare Where?

            Greg South. This country’s dying. The weather’s killing it again.

            Clare Who says?

            Greg (as if to an idiot) The sky. The water. The ground. Haven’t you seen?

            …

            Clare I’m staying.

            Greg No one’s staying.

            Clare We are. We’re staying in our cave.

            Greg You live in a cave?

            Clare Yes. My daddy hasn’t even mentioned the weather. 23

            Greg You live with your daddy in a cave?

            Clare … yes.

            Greg Why d’you live in a cave?

            Clare Because we’re very lucky.

            Greg It’s sad you’ll die.

            Greg gathers up last bits of meat. He gives Clare a small gesture of affection, as if to a baby. He starts to leave and nearly does.

            Clare Hey Shithead! I’m magic! I’m magic, I’ll fix it!

            Greg You can’t fix weather.

            Clare I can.

            Greg You’re not magic.

            Clare You’ve seen me be magic. You’re eating my magic.

            What is it, snow coming?

            Greg Ice and floods and black grass and animals turning /

            Clare I can stop all that. I can magic it.

            Greg (half believing her) You can’t.

            Clare You’ve never met anyone like me before. Anything I can think, I can make happen, little pal.

            Greg Yeah?

            Clare I can make the sun shine and the crocodiles talk. Danielle would say: wow. You want a sunny country?

            Greg Yes.

            Clare Right then, I’ll do it. But you’ve got to tell me a story first.

            Greg I’ve got to go /

            Clare You don’t have to go if I magic it sunny though, do you, Greg? 24

            Greg … no …

            Clare So you don’t have to go, so you have to tell me a story, so tell me your story.

            Greg … why do I? /

            Clare Because I want what’s in your head, Greg. Everything that’s ever happened to you has slushed through that head like water. And I can’t have it but I want it. I want all that everything, Greg, I want all that being alive. So tell me, please, before I magic something horrible.

            Greg You’re going to save everyone?

            Clare Come on!

            Greg Okay. Okay okay okay. Um. Er.

            Once.

            There was.

            Okay, once there was a, a big.

            A great big.

            An enormous.

            …

            I don’t have any stories.

            Clare Your family are going to die.

            Greg But I can’t!

            Clare Remember something.

            Greg I can’t –

            Clare Remember something. What’s. In. Your. Head.

            Greg I remember the hippos.

            I remember the hippos in the water when me and Danielle were shagging by the water.

            Clare The water? 25

            Greg By the river.

            Clare Why do you remember the hippos?

            Greg I made a picture in my head of the hippos tearing me and Danielle in half.

            Clare You thought they were going to eat you?

            Greg They were.

            Clare And what happened?

            Greg Nothing.

            Clare Nothing?

            Greg They were just calm and still and watching.

            Clare This is a story.

            Greg If the hippos wanted to kill us they could kill us but neither of us said anything and the hippos didn’t say anything.

            And –
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