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            Author’s Note

         

         
            ‘I prefer silence. Then you can hear thoughts and see into the past. In silence you can’t hide anything … as you can in words.’

            August Strindberg

         

         
            Strindberg’s The Dance of Death is such a brilliant study of pain and yearning. It’s darkly funny in its depiction of the claustrophobia of a relationship, the human repetition. We enter this world in extremis … investigating three creatures who are thwarted, in pain, fascinating.

            So I was deeply excited in 2020 when Leyla Nazli and Mehmet Ergen asked me to adapt it. I worked from a great literal translation by Ian Giles. We started on the script with Lindsay Duncan and Hilton McRae, fantastic … We debated … ‘Will an audience know what a “quarantine station” is?’ Then the murmurings … Covid … Suddenly the pandemic hit. Loneliness, isolation, the prohibition of ‘touch’. Quarantine for real. We stopped … suspended … and now … we reignite …

            Strindberg’s scathing depiction of a co-dependent couple is even more potent after these strange, intense years. The pressure of Edgar and Alice’s marriage, the lies to one’s self … The primal need to hide versus the aching need to be witnessed … Themes of blame and shame and being adrift resonate even louder after lockdown.

            I changed the character of Kurt to Katrin as the dynamic of two women and a man was interesting to me, and I people the stage with more women whenever possible … Emily 6Bruni made the stunning trinity of actors complete and we resumed …

            This play is rife with contradictions. The characters rarely say what they mean and the subtext is often impenetrable. They’re illogical, poetic, ambitious, flawed. Their actions are sometimes heightened … stage directions can read like a strange ballet.

            During the pandemic people were deprived of theatre’s oxygen … Now we are returning to witness stories of strangers in a darkened room. It’s a singular activity; a necessary ritual. Theatre promotes empathy. A play is a touch, physical and spiritual. We need drama keenly.

            I have an umbilical love for the Arcola … Mehmet stood in the rubble of a disused sewing factory twenty-two years ago and asked me if I wanted to do my first play Soho there … ‘Yes,’ I said, combusting in the debris. We birthed together. Experimental workshops and plays with Jack Shepherd and Mehmet were incredible, vivid times. I’ve been involved in seven Arcola productions. From Beckettian rubble … they made this here … an incredible, vibrant space.

            Rebecca Lenkiewicz
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        Premiere Production
      

         

         The Dance of Death was first performed in the Ustinov Studio of the Theatre Royal Bath on 19 May 2022, in a co-production between Arcola Theatre, Cambridge Arts Theatre, Royal & Derngate, Northampton, Oxford Playhouse and Theatre Royal Bath Productions. The cast was as follows:

         
             

         

         Alice  Lindsay Duncan

         Captain  Hilton McRae

         Katrin  Emily Bruni

         Jenny  Grainne Dromgoole

         
             

         

         Director  Mehmet Ergen

         Set and Costume Designer  Grace Smart

         Lighting Designer  David Howe

         Sound Designer  Daniel Balfour

         Associate Director  Imy Wyatt Corner

         Composer  Kristina Arakelyan

         Assistant Director  Naz Yeni

         
             

         

         Originally commissioned by Arcola Theatre8
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            Characters

         

         
            The Captain 

Edgar, posted in a coastal artillery fortress

            Alice 

a former actress

            Katrin 

the new Matron of Quarantine

            Jenny 

the maid

            A Girl 

[this part could be doubled with Jenny]10
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            THE DANCE OF DEATH
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               Act One

            

         

         
            
               Scene One

            

         

         The interior of a round fortress tower.

         Through large windows are barracks and the sea. 

         An upright piano. A table. Two armchairs. A sofa. 

         A desk with a telegraph machine on it. 

         A ceiling lamp hangs from the ceiling. 

         By the door is a hook, swords and military trappings hang from it. 

         Two laurel wreaths hang on the walls. 

         The doors are large and open.

         A sentry patrols out on the shore battery. The sea is calm. 

         The Captain, tired, agitated, sits and holds an unlit cigar. He is dressed in a worn uniform with riding boots and spurs. 

         Alice sits. She looks tired but intent.

         
            Captain Why don’t you play something?

            Alice What?

            Captain Play … anything … something you like.

            Alice You don’t like what I like.

            Captain You don’t like what I like.

            Alice … Are you going to smoke that or not?

            Captain I’ve too much phlegm.

            Alice Buy weaker tobacco. Smoking’s your last pleasure.

            Captain ‘Pleasure’ …? What’s that again?

            Alice I’ve no idea … it sounds like a nightclub? You’re not drinking?

            Captain I’m just … anticipating. What’s for dinner …?

            Mackerel … yes? It is autumn.14

            Alice … Yes.

            Captain They say autumn’s mellow and fruitful but I find it fucking freezing. I’d like a grilled mackerel with a slice of lemon along with a glass of white burgundy.

            Alice Waitress? Oh you didn’t catch her eye …

            Captain Do we have any burgundy left? What have we got?

            Alice Fuck all.

            Captain ‘Fouqual’? Is that a French region? We’ll need to stock up. It’s our pearl wedding anniversary soon.

            Alice And?

            Captain We must have a party.

            Alice I say bury it … thirty years … God …

            Captain Alice … we’ve had some fun, God, I mean God we used to laugh … and fuck it we’ll be dead soon.

            Alice Really? Do you promise?

            Captain We will. And all we’ll be good for is compost. Feeding the roses.

            Alice And all of our noises will become silence.

            Captain … Not how I planned it but that’s the way it goes.

            Alice All of our noises …

            They are quiet for some moments.

            Was there any post?

            Captain Yes.

            The Captain indicates towards the table.

            Alice A bill. From the butcher. How much? Can you pay it?

            Captain Yes … but not imminently.

            Alice In a year then, when you get your discharge and a tiny pension. Later, when your illness comes back …15

            Captain Illness? I’ve never been ill … I’ve never taken a day off work … well, just that one. You’ve got me for another twenty years, my love.

            Alice The doctor thinks not.

            Captain The doctor?

            Alice Yes.

            Captain I’m not ill and I’ve never been ill. I’m going to drop down dead on the spot like an old soldier. Bloody doctor …

            Alice He’s giving a party this evening.

            Captain God can you imagine that? I’m glad we’re not on their party list. Middle-class shits.

            Alice You call everyone middle-class shits.

            Captain Because they are.

            Alice But you’re not.

            Captain That’s right. I’m not a middle-class shit.

            They say nothing for a few moments.

            Alice Cards?

            The Captain indicates yes. 

            Alice takes up a deck of cards and starts shuffling it. The Captain takes the cards from her and shuffles them.

            You know they let the doctor use the band at his parties?

            Captain Because he’s an arselicker.

            Alice Gerda used to call here, we were friends …

            Captain … And then she stole something from you, I remember. They’re all thieves … What’s the suit?

            Alice It’s there … put your glasses on.

            Captain I don’t need them.

            Alice Spades.16

            Captain Fuck my old boots.

            Alice (leads) They’re thieves and we’re outsiders.

            Captain (takes the trick) Far better to be an outsider. Plus we never have to give parties. I’ve always been alone.

            Alice So have I. But the children? They need friends.

            Captain The children are adults, Alice … Do you have any trumps left?

            Alice I have one. That was mine …

            Captain Six and eight … fifteen …

            Alice Fourteen! Fourteen!

            Captain Six and eight … shit yes … fourteen … and two makes sixteen … (He yawns.) Your deal.

            Alice You’re tired.

            He deals.

            Captain No.

            Alice listens to a distant tune outside.

            Alice What’s that song …? Do you think that Katrin is invited?

            Captain I’d think so. She arrived this morning … But no time to visit us as yet.

            Alice And she’s Matron of Quarantine? Will it be a large quarantine station?

            Captain Yes.

            Alice Is hers a medical post then?

            Captain No. It’s sort of clerk slash lackey … which should suit Katrin down to the ground.

            Alice She’s travelled a lot …

            Captain She had to. She abandoned her children.17

            Alice Did she?

            Captain I lent her money and what did she do? Your cousin left her family and went to bloody America … I enjoyed our arguments.

            Alice Because you always bullied her.

            Captain Yes she was always rather passive, Katrin … but a good listener. There’s no one on this island who understands a word I say … it’s a community of idiots …

            Alice Katrin wouldn’t know it was our pearl wedding anniversary, would she?

            Captain Why the hell would she? Although God yes, it was Katrin who introduced us.

            Alice I was working … Most of my actor friends are famous now.

            The Captain gets up.

            Captain Right. A drink now. A drink.

            He goes and mixes a drink, which he drinks while standing.

            There should be a foot rail here, so that we can pretend we’re at the American Bar in Copenhagen.

            Alice We could make one, just so it can remind us of Copenhagen. It was a good time. Blissful.

            The Captain downs his drink quickly.

            Captain Yes … Do you remember the navarin aux pommes at Nimb’s Bar?

            Alice No, but I remember the concerts at Tivoli …

            Captain You’re incredibly classy, Alice.

            Alice That’s good, isn’t it? That you have a classy wife?

            Captain Absolutely.18

            Alice I’m good for occasions.

            The Captain drinks.

            Captain They’re dancing …

            Alice It’s a waltz …

            Captain Do you want to?

            Alice To dance?

            Captain Or are we too old?

            Alice I’m ten years younger than you. You’re an old man. I’m in my prime.

            Captain You can be very generous … when you want to be.

            Alice Can we light the lamp now?

            Captain Of course.

            Alice Well ring then!

            The Captain goes slowly to the desk and rings. 

            Jenny enters.

            Captain Would you be so good as to light the lamp, Jenny?

            Alice Light the fucking lamp.

            Jenny Yes, ma’am.

            Jenny lights the ceiling lamp while the Captain watches her.

            Alice Have you cleaned the lamp chimney?

            Jenny I gave it a wipe.

            Alice What did you say?

            Captain Calm …

            Alice Go. I’ll light it myself.

            Jenny That would be preferable.

            Jenny starts to leave. Alice gets up.

            Alice Go! And don’t come back.19

            Jenny loiters.

            Jenny I wonder, ma’am, what you’d say if I did go?

            Alice does not respond. Jenny leaves. The Captain lights the lamp.

            Alice Do you think she will go?

            Captain Possibly, and then we’re buggered …

            Alice It’s your fault. You spoil them.

            Captain I don’t. I’m simply polite to them.

            Alice Because you’re terrified of them. You want to be a despot but you’re just like them, a subordinate.

            Captain Calm …

            Alice You slag off your superiors and your peers and you’re terrified of those beneath you.

            Captain Piss off.

            Alice All tyrants are cowards. Do you think she’ll go?

            Captain Yes, if you don’t go out to the kitchen and say something nice to her.

            Alice Me?

            Captain If I did it, you’d say I was flirting with her.

            Alice If she does leave … it’ll be like before, and my hands will be ruined.

            Captain If Jenny goes, Beth will go with her. And that will be the end of help. Any new staff for the island get warned on the boat, you know … they are warned against working for us.

            Alice Yes, by your bloody corporals, who gossip out the back and eat all of our food … You won’t tell them to go.

            Captain If I did that they’d apply for transfers and the garrison would close down.20

            Alice And that would be absolutely tragic.

            Alice laughs.

            Oh good. I remember how to do it …

            Captain Laughter is the best medicine.

            Alice I’m not ill … Cards?

            Captain No.

            Silence.

            Alice It does actually bother me … that Katrin might be visiting our enemies before she comes to see us.

            Captain Don’t expend your energy.

            Alice I read the passenger list … in the Gazette. She was described as having ‘independent means’. She must have come into money.

            Captain A rich relative … that’s a first.

            Alice There have been lots of rich people in my family.

            Captain I wonder if it’s gone to her head? I’ll keep her in check.

            The telegraph machine clicks.

            Alice Who is it?

            The Captain stands still.

            Captain Quiet now, please.

            Alice Read it!

            Captain I can hear – I can hear what it’s saying. It’s the children.

            He goes to the machine and taps a reply. 

            The machine continues to click and the Captain replies again.

            Alice What do they say?21

            Captain Wait.

            He taps a final time.

            Judith has contracted it, she’s off work.

            Alice Oh no … What else do they say?

            Captain Money … the usual.

            Alice Why did Judith go out so much? She should be staying in.

            Captain She won’t listen.

            Alice But I don’t blame her.

            Captain Children will do as they please.

            Alice Our children.

            The Captain yawns.

            Do I bore you?

            Captain Repetition … we repeat … and repeat. Still, my yawn might indicate I don’t have enough energy to reply, or it might mean ‘You are right, my angel, always right’ or ‘Why don’t you shut up?’

            Alice You’re in a good mood tonight.

            Captain I need to eat something.

            Alice The doctor has got the Grand Hotel to do the catering.

            Captain They’ll have grouse then. Grouse is the best bird of all … but people will insist on roasting it in lard …

            Alice Like peasants …

            Captain I wonder what wine they’ll have … They’ve no clue what complements grouse …

            Alice Shall I play for you?

            Captain The last resort. Yes … but no funeral dirges. Play something kitty-cat-ish … sweet. Imagine I’ve died and 22you’re galloping through fields. Shall we bring up those two last bottles of champagne and pretend there are other people here?

            Alice They’re mine … they were a gift.

            Captain Alice and her thrift.

            Alice You’re very tight, Edgar. At least with me.

            Captain If we don’t open those … I’m at a loss … Would you like me to dance for you?

            Alice No thank you. I think you’ve danced enough.

            Captain You should have a friend come to stay.

            Alice Thank you. So should you.

            Captain Thank you. I’m thinking of the last time … It was interesting as an experiment, we became so happy with someone else here … initially …

            Alice Yes … initially …

            Alice looks to the Captain; they should not speak of it. There is a knock at the door.

            That’s very late?

            Captain Jenny doesn’t knock.

            Alice Go and answer it. Don’t just shout ‘come in’, it makes people think we’re a garage.

            The Captain goes towards the door.

            Captain What’s wrong with garages?

            There is another knock.

            Alice Get it …

            The Captain opens the door and is given a calling card that is held out to him.

            Captain It’s Beth … Has Jenny gone?23

            The audience cannot hear the answer. He turns to Alice.

            Jenny’s left us.

            Alice So …

            Captain Yes …

            Alice What about the calling card? That’s not from Jenny.

            The Captain looks at the card with his glasses and passes it to Alice.

            Captain The print’s too small.

            Alice reads it.

            Alice Katrin! Katrin is out there! Hurry up and bring her in.

            The Captain goes out.

            Captain Katrin! Well, how wonderful …

            Alice arranges her hair and seems to come to life. 

            The Captain enters with Katrin.

            Captain Welcome back … Good to have you!

            Alice Welcome, Katrin.

            Katrin Thank you. It’s been a long time …






OEBPS/images/new_logo_online.png
faber





OEBPS/images/faber_colophon_black_rgb.png





OEBPS/images/9780571378722_cover_epub.jpg





