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Heroes in this translation was first performed at Wyndham’s Theatre, London, on 7 October 2005, presented by David Pugh, Dafydd Rogers and the Shubert Organisation. The cast was as follows:




Henri Richard Griffiths


Gustave John Hurt


Philippe Ken Stott
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Designer Rob Jones


Lighting Designer Howard Harrison


Projection Designer Jon Driscoll


Sound Designers Simon Baker, Alan Lugger
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SCENE ONE








A terrace. The only ornamental object is a stone statue of a dog. Three men are seated. Philippe is reading a newspaper. Gustave stares into the distance. The steadiness of his gaze is similar to the dog’s. Henri has his leg stretched out, a walking-stick near him, a book on his lap.




Henri I love the month of August.


Gustave I knew it couldn’t last. The world was at peace, and you had to share with us your passion for the month of August.


Philippe Don’t you like the month of August?


Gustave No. I hate the month of August. If months were days of the week, August would be Sunday … a pointless, paltry affair.


Henri But heralding the lovely colours of autumn.


Gustave Don’t talk to me about autumn. September and October are living death. November is the funeral … December is the stupidest month of the lot – Christmas! January and February you think are never going to end … March and April can’t make up their minds … Then – God help us – here come May, June, July …


Philippe It’s a bugger.


Henri I ran into Sister Madeleine. Chassagne’s having his birthday party tonight.


Gustave Is there to be no end to this mania for celebrating birthdays? This is a home for veterans, not a day nursery.


Philippe I agree, it’s quite unbearable.


Gustave She’s obsessed, that Madeleine, she’s mad for celebrating everything!


Philippe I’m dreading this New Year’s.


Henri Why?


Philippe 1960! A new decade! She’ll want to celebrate that, she’ll outdo herself.


Gustave That’s true, she must have been waiting ten years for this moment.


Henri Meanwhile, it’s Chassagne’s birthday.


Philippe Have you noticed there’s never two birthdays on the same day?


Henri No.


Philippe And you know why? Because Sister Madeleine won’t have it. I suspect she doles out the drugs according to your date of birth – if your birthday falls on a free day, she let’s you live; if not …


Henri If not what?


Philippe You remember Marot, Captain Marot? – His birthday was February 12th, same as mine. He died six weeks after he arrived. It was him or me. That was a close shave.


Henri He was at death’s door when he got here.


Philippe No, no, Sister Madeleine got rid of him, trust me, because of his birthday. She, as it were, chose me.


Gustave Not that you’re in the pink yourself.


Philippe She chose me, all the same.


Henri Well anyway, she’s asked me – with your help, she made a point of that – to compose a little couplet in honour of Lieutenant Chassagne.


Philippe How long has he been here?


Henri Ages.


Gustave What’s he like?


Henri Big.


Gustave How big?


Henri He’s huge … almost incalculable.


Philippe You must have noticed him. He has a permanent blissful smile and great difficulty in finishing a sentence … also starting one. A child at heart, you might say.


Henri A gigantic baby.


Gustave No, I haven’t seen him. You know me, I never leave my room, except to come to our terrace and bore myself with your company. Then I have my tepid soup and go to bed … There’s so many lunatics around.


Philippe Why is it we’ve been given the honour of composing a little couplet for Lieutenant Chassagne?


Henri Because he holds us in high esteem, I had it from Sister Madeleine.


Gustave He can’t hold me in high esteem. I’ve never said a word to him.


Philippe That’s what must have impressed him.


Henri Any ideas for a little couplet?


Philippe … No. (going back to his newspaper) How about you, Gustave?


Gustave I don’t even know the man.


Henri Well, but Madeleine asked us to do it … so let’s …


There is a silence, during which Philippe and Gustave quite obviously give the matter no thought.


It means a lot to Chassagne … His eighty-fifth birthday. A little quatrain, a mere squib … that rhymes … What rhymes with ‘agne’?


Gustave Pffft … Dunno.


Henri I have the impression you don’t care.


Philippe Why should we care?


Henri Well, that’s not very nice … and Sister Madeleine’s going to be very disappointed.


Philippe No, it’s not very nice, but it’s you she asked, and it’s you she’ll hold responsible.


Henri Right – fine – I’ll sort something out myself. (to himself to the rhythm of ‘La mer’) ‘Chassagne! … da-da-dum … da-da …’


Philippe It’s a hoot how terrified you are of Sister Madeleine.


Henri I’m not terrified. I’m just trying to be sociable.


Philippe You’re scared stiff.


Henri No I’m not.


Philippe Anyway, I don’t blame you, she’s terrifying.


Henri




‘Chassagne! At the sound of your name! –


My heart …’





Philippe … But with Madeleine it’s like with wild animals, if you let her see you’re afraid, she goes for you. Your mistake is letting her see you’re petrified.


Henri




‘Chassagne! let me count the ways …’





Philippe You know that chap Mercier …?


Gustave Who?


Philippe Major Mercier.


Gustave What about him?


Philippe He nearly came to blows with her.


Gustave I biffed her one myself.


Henri You biffed her?


Philippe She had it coming.


Henri Why?


Gustave No reason. I bumped into her one day and, sensing she was off guard, I took my chance and biffed her one … since when there’s been a distinct coolness between us.


Henri …




‘The name of Lieutenant Chassagne


Still sounds o’er the fields of Champagne …’





Not too bad for a start. What do you think?


Philippe I don’t think anything. I’m waiting to see how it comes out before I offer an opinion.


Henri Gustave? ‘Chassagne … Champagne’ …?


Gustave (after a beat)




‘He’s colossal, he’s immense,


A man of action, a man of sense,


There’s no one like Chassagne,


But most of all, he’s our friend.’





The other two are stunned for a moment.


Henri It’s perfect – it’s awfully good – very well done!


Gustave It’s a gift.


Henri I’ll write it out.


He takes out a notebook and discovers a letter in his pocket.


Philippe Sister Madeleine is going to be thrilled.


Gustave Too bad.


Henri Oh – she gave me your post to give you.


Philippe looks at the envelope and gives it to Gustave.


I can’t understand why you give Gustave your post.


Gustave (taking the post) Thank you.


Philippe Why?


Henri Well, it’s not very nice to the people who take the trouble to write to you.


Philippe It’s my sister. I’m bored with her. We’ve been writing the same things to each other for ten years. Gustave is welcome.


Gustave chuckles as he reads. Henri looks over his shoulder but Gustave hides the letter, with a look of disapproval.


Gustave (to Philippe) He really is a pain in the arse, your cousin Pierre, isn’t he? Wait till I tell him what I think of him.


Henri You mean you reply?


Gustave It’s the least one can do.


Henri Don’t they suspect?


Gustave They were slightly disconcerted at the beginning when I kept getting everybody in the family mixed up.


What’s more, I sign myself ‘Gustave’, so they probably think he’s sustained a heavy blow to the head … which, on the other hand, isn’t so far from the truth.


Henri I didn’t know you replied.


Philippe has closed his eyes. His arms drop. He has passed out.


Philippe’s passed out again.


Gustave Not again!


Henri It’s his bit of shrapnel up to its old tricks again … Philippe … Philippe …


Gustave He’s always passing out, it’s very odd.


Henri Ah, he’s coming round … Help me give him a lift up.


Philippe (still out) We’ll take them from the rear, Captain, take them from the rear …


Henri That’s it – you’ll take them from the rear.


Gustave And always saying the same thing when he’s coming round … You have to admit it’s odd. Are you feeling better, Philippe?


Philippe I’m fine, thank you … Sorry … dizzy spell. They seem to be getting more frequent, do you think?


Gustave and Henri are slightly embarrassed.


Henri No.


Gustave I hadn’t noticed …


Henri By the way, that other terrace – the one overlooking the park in front – it’s going to be dug up soon, did you know?


Philippe No.


Henri There’s a notice on the board – didn’t you see it?


Philippe I never saw any notice.


Henri Yes, they’re going to redo all the paving. Good thing, too. It’s covered in moss. Dangerous stuff, moss, slippery.


Gustave It’s all the same to me, I never go there – too crowded.


Henri That’s my point. I’m afraid the troops are going to fall back on this one.


Philippe This one what?


Henri Terrace.


Gustave Which?


Henri This one here.


Philippe Ours?


Henri Yes. Ours. This terrace.


Philippe What, you mean they’re going to come over to our terrace here?


Henri Now you’re getting it. It’s simple mechanics. If you do away with the big terrace at the front, you have a displacement to the little one at the back …


Gustave and Philippe are upset.


Gustave Now you tell us!


Henri You only had to look at the notice board.


Philippe This terrace is our terrace. It’s private!


Henri (dubiously) Well, to be strictly legal …


Gustave I’m telling you, if we don’t do something, those disgusting old tramps’ll be grabbing our chairs to slurp their mugs of cocoa.


Philippe We have to defend the position.


Henri Barbed wire, sandbags, trenches, it’ll be like old times.


Philippe When does this work begin, do you know?


Henri Before summer’s over, I assume.


Philippe They can attack on two fronts.


Gustave We should seal off this approach here and defend that one there.


Philippe Three lines of barbed wire. Blockade of sandbags. Two machine guns deployed there and there to set up a crossfire to spray the whole grounds. Anyone who sticks his head out is dead meat.


Gustave Too defensive! No, what would do the job better is a 75 field gun over there, only higher up.


Henri Right! With the three of us, and a good supply of ammo and some hand grenades, we can hold this position to the end of September, mid-October maybe.


Philippe That would do. They’d have to postpone to next year.


Gustave You have to earn the right to this terrace, it’s not open house. Look at that view! It’s superb!


Henri You mean the cemetery?


Gustave No, higher up.


Henri Those trees in the distance?


Philippe Trees! They’re poplars, Henri!


Gustave Can you see the poplars?


Henri Yes … yes …


Gustave They’re moving!


Henri So they are … they’re moving.


Gustave and Henri stare at the horizon. Henri sits down again.


Gustave Constantly shaken by the wind, while down here, not a breath. For the six months I’ve been here, I’ve been watching the tops of the poplars swaying in the wind. It’s a sort of perpetual motion.


Philippe A beautiful sight to see …


Henri (casting a quick glance) Mmm … They’re a bit far away for me.


Philippe A row of distant poplars swaying in the wind …


Gustave And here, not a breath.


Henri You’re making me seasick.


Gustave They’re so stately, poplars … but supple, bending before the wind.


Philippe Unlike us.


Gustave (to Henri) You don’t give a toss, do you?


Henri Oh, yes, they’re lovely, sublime. Now about tonight, dinner’s at seven.


Philippe Tonight?


Henri Chassagne. It won’t take long, a toast, a poem and off to bed, everybody happy.


Gustave You’re obsessed with Chassagne, aren’t you? Chassagne, Chassagne, Chassagne!


Henri Surely one may now and again take part in the primitive social life of this barracks?


Gustave What’s this fellow to us when all’s said and done? You’ve got your little poem – fine – now shut up about him.


Henri Right! You’re being disagreeable now. I’ll leave you to it.


Gustave Now you’re being pompous.


Henri Not at all, I’m leaving you to your poplars.


Philippe We’ve got nothing against him, Henri, it’s only …


Henri You’re right, to hell with him … Poor devil, on his way out, getting a kick out of his eighty-fifth birthday party … I’m awfully sorry, I should have realised it’s all sadly humdrum for elevated minds like yours.


Gustave You’re being a bit touchy, Henri.


Philippe He’s right, Henri – don’t take it so hard.


Henri No, I’m off, you’re getting on my nerves.


Henri sets off, leaning on his stick.


Philippe Don’t go, Henri, you’re being silly.


Henri exits.


Gustave He gets into these states for no reason at all.


Philippe He’s really upset.


Gustave And touchy with it. (Pause.) What were we talking about?


Philippe (pause) Oh yes. (Pause.) Are you coming to this birthday party?


Gustave Of course.


Blackout.
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