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            Introduction

         

         To render a lived life on stage can, at times, feel like an imposition; the shaping and patterning of the dramatist smoothing out a character’s rough edges in places and magnifying them in others. Not every life is suited to theatrical telling, nor every voice fitted to such a space. To bring Keith Douglas into dramatic being, however, has never felt anything other than natural: as a poet, a soldier, a son and a lover, he feels born for the stage.

         Why is that? There is, undoubtedly, a strong theatrical frame of reference in his work, especially in his memoir of the fighting in the Western Desert, Alamein to Zem Zem. The battlefield is ‘a stage’, the dead, and their ‘props’ ‘crawling off at a queer angle to the scenery’. There is, too, something of the actor’s self-awareness in Douglas’s writing about himself, in this memoir and in his letters. Douglas died young (at the age of twenty-four) and like all young people he spent much of his early years of adulthood trying on a succession of fronts, masks, poses. He is always the lead role in his own production. When the war enters this story it brings with it an even stronger note of self-awareness together with a darker timbre of dramatic tension. Suddenly, as in a play, the final curtain feels ever-present: the resonance of an imminent end shadowing the immediate action.

         For me, though, it is the quality of Douglas’s poetic voice that, ultimately, makes his transition from the page to the stage feel so organic. Douglas, across the handful of poems he wrote in what was, under the pressure of war, an accelerated education as a poet (as with Wilfred Owen before him in thr First World War), becomes a master of the direct address. ‘Look,’ he says to us again and again, deploying a talent for acute reportage distilled into poetry. ‘Look at this and see.’ More than most poets there is a quality to his register, his approach, that makes a reader feel they are being spoken to personally – singled out of the audience and asked to lean closer to the footlights. There is, too, a dramatic immediacy to his line and the movement of his poetry. ‘Like a piece of ice on a hot stove,’ Robert Frost once said, ‘a poem should ride on its own melting.’ That is what Douglas achieves with the best of his work: a natural and spontaneous release of observation, thought, rhythm and feeling.

         It is this quality of immediacy that Ted Hughes returns to again and again when writing a letter about Douglas to William Scammell.

         
            For me the question that circumscribes all my thoughts about Douglas is – how did he manage to make such final and in their way archetypal and manifestly indestructible designs sound so spontaneous, so much like the thought of a moment? … It’s that imprint of intimate presence – a naked activism of a very essential, irreducible self … a unique sort of essence, spiritual and hard to come by. Less talent, or facility, than a quality of being.

         

         Hughes and his introduction to the Faber edition of Douglas’s Complete Poems was vitally influential in bringing Douglas’s poetry to attention. Reading this letter, you can’t help but wonder if Douglas wasn’t equally influential in the forming of Hughes’s own poetic voice. I’ve often thought, for example, that the first appearance of Hughes’s ‘Thought Fox’ might be glimpsed in a line from Douglas’s ‘The Offensive’: ‘the mind, mobile as a fox / goes about the sleepers waiting for their wounds.’

         ‘The thought of the moment’. ‘A quality of being’. These are the poetic qualities I hope an audience will experience in witnessing Douglas and his poems resurrected on stage. I hope, too, that they will sense what I think is essential in any one-person play – namely a forceful pressure to speak. In Douglas this pressure is twofold, both personal and societal. Personally there is the fact that his poems, for which he sacrificed so much and for which he made an almost Faustian pact with the war, are today far from well known or well read. He desperately wanted his poems in print not because of any authorial vanity but rather, I have always felt, because he knew that the sand in his glass was fast running out and that those few poems would, in effect, be his only chance of outliving his life.

         The second pressure to speak is that which informs the opening scene of this play, based upon real events when Douglas was home on leave. He asks us to ‘look’ in his poems so that we will truly see what war is, and in that seeing make a genuine attempt to bring an end to one of humanity’s most persistent failures – the resorting to violent conflict as a means of solving our disputes. Enter Douglas into the twenty-first century, a century in which we can, if we choose, see further and clearer than ever before. And yet here we are, still doing it.

         In one of his last poems, ‘Actors Waiting in the Wings of Europe’ (there’s that theatrical reference again) Douglas leaves the unfinished draft on the following line,

         
            
               
                  There is an excitement

                  in seeing our ghosts wandering

               

            

         

         I hope, in conjuring Douglas to the stage and having him haunt that space for an hour or so, an audience will feel a similar excitement – the voltage of live theatre infused with the presence of a gifted poet embodying before us the melancholy admixture of his too-brief journey into eloquence.

         Owen Sheers, April 2018

      

   


   
      
         

            Premiere Production

         

         Unicorns, Almost was first performed in Hay-on-Wye, Powys, Wales, on 24 May 2018, produced by The Story of Books.
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         Designer  Lucy Hall
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         Blackout.

         The sound of an old film projector. A Pathé newsreel plays across and through a gauze. A dogfight: a British and German plane wheeling about each other. A burst of gunfire and the German plane spins out of the sky, trailing a plume of smoke.

         The sound of an audience clapping and cheering.

         Keith Douglas stands from the front row and turns to face the audience.

         At first he is inaudible, but soon he is shouting.

         
            Keith    You shits! You bloody stupid shits! You stupid, stupid shits!

            
               He backs away towards the screen as if evading stewards.

            

            You stupid bloody fools!

            
               Blackout.

            

            
               Radio static rises with the lights. Keith Douglas is standing upstage. As he approaches the audience the static tunes between fragments of broadcast speech and music.

            

            
               Music: ‘It Ain’t Necessarily So’ by Gershwin.

            

            I’ll make a bloody mark on this war, that’s what I said …

            Military Intercom    … I’m just going over Beecher’s myself … 

            Radio Announcer    … One poet who fought against Hitler who can lay a claim to greatness is Keith Douglas.

            (Sung.)

            ‘Yukon Jake was tough as a steak,

            Hardboiled as a picnic egg …’

            Milena    … He had this trick. He’d ask me to scribble on a piece of paper …

            Radio News Announcer    … On July 4th Rommel’s forces broke through to Tobruk …

            Keith    … My dear Mother, we are beginning to look like heroes already …

            Mother    … He was always interested in language …

            Keith    … I don’t know if you have come across the term ‘bullshit’ …

            Colonel    … Yes, prickly chap, effeminate …

            Keith    (spoken not shouted) … You fools, you bloody stupid fools …

            
               As he reaches the front of the stage the static reaches a pitch, then tunes into silence.

            

            
               He is wearing a basic Second World War desert military uniform: long trousers, shirt, ingrained with sand, smeared with oil. He is tall, thin, mid-twenties, with a moustache. He wears a pair of glasses which he removes and cleans. Putting them back on, he looks out at the audience.

            

            
               Silence. 

            

            Keith    The most impressive thing about the dead is their silence.

            Proof against anything in the world.

            I saw them all the time in the desert – the unburied corpses, littering the ground everywhere.

            German, Italian, British, Australian.

            All of them lying around like day-trippers taken ill.

            Theatrical dummies holding impossible poses.

            Until the gases inside them heated up, of course.

            Then they’d go wriggling off, crawling at a queer angle to the scenery.

            The sun turns their faces crisp black.

            But so silent.

            It’s a strange thing to us who live, isn’t it? Silence, I mean.

            We desire it, we fear it, we worship it, we hate it.

            I mean look at me. Still talking.

            You might not think it but the view from a moving tank is a lesson in silence.

            The engine drowns everything, so for me, it was like looking out on a silent film. 

            Men shout, vehicles move, planes fly over, all soundlessly.

            For hours on end.

            I was ‘destined’ for the tanks, I suppose.

            The cavalry were always my favourite you see, even when I played with my lead soldiers as a boy.

            They seemed so much more … dramatic.

            The charging Highlanders with their kilts and plumes flying out behind them.

            Often in the wrong direction – their heads would break off and I’d fix them back on with matches so they tended to swivel easily …

            I played at soldiers a lot as a boy. I was an only child but I had a vivid imagination – a sheet over a couple of old chairs at the bottom of the garden was all I needed to be commanding whole battalions of imaginary troops.

            My mother would come home some days and find me guarding the gate in puttees, cap and a threepenny medal pinned to my chest. I was eight years old.

            I didn’t get to play at the real cavalry stuff until much later.

            I’d been in the cadets at school, but it was at Oxford, in the horsed regiment of the OTC, that I finally got to imitate those charging Highlanders.

            I wasn’t that good actually.

            I didn’t have my own horse for one thing, unlike most of the others. 

            But I was keen, very keen.

            As I was when I eventually joined up, when the war began at the start of my second year.

            
               He snaps to attention and salutes.

            

            ‘Cadet Douglas reporting for duty. Sir!’

            Softening my boots every night with the back of a toothbrush.

            Practising my cuts and thrusts with my new chromiumplated sword.

            Silly really, playing with a sword when Spitfires and Messerschmitts were dogfighting overhead.

            I loved the horses though. So … ancient.

            The smell of them, drying in a stable.

            Can you believe that cavalry horses aren’t allowed to shit on the floor?

            We had to ‘guard’ against it. Whip out a shovel at the appropriate moment.

            At least there was none of that when we switched to the tanks.

            Our instructor said we’d come to love our tanks as much as we’d loved our horses.

            I’m not sure that was ever true.

            Tanks let you down a lot.

            Or at least the lazy bastards back in engineering let you down a lot.

            And a horse will never become your coffin.

            Or an oven, roasting you. 

            
               Beat.

            

            For all its fighting talk it’s surprising how efficient the army can be at keeping a man out of the action.

            I had to steal a truck in the end. To get to the war.

            Our regiment might have modernised from horses to tanks but when I arrived in Egypt in June of ’41 I soon realised most of the officers hadn’t made the same leap.
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