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First Performance





Hecuba in this new translation was first presented by the Royal Shakespeare Company at the Albery Theatre, London, on 26 March 2005. The cast was as follows:




The Ghost Of Polydorus Matthew Douglas


Hecuba Vanessa Redgrave


Polyxena Lydia Leonard


Odysseus Darrell D’Silva


Talthybius Alan Dobie


Agamemnon Malcolm Tierney


Polymestor Darrell D’Silva


Guards Christopher Terry, Matthew Douglas


Servant Judith Paris


Chorus Charlotte Allam, Jane Arden, Rosalie Craig, Maisie Dimbleby, Barbara Gellhorn, Aileen Gonsalves, Michele Moran, Sasha Oakley, Katherine O’Shea, Judith Paris, Sarah Quist, Natalie Turner-Jones







Director Laurence Boswell


Designer Es Devlin


Lighting Adam Silverman


Sound Mic Pool


Music Mick Sands


Movement Gary Sefton


Choreography Heather Habens
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THE GHOST OF POLYDORUS




Those dark cells where all the dead are held


behind gloom’s gates where Hades scorns the gods


and skulks apart. This ghost here’s come from there.


I was Polydorus, Hecuba and Priam’s son.


My father Priam fearing Troy would fall


had a foreboding that we’d end up occupied


by the Greek coalition and so had me sent


secretly from Troy where I’d be safe


with Polymestor, Father’s Thracian friend,


who farms these fertile flatlands of the Chersonese


and rules his horsemen folk with iron force.


With me he sent a hush-hush stash of gold


so if Troy fell his sons could still survive.


Too weedy of muscle to wield a man’s shield,


the runt of the litter, I was smuggled out,


and while Troy’s boundaries were still intact,


her turrets and her towers not yet toppled,


and brother Hector still lucky in combat,


under the care of my father’s Thracian friend,


I blossomed, though was soon to be blasted.


Once Hector, the soul of Troy, was stricken,


my father’s sanctuaries all razed and gutted,


the king himself hacked down while he clung


to the most sacred shrine in all of Troy,


butchered by that brute Neoptolemus,


the blood-sodden son of Achilles,


my father’s friend killed me to get my gold


and slung my slashed-up corpse into the swell


and gloated on the gold now in his grasp. 


Sometimes sprawled on sand and sometimes spume


my corpse bobs on the ebb, and then gets pushed


by the brash thrust of the flow back on the shore,


unbewailed and unburied. So now I hover


over my dear mother, Hecuba, a ghost,


my body’s void shell bobbing on the swell.


I’ve been hovering above for three days now


as long as my poor mother brought from Troy


’s been captive in this place, the Chersonese.


The Greeks are camping near their anchored ships


in enforced idleness on these shores of Thrace


because Achilles rose out of his tomb


and stopped the whole Greek coalition force


weighing anchor and unfurling sails


and pulling on their oars straight back for home.


His phantom craves my sister for his grave,


Polyxena, the blood-grace due his ghost.


He’ll get what he demands, not go without


the accolade of comrades and close friends.


My sister will meet her fate this very day,


the day my mother will be forced to see


two of her children dead. Polyxena. And me.


To get my burial I’ll reveal myself


where the waves break at a woman’s feet.


I prised this promise from the powers below


begging a mother’s burial, a last embrace.


All that I longed for will be given me.







That’s her, Hecuba, my mother, coming now


from the tent where Agamemnon keeps his slaves.


I’ll withdraw. She dreams of me. She’s scared.







Aaaaahhhh!


Poor mother, once a queen and now a slave.


Your old well-being balanced now by bale.


He heaps woes in the scales, some god or other.


Those woes weigh more than joys did, O poor mother!










Exit Ghost of Polydorus.





HECUBA




Someone help. Anyone,


one of you Trojan girls,


to bring the old woman out,


out of her lodgings


and see I don’t stumble.


I may well be a slave


along with all of you,


but I was a queen, once,


so keep my back upright.


Some crooked arm for comfort,


for support as my stave,


as the old bones try bustling


with a pace past their power.







Bright sunflash of Zeus,


night with your darkness,


I’m terrified by fears


and night phantoms. Why?







Earth, who gives birth


to dreams with black wings,


I refuse to believe


that night vision’s true.


Gods underground


keep my son safe!


He’s my one anchor left.


He’s hereabouts


in snowswept Thrace,


safe in the hands


of his father’s friend.







More bad’s bound to happen!


More lamenting, more keening


for women keened dry.


More weeping for red eyes


whose tear-ducts are drained.


My heart’s never before


been so full of dark shudders.


I can’t stop it shivering.


My fear-gripped flesh flutters.


I need my prophetic children,


Helenus or Cassandra.


They’d know what these dreams mean.





CHORUS




Hecuba, Hecuba,


I wanted to come to you


as soon as you called


but it’s only now I’ve been able


to sneak from my master’s tent,


the master who won me


at the slave allocation


of us women all driven


out of Ilium’s city,


hunted and herded at spearpoint,


slaves, drudges, chattels,


for the conquering Greeks.







Your grief load, though,


I can’t make it lighter.


The message I’m bringing


means burdens more massive.


I’m a herald of horrors:







The whole Achaean coalition


in full council cast its vote


to dedicate your daughter


as Achilles’ sacrifice.


You know that the ghost of Achilles


hovered over his grave-mound.


Gleaming in gold war-gear


he halted the sea-borne Achaean fleet.


As the sailors wound in the cables


his ghost barked at the Greeks:







Where are you off to


you Greeks in a hurry


grudging my grave-mound


the giftright it’s due?







What followed after


was will-clash and conflict


welling and surging


through the whole summoned army,


opinions splintering


the spear-coalition,


some for the sacrifice


and others against.


King Agamemnon, though,


spoke up on your side,


through care for Cassandra,


your daughter possessed


of prophetess power,


the king’s concubine.


The sons of Theseus


both bred in Athens,


made separate speeches


but were of the same mind,


that the grave-mound of Achilles


be given its crown of glory,


a fresh gore garland


from a green girl.


They weren’t the kind,


so they claimed, to set


Cassandra’s cuddles


above the claims of Achilles


with all his kudos from combat.







The passions on both sides


were in some sort of stalemate,


the debate in a deadlock,


till hair-splitter, shifty-wits,


molasses-mouth, mob-schmoozer


Odysseus won the ranks over,


persuading them not to spurn


the ace of the whole coalition,


just to spare the life of some slave.


How could they ever confront


the Queen of the Underworld


when they died and confess


Greek ingratitude was such


that they quit the plains of Troy


without first placating


the spirit of those fallen


in defence of their comrades?


Any minute now he’ll be here


will Odysseus to grab


your little cub from your bosom,


bundle your baby off


from your feeble embrace.


The only hope left to you


is in altars and temples


(though you won’t find them here),


or grasping his knees


to beg Agamemnon.


Pray to anything at all


the sky god, the earth god.


If no prayers can prevent


you losing your daughter,


you’ll see your girl sprawled


on the great hero’s grave-mound,


a glow of gore around her neck


bridal gold not bloodfleck beads should deck.





HECUBA




Can’t cry! Can’t keen!


A slave’s foul suffering,


foul age don’t make you sing,


voice and freedom gone.


Who else could endure


disasters so dire?







Who’ll be my shield and defender?


No city, no surviving kin,


my dear husband dead and gone,


my sons all six feet under.


All routes out a blocked dead end


unless some god turns out a friend.







Women, who’ve suffered as I have,


the bad news that you’ve brought


destroys me. I’m destroyed.


I’ll be glad to get into my grave.


My life’s all over. It’s done


There’s no joy for me in the sun.







Come on, old creaky-bones,


get the queen to her ‘palace’ door.


Your mother’s suffering’s been dire


and you’re the heiress to my pains.


The most luckless woman on this earth


gave you your unlucky birth.







Polyxena!





POLYXENA




It must be something really bad.


It must be unendurable news


for you to make that moaning noise


that panics your little bird.





HECUBA




O my little child, omoi, omoi!





POLYXENA




The way your voice sounds frightens me.


It must mean something really bad.








HECUBA




Your life, poor innocent wretch.





POLYXENA




Tell it to me straight. Don’t hedge.


I’m scared of what your groans forebode.





HECUBA




Bad luck’s in your blood. My child! My child!





POLYXENA




The news and nothing more. I must be told.





HECUBA




It’s you! Achilles’ sacrifice.


The army’s voted you’ll be killed


on the tomb of Achilles. My poor child,


you’re to be the phantom’s prize.





POLYXENA




What are you saying? No! They can’t.


Mother, Mother, I don’t understand.





HECUBA




The army voted, and the vote


decreed they’d cut your throat.





POLYXENA




No one’s life’s been more ill-starred!


No one’s suffered more than you,


no one, no one, now come new


atrocities some demon’s stirred.







No more, no more, now frail and old


can you lean on your loving child.







Mother, Mother, what makes me sad


’s you’ll lack the love and the support


of me, your loyal little bird,


enduring slavery by your side.










Now you’ll have to watch men grab


your uncoralled and crag-bred cub.







You’ll have to watch it happen


being torn from your loving hug,


sacrificed, spreadeagled, struck,


my girl’s gullet gashed open,


despatched down to the world below


where dead Polyxena will lie.





CHORUS




Hecuba, look, there’s Odysseus approaching


in a hurry to pass on the new declaration.





ODYSSEUS




Madam, I imagine you’ve been made aware


how the army’s minded and their vote was cast


and how the coalition ballot was concluded


but I’ll spin through it again so we’re all clear.


The coalition vote elects your daughter


as the dedication for Achilles’ tomb.


We’re here to take charge of and escort the girl.


The son of Achilles, Neoptolemus,


will preside as the priest and despatcher.


You know the form. Don’t force us to use force


and pull the girl roughly out of your clutches.


No one wants to watch you wrestling me.


Best assess your strength and situation.


Slaves don’t have any choice. Be sensible.





HECUBA




(aside)







Ahhhh!


I’m in for a struggle or so it seems,


one that may end in keening and tears.


I should’ve died the day the day that Priam died.


Now I know why Zeus wanted me to live.


Instead of grinding me into the grave


Zeus grooms me for more grief, only grimmer!










(to Odysseus)







If it’s permitted for mere slaves to pose


questions to a free man of the kind


that aren’t contentious or provocative,


permit me now to pose a few to you.


Then I’ll listen carefully to your response.





ODYSSEUS




I’ll make this one exception in your case.





HECUBA




Remember when you came to spy on Troy?


In ugly disguise and disreputable rags.


Blood dribbled from your eyes down to your chin.





ODYSSEUS




It’s deep in my memory. Too deeply in!





HECUBA




Helen recognised you. Only I was told.





ODYSSEUS




I remember the danger. My blood ran cold.





HECUBA




You clasped my knees in desperate suppliant’s grip.





ODYSSEUS




I get white knuckles clutching at your robe.





HECUBA




You were my slave. What did you say to me?





ODYSSEUS




O anything to make you set me free.





HECUBA




I let you go. I let you get away.





ODYSSEUS




Which is why I still look on the light of day.








HECUBA




Then don’t you feel begrimed by how you act?
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