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            Premiere Production

         

         
            The Divine Mrs S was first performed at Hampstead Theatre, London, on 22 March 2024. The cast was as follows:

            
                

            

            Patti  Anushka Chakravarti

            Clara/Joanna Baillie/Galindo/Arthur  Eva Feiler

            Kemble  Dominic Rowan

            Mrs Larpent/Cowslip/Turnkey  Sadie Shimmin

            Boaden/Thomas Lawrence/Percy Scraggs/Charles  Gareth Snook

            Sarah Siddons  Rachael Stirling

            
                

            

            Director  Anna Mackmin

            Designer  Lez Brotherston

            Lighting Designer  Mark Henderson

            Composer and Sound Designer  Max Pappenheim  

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            
                

            

            The Divine Mrs S is a Hampstead Theatre/AKO Foundation Next Decade commission. vi
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             With thanks to Anna Mackmiviii
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            Characters

         

         
            Sarah Siddons, an actress

            Kemble, her brother

            Patti, her young companion

            Mrs Larpent, the censor’s wife

            Mr Boaden, a theatre critic

            Thomas Lawrence, an artist

            Clara, a young mother

            Cowslip, a comic actress

            Joanna Baillie, a playwright

            Galindo, a fencing master

            Percy Scraggs, an actor

            Turnkey, a woman worker in a madhouse

            Charles and Arthur, actorsx
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            The Divine Mrs S

         

      

   


   
      
         
2
            Notes

         

         
            All except Siddons, Patti and Kemble double or triple.

            This is to be embraced in a theatrical style.

            The main setting is the dressing room of Mrs Siddons.

            Other settings – the stage itself, the madhouse – should feel like they are taking place in the ‘onstage’ space.
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               Part One

            

         

         
            
               One

            

         

         Onstage.

         The last moments of the last scene of The Stranger by Kotzebue.

         Kemble and Siddons as estranged husband and wife.

         The whole scene is interspersed with emotional groans, sighs, sobbing from audience.

         
            Kemble (as Stranger) For it is I! Your estranged husband that you see before you!

            Siddons (as Mrs Halle) My husband?

            Kemble (as Stranger) Disguised as this stranger.

            Siddons (as Mrs Halle) My husband! Oh feel for my mother’s heart, are my children still alive?

            Kemble (as Stranger) Yes they are alive.

            Siddons (as Mrs Halle) And well?

            Kemble (as Stranger) Yes they are well.

            Siddons (as Mrs Halle) Heaven be praised. William must be much grown.

            And Little Amelia, is she not still your favourite? For eight long years I have laboured for the poor and not seen my dear ones. Oh let me behold them once again? Let me once more kiss the features of their father in his babes and I will kneel to you and part with them forever!

            Kemble (as Stranger) Willingly, Adelaide. This very night. I expect the children every minute. I have already sent my 4servant for them. I pledge my word to send them to the castle as soon as they arrive. There if you please they may remain till daybreak tomorrow. Then they must go with me.

            Siddons (as Mrs Halle) In this world then we have no more to say. Forget an adulterous wretch who will never forget you. And when my penance shall have broken my heart we will meet again in a better world.

            She goes to leave. 

            Kemble (as Stranger) Adelaide Halle – stay – you may be mine again.

            Siddons (as Mrs Halle) OH!

            She faux-faints. 

            Children’s Voices Mama! Mama!

            Siddons (as Mrs Halle) My children!

            Siddons stretches her arms out as if to her children. 

            She faints for real. 

            End of play. 

            Big audience response. Cries of ‘Siddons!’ 

            Kemble takes his bow. 

            Siddons seems unable to get up. 

            Kemble Get up, sister. Get up!

            He helps her up. 

            She is carried off. 

            Is it too much to ask for the theatrics to be kept on the stage? Careful of the costume! Donated by the Duchess of Devonshire.

            Charles She did it excellently well though, Mr Kemble. Not a dry eye in the house.

            Kemble The first half of the play I may confidently assert was mine. At this rate I may be forced to amend her 5contract to ‘actress must be able to exit under her own steam’.

            Let’s hope this is not an affectation she will continue to indulge. She’s a dead weight.

         

         
            
               Two

            

         

         Backstage, Drury Lane Theatre, 1800. 

         Siddons lays on her couch, unmoving. 

         
            Kemble (addressing Patti) When she comes offstage she is insensible. She lays on the couch there. You mustn’t force her out of her distraction but wait for nature to bring her out. You may administer a glass of water. Don’t fling it on her though the temptation might be strong. She may become voluble. Do not contradict her. Don’t offer any advice – indeed that would be best as you are experiencing that portion of youth which has not yet furnished you with the prerequisite disappointment and failure. She may speak of death. Of money. Of her faithless husband. Of money. Of her children. Of money. Of the contemporary dearth of new writing. Of her image, her fear of scandal. Of her brother, me. Of money. Help her out of her stage clothes and into her own. She tends to sit a while in contemplation as she takes off her make-up. What luxury! She may still have the vestiges of the character clinging to her – she may speak their words –

            Siddons (moans) Ah my children.

            Kemble It should wear off as she eats a little light supper. Don’t freak out like the last three girls she’s had. You’re old theatre stock, you should be used to it.

            You will be fine as long as you bring no problems.

            Patti I will try not to.

            Kemble Trying is absolutely not good enough. 6

            Patti I will not. I will try to will not.

            Kemble Trying is underachieving.

            Patti I suppose it is. I won’t try in a good way.

            Kemble Are you literate?

            Patti Normally.

            Kemble The public has taken Siddons to their hearts extravagantly. That means she pays the wages of every poor soul that has the misfortune to work here. If you let her down you let down not just the acting company, the dressers, the backstage crew, the prompters and the wigsters but worst of all me.

            Patti That’s quite a lot. Should I curtsy?

            Kemble Anything that works. Try to cheer her. You take it from here. Oh and hide the cheese knife.

            He exits. 

            A groan from Siddons. 

            Siddons Do not mix the rouge with the white.

            Patti Is that the play?

            Siddons No.

            Patti Oh I won’t.

            Siddons No more to say.

            Patti All right.

            Siddons That is the play.

            Patti Patti Wilkinson. I was sent for. You once worked for my father’s company in Barnsley.

            Siddons How old?

            Patti Eighteen. 7

            Siddons Same as my Maria. She was snatched from me. An angel. Bring me wine.

            Patti passes it to her. She drinks. 

            Soon I won’t be able to feel my extremities.

            Patti Oh dear.

            Siddons That is to be desired. No one wants the extremes, Patti, unless they’re safely onstage. Lately I have found them impossible to bear even there.

            Patti Eighty-seven fainters tonight.

            Siddons Including me.

            Poor darling Maria floats before my eyes. I wear her portrait.

            Shows Patti her locket with portrait. 

            Patti So pretty.

            Siddons She had a two-octave range. A grieving mother and they force me to play a grieving mother.

            Patti Who does?

            Siddons The audience.

            Patti They wouldn’t if they saw how much it upsets you.

            Siddons An innocent. When I play distressed mothers the haters are sated.

            Patti No one hates you, you’re Siddons.

            Siddons You should see the letters.

            Poisonous missives! They circulate them in the coffee houses. Accusing me of neglecting my dead child. Putting my work first. Calling me a money-grubbing – I’ll spare you the details, dear. I was hissed giving my Volumnia.

            Patti Oh no. 8

            Siddons I have no ambition for myself. I earn the money which puts bread on the table. Should I let my children starve? And now my poor Sally is ailing – Dr Richards isn’t cheap – ten shillings a visit and they wish to slay my honour.

            Patti Father says you are a devoted mother. You gave birth onstage.

            Siddons In the wings, Patti love, there is a difference.

            Patti Mum always says audiences love two things equally: cheering and booing.

            Siddons How wretched is she who depends upon the instability of public favour.

            Patti Here’s your supper.

            Patti picks up the tray to give to Siddons, spies the cheese knife. She surreptitiously hides it. Siddons spots this. 

            Siddons Am I expected to swallow the cheese whole? You’re a spy!

            Patti No. Mr Kemble said –

            Siddons Mr Kemble!

            Patti He’s worried that you might –

            Siddons With a cheese knife? Allow me some dignity. Just as I was beginning to like you!

            Patti I didn’t mean you any harm by it.

            Siddons Look like the innocent flower but be the serpent under it! Your tenure is at an end.

            Patti Oh no. Please give me another chance. I’ve been looking forward to this more than anything. I’d feel disgraced to be sent straight home. I’ve only been here ten minutes. 9

            Siddons You should consider the stage, Patti.

            Patti I was about to be betrothed and I wasn’t sure and father said well you need to go away and think about it for a bit. It’s a big decision you may not want to be a missionary with Dicky Suet going bothering people in India. He’s an actor who’s found Jesus. This came up and Dad said it might just be the thing. See a bit of theatre life.

            Pause. 

            Siddons You certainly would have seen a bit of theatre life, me. But now I’m afraid it’s Dicky Suet for you.

            Patti I’ll go then.

            Father says you are the best actress he ever saw. And I think so too. Goodbye and I’m very sorry.

            Siddons Well. Perhaps I’ve been a little hasty. You’ve come to the right place, Patti, and if it helps you learn anything I’ll be glad of it.

            There are some people you must never let into this room. There’s a list but top is Mr Thomas Lawrence, artist. Grossly ungrateful. I made him. Never, never let him in. Have I your word on that?

            Patti Yes.

            Siddons Then we will rub along.

            Patti What will I do if he tries to come in?

            Siddons You will stop him.

            Patti How?

            Siddons You’ll think of something otherwise what use are you to me? You will be on the first coach heading back to Barnsley.

            Enter Kemble. 

            Patti Are you on the list, sir? 10

            Kemble Behave. Sister? Are you yourself?

            Siddons Apparently.

            Kemble Marvellous. The last thing I need is my leading lady off.

            Siddons I don’t faint to cause you trouble.

            Kemble I know that. I’m the manager. Why would you wish to make my life more difficult? Like everyone else you’re terrifically grateful I took this place on. What a mess. The first time I looked at the books I almost vomited. They were illegible and covered in anchovies. I thought, who’s been keeping the damn things, Falstaff? You can be the carefree artist. I have to muddy my talent with business. And now this new ‘condition’ of yours. At each exit I said to myself will she be gracing us with her presence again tonight? Who knows? I’m good but there’s a limit to anyone’s improvisational capacity.

            Siddons Did it cross your mind that I would find the part a trifle trying with Maria a fortnight dead?

            Kemble I didn’t know she was going to die did I?

            Siddons Highly inconvenient. As long as you get to strut the stage in a quilted waistcoat you’re quite content for me to be prostrate?

            Kemble You soak up the applause quick enough.

            Siddons So would you if you got it.

            Kemble The Stranger opened to superb reviews, plays to packed houses and isn’t going anywhere.

            Siddons It’s as if my limbs fill with lead and my mind is screaming.

            Kemble Could be your age? You’re approaching your grand climacteric. 11

            Siddons My God I’m barely forty … two.

            I can still play young marrieds.

            Kemble Just. Think of the box office, that usually gets you through.

            Siddons I have dependants, five – four children and one husband, a perpetually resting actor.

            Kemble At least Adelaide Halle is a bit interesting, she commits adultery.

            Siddons She didn’t even have the gumption to conceal the matter.

            Kemble We don’t always get to choose our parts. In art as in life.

            Siddons I’m happy to partner you in finding a new play, brother.

            Kemble No! The last thing I need is an argument every morning.

            Siddons I’ve exhausted my tolerance for the saintly wounded brigade.

            Kemble Once a manager gives in to one actress, the rest would be on him like a pack of hyenas.

            Siddons You see, Patti. All the sensitivity of a shoe buckle.

            Kemble I’m not insensitive – you can alternate her with Calista in The Fair Penitent. 

            Siddons Same part, different bonnet.

            Kemble God you’re difficult.

            He opens the door to leave, sees Mrs Larpent approaching. 

            Damn, it’s her. Larpent, the censor, his wife. 12

            Siddons (to Patti) She has the job, he has the title. Never say that out loud, Patti.

            Patti No.

            Kemble She pursues me. Hard enough running this bloody place without the ministrations of that creature of darkness. Total harpy.

            Mrs Larpent enters. 

            Mrs Larpent, how wonderful.

            Siddons My dear Anna.

            Mrs Larpent Siddons. You were unsurpassable. Magnificent! The sudden changes wrought within a sentence from animated hope and surprise to disappointment, depression and then utter contempt is beyond any power but yours. You will shine down the centuries. You were quite good too, Kemble.

            Kemble Yes. I was trying something new tonight. A cataract in the left eye. Perhaps you noticed?

            Mrs Larpent No. I come with bad news. There is a problem.

            Kemble We’ve had an issue with one of the child actors – off with rickets.

            Mrs Larpent Rather more serious than that I’m afraid. Acting in women revolts against female delicacy. But you have changed all that, transformed the British theatre single-handedly into a place of decency. You are Siddons, our other queen. Siddons the faithful mother. I do not wish to see you as Mrs Halle, an adulteress.

            Siddons I would never have consented to play a serial offender. She made one mistake, his name was Aubrey.

            Kemble To be fair the husband dabbled too. 13

            Mrs Larpent Unlike man the stain upon woman is ineradicable.

            What appeared tolerable on the page now appears intolerable on the stage.

            Isabella in The Fatal Marriage accidentally became a bigamist but Mrs Halle is a different matter. She was fully conscious during the hateful episode.

            Kemble I receive the box office receipts every night and I would like to make the case for infidelity. We do need to keep our doors open. You understand that much of our business at least?

            Mrs Larpent And more. There’s not a play in the land that has not brushed my bureau but this one is dangerous and must be stopped.

            Kemble Stopped!?

            Mrs Larpent The theatre should be girding our loins against invasion not lubricating them with adultery. Since the revolution, French women are queueing up for divorce. If the family falls apart the nation follows. That’s how they ended up with Napoleon, a very short killer. He could be here in six weeks, living in St James’s Palace, raping and pillaging.

            Kemble He’s a theatre man apparently.

            Mrs Larpent The licence to perform should never have been granted. I revoke it.

            Kemble You can’t do that. We’ve invested in the backdrops. The Stranger is earning us a small fortune. Do you know how rare that is – the words ‘Play’ and ‘Money’ in the same sentence? Say something, sister.

            Siddons Anna. Your taste is impeccable. I can’t oppose you.

            Kemble Even if I offered you next Thursday as a benefit night? All the takings in your pocket. 14

            Mrs Larpent Siddons is not venal.

            Beat. 

            Siddons No.

            Kemble Come on!

            Siddons You always advise me, brother, that I have not the head for choosing plays. I hardly think I can go against your counsel now.

            Kemble You can give it a go. In fact I’ve been meaning to say, in reference to our recent conversation, that I can now see the sense in allowing you to select the odd play for Drury Lane.

            Siddons A sudden change of heart.

            Kemble I’ve realised that with your long and dedicated service to this theatre you are indeed a rare repository or something like that.

            Mrs Larpent Do you mean to dissuade me, Sarah?

            Siddons Never. I wouldn’t presume. How is your daughter, Clara?

            Mrs Larpent Unhappily married.

            I’ve advised her as only a mother can. Become invisible and in that way the marriage may prosper.

            Siddons Perhaps if she saw this play she might find it instructive?

            Mrs Larpent To see you play a harlot? No indeed.

            Siddons To show how a woman’s sacrifice heals a marriage.

            As you know, I have suffered a loss.

            Mrs Larpent Your dear daughter.

            Siddons I believe Mrs Halle has cried every night since she was last allowed to hold her children. She lives for them. 15

            Mrs Larpent Except for the time she …

            Siddons For which she repents by working as a housekeeper for eight years.

            Mrs Larpent That’s a lot of folding.

            Siddons But The Stranger ends with reunion, which must surely assist our cause of national unity.

            Mrs Larpent I just love your voice. You could say anything and I’d listen. Even rubbish.

            Siddons And I have something for you.

            Mrs Larpent For me?

            Siddons gets out a small parcel. 

            Siddons A lock of my hair.

            Mrs Larpent My dear Siddons, this is too much! I’m overcome. Thank you. Perhaps I have been looking at this the wrong way after all.

            Kemble How delightful. Am I to assume the theatre has your assent to continue to perform a play?

            Mrs Larpent Your sister has persuaded me.

            Kemble Jolly good.

            Mrs Larpent I could stay here all night chatting to you, dear Siddons, but that would be selfish when I know how you long to be at home with your dear ones.

            She exits. 

            Kemble A lock of my hair. Not I presume from your armpit?

            Siddons As you know I hate the damn part, brother.

            Never repeat that, Patti.

            Patti I’ll never repeat anything. 16

            Siddons That weakling of a character, Mrs Halle, laps up her penance like a beaten dog. I’m holding you to your promise. I intend to find a new play myself, brother.

            Kemble Good luck with that. The trouble with playwrights is they’ve never set foot in a theatre. They casually write ‘Enter on horseback’, they haven’t given a bloody thought to getting a horse up the backstairs. Cleaning up its shit. Tempting it on with a carrot. They’re impractical and most of them can’t write dialogue.

            He leaves. 

            Siddons (as if reading a stage direction) Siddons, anxious to be with her children, exits without delay.

            She doesn’t. She sits down and opens a play from the stack on her desk. She hands one to Patti. 

            Look for anything with big speeches for an actress.

            They begin to read. 
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