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            Premiere Production

         

         The Return of Benjamin Lay was first performed at the Finborough Theatre, London, on 13 June 2023, with the following cast:

         
            Benjamin Lay  Mark Povinelli

            
                

            

            Director  Ron Daniels

            Set Designers  Riccardo Hernandez and Isobel Nicolson

            Costume Designer  Isobel Nicolson

            Lighting Designer  Anthony Doran

            Sound Designer  John Leonard

            Movement Consultant  Bill Irwin

            Stage Manager  Martha J. Baldwin

            Producer  Arsalan Sattari

         

      

   


   
      
         
            To Benjamin, Sarah, Bussa,

and all those, remembered or forgotten,

who fought for an earthly paradise.

            
                

            

            And to Shayne and Henry,

our brothers, always with us.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Character

         

         
            Benjamin Lay

returning from the eighteenth century,

a dwarf and hunchback

             

             

             

             

            Setting

            In a Quaker Meeting House,

in Benjamin’s mind,

in our minds.

1730s and now.

             

            Time

            Now and then.

            Note on the Text

            / signals an interruption at the end of the word.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            THE RETURN OF BENJAMIN LAY

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
                

            

         

         The public is seated and the lights go down. When the lights come up, we find Benjamin Lay seated with the audience. From this silence, when the spirit moves him, he will stand and begin to speak. Ben is barefoot, dressed in simple, undyed, home-made clothes and hat. Everything about him hints at older times.

         
            Benjamin I know I am not part of the order of your meeting. And I do apologize for what happened the last time I was here. But it is urgent I speak to you now and it cannot wait.

            But I forget my manners. Greetings, dear Friends. Are you well? Are you happy? Good. I am glad. For I have come a long way and quickly it seems, quickly even though it was long, but God gives me strength and he’s given me these minutes to speak.

            Believe me, dear, beloved Friends, I am honored that you have allowed me into this finest of … Quaker meeting houses. May I continue?

            He listens for an answer, then steps on stage.

            Thank you. But first, may I gently remind you of your judgment against me? ‘Benjamin Lay, you have caused great disorder in our meetings and transgressed our most cherished Quaker values. You have viciously attacked our leading members. You have kidnapped our children. We do cast you out like a leper and nevermore shall you be allowed to participate in the meetings of the Society of Friends.’

            I am no kidnapper and I am no leper.

            Benjamin unbuttons the top of his shirt to show his chest.

            As you can see, I have not a single leprous canker on my body! I am as pure as a newborn lamb and I have come here this hour to tell you that I am worthy to be your Brother again.

            He pats down his clothes and begins to empty a little dirt from his pockets. Perhaps he finds a beetle there?

            Are you familiar with beetles? Living jewels, they are. Not pests to me but sparks of divinity! Captivating as any creature on God’s earth. The Dung Beetle, the Ox Beetle, the Giant Stag Beetle. If only Dürer had engraved the Rhinoceros Beetle instead of the animal itself, for its second horn is true. But when Dürer drew the animal, he had never actually seen the Rhinoceros with his own eyes. He imagined it from the words of others. He looked through those words and his pencil drew, but did he see?

            But beetles, alas, are not what I want to speak to you about. No. No.

            He begins again.

            As a youth in Essex I tended them in the fields of old England. Not beetles, sheep. Do you have any idea how many I’ve counted in all these years and still no sleep? So quiet these animals, as quiet as stones but woolly like clouds and they make a sound not like clouds but like this:

            He bleats like a lamb. It’s not a good imitation.

            That’s not a lamb, is it? … That’s a cloud! How a cloud sounds if you listen carefully, which I’d do walking here and there, always walking, subsisting on acorns and peaches, never burdening a horse to carry me. But lambs sound more like this.

            He bleats like a lamb. Better.

            Almost? Why don’t you try the sound of a lamb?

            He encourages an audience member to bleat.

            And you. How is your bleat?

            If it’s not well done, Benjamin does it himself.

            Like that, yes! Such a sound, it cannot but create in the most brutish hearts a quietening. A quickening quietening. A tendering. A teaching. As it does in me, brothers and sisters. But a sheep is not a rock nor a cloud. Nor am I the man you think I am. That you whisper and titter and scoff that I am. My name is Benjamin Lay, and I am a lamb, a cloud that’s sheared so the rain’ll come down like wool and keep you warm. Do you feel that kindness? That considerate weather? That is who I am. It is true I’ve done – (Beat.) extravagant things, every one of them a brutal trial in my soul, but all in service of God’s Truth.

            And yet, Friends, so often when I’d speak in our meetings about our sins, you’d cough, shuffle your feet, make noises to distract from my message.

            You’d laugh at me, mock my body.

            Yes. This body. Right here. Please, go ahead. Take a good hard look.

            He unbuttons his shirt further or even takes it off.

            Do you see? I give you permission. Stare! Glare! My hands? My feet? My ears? What are the first words in your head? Little Man? Tiny Man? What’s that I hear? Runt? A grunting runt? Nice rhyme that one. Or … let’s be a little more truthful: a mouthy midget, eh? A pint-sized pig? There! There! Do you feel that tingling in your own shape as your bodies stretch and sit up taller, ever so grateful not to be like me?

            (He speaks quickly, playfully.) Anything he can do I can do better? Well. We shall see, because seeing is not the same as looking. You are looking at me now, but do you see?

            What does the Lamb say? The lamb says, if I may be so bold, this lamb says: Banish me not from your flock. Though I stink, though I rot, though I rend, I am whole only when I am one among the many and the many is you. I am far from my flock and I am cold like a rock, far like a cloud. I’ve been lost without you and I want to come home. Will you let me come home?

            Benjamin looks closely at his audience.

            Our time is short, my love for the Quaker meeting is long and the fellowship, the blessed silence as we commune together, the gathering of spirits, intimations of the soul about our purposes here on earth, all in sweet unity, pure, peaceable, precious /

            He cuts himself off. He looks up mischievously.

            I have walked on water. Yes! No, I do not blaspheme. Walked on water like the Whirligig or Water Penny. I was a sailor! And once you become a sailor, you become … an amphibian!

            Benjamin now walks sailor-style, swinging his body from side to side in rhythm with the waves. He now has his sea-legs.

            And oh how the flesh transforms on that water, the body roiling in its liquid up and down, back and forth until you’re as weightless as air.

            Using his sailor’s walk modified to suggest the sailing of a ship, Benjamin walks/sails a map of the Atlantic.

            Where? The Mediterranean, over to the Caribbean, up and down the North American coast, all ’round the Atlantic. Our magnificent engine of canvas, wood and hemp, gliding ’cross those blue water empires. And while I climbed aloft to work the sails, below me the Captain, the little King of our wooden factory, bawled his commands ’gainst the wind as it whistled through the rigging. In stormy seas the timbers groaned as we cursed the waves. We cursed the Captain too, when we were downwind of him.

            Benjamin stops a moment, considering the audience.

            What’s that? What did you say? Nothing? Oh but I can hear you thinking: Who’d hire a dwarf, a cripple, a Jack Sprat like him to man a ship? How could such a misshapen thing work the capstan or hoist the sails?!

            He is suddenly calm again.

            Misshapen. I learned that word as a child before ‘water’ or ‘bread’. It rustled above my cradle.

            Ignorance, my Friends, is the second cousin of the nephew’s niece to the devil’s brother. You see, you … landlubbing hayseed country clowns don’t know the ways of a ship. But I do! I was quick as a mouse up and down the rigging, untangling and tying knots where my fellow tars couldn’t reach. I’d hang on the sails and mend them without ever tearing the canvas.

            Look at that picture in your mind, Friends. The wee man dangling by his little arms from the sails as his tiny hands make quick repairs. Look, look! But do you see? Yes, I dangled but I never fell. Could you scurry across the yardarm while sharks wait beneath you with open jaws? Hmmm?

            Kinfolk, will you hear me? A King once listened to me, though I’m not sure he heard. I was naught but a common sailor in my slops but I spoke straight at him, for that is who I am. Would you argue with a King?

            King George II it was. Bustle, bustle, went the retinue all around the King – silk and servants galore.

            Benjamin becomes the King. The King shows himself off to the audience. The King is playful but dangerous.

            The King I am the King. I bustle, I swing and you sing. My staff and my throne are emblazoned with gold –

            Benjamin – mined by the dead in Brazil, in Africa –

            The King – and my cape swarms with a hundred animals that still blink when I caress them, sewn with a thousand silk threads –

            Benjamin – made by the tiniest, fine-iest hands in India –

            The King – Oh India!

            The King now notices Benjamin waiting for him.

            Greetings, my good subject, my tiniest of subjects –

            Benjamin (as himself) Greetings, George. My name is Benjamin Lay. I am here to /

            The King cuts him off.

            The King I am ‘Your Majesty’. Mind your mouth or I shall pluck out your tongue.

            Benjamin No offense, George, but I’m here /

            The King I know why you’re here. A king always knows! It’s your day of good fortune. I will take you on.
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