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Author’s Note





In their essentials the historical events described are true.


 


The quotations from ‘On the Sublime’ are taken from Classical Literary Criticism, translated by T. S. Dorsch (with kind permission of Penguin Books); and I must acknowledge my debt to Richard Stoneman’s book Palmyra and its Empire, published by the University of Michigan Press. 

















 


 


Zenobia was first performed at the Young Vic on 2 August 1995, in a co-production by the Royal Shakespeare Company and the Young Vic. The cast, in order of appearance, was as follows:


 


Odainat  Colin Farrell


Hairan  James Barriscale


Moqimu  Stephen Clyde


Worod  Gregor Singleton


Longinus  Robert Gillespie


Wahballat  James Frain


Timagenes David Beames


Yedibel  Colin Starkey


Zenobia  Penny Downie


Malik  Clive Rowe


Zabdas  Conrad Asquith


Porphyry  Emily Raymond


Quintinius  Gwynn Beech


Gratus  Arthur Cox


Aurelian  Trevor Cooper


Probus  Sean O’Callaghan


Pertinax  David Hounslow


Bedouin Scout  Quill Roberts


Roman Prefect  Colin Farrell


Cato  James Barriscale


Antoninus  Gregor Singleton


Philip  Gwynn Beech


Syrus  Darren Roberts


Dawkins  Quill Roberts


Wood  Darren Roberts


 


Roman Soldiers, Generals, Palmyrene Soldiers and Courtiers played by members of the cast and Joanne Howarth


 


Director  Mike Ockrent


Designer  Tim Goodchild


Lighting  Bob Bryan


Music  Jonathan Dove



















Characters





Odainat King of Palmyra


Hairan his son


Moqimu a waiter


Worod a general


Longinus a philosopher


Wahballat son of Zenobia


Timagenes a statesman


Yedibel a clerk


Zenobia Queen of Palmyra


Malik a eunuch


Zabdas Commander of the Palmyrene Army


Porphyry a student of philosophy


Quintinius a Roman senator


Gratus a Roman senator


Aurelian Emperor of Rome


Probus his tribune


Pertinax a Roman general


Bedouin Scout


Roman Prefect


Cato Roman soldier


Antoninus Roman soldier


Philip Roman soldier


Syrus Roman soldier


Dawkins an explorer


Wood an explorer


 


Roman Soldiers, Generals, Palmyrene Soldiers and Courtiers


 


The play begins in Syria, AD 267





















Act One
























SCENE ONE








A camp in the Syrian desert, AD 267. The tent of the King, Odainat. He is with his son, Hairan, a soldier. They are coming to the end of a feast. Odainat pats his stomach.




Odainat   Food tastes different when war is won. Every flavour is a blessing – every crumb an answered prayer.




Odainat’s hands fall on a cochlis brooch that he wears. He removes it and gives it to Hairan.





This is one of our finest royal jewels.


Hairan   Thank you, father.


Odainat   It was given to me by my wife.


Hairan   Then you should –


Odainat   No, keep it. You fought well. You deserve it. – Four days march, and we’re home. I have sent Zabdas ahead to announce our victories.


Hairan   You will enter the city in triumph.


Odainat   I left it Odainat, a son of the desert. I return Odenathus, friend of Rome, Protector of the East. I am satisfied.




Servants enter and clear away the dishes. A valet, Moqimu, brings a large jug of wine, and glasses.





What is that, Moqimu?


Moqimu   Wine, Majesty.


Odainat   We have no wine. 


Moqimu   A gift, Majesty, from the Roman Commander at Emesa.


Odainat   The Romans send us wine? We have done well today! (laughing) Drink with me, Hairan. Drink a toast: to home!




Moqimu pours wine and exits with the other servants, leaving the jug behind.





Hairan   To Palmyra!




They drink. Odainat toasts again.





Odainat   To the Queen!




Odainat drinks. Hairan hesitates.





She will never replace your mother, I know that. But have the courtesy to show respect where it is due.


Hairan   (drinks grudgingly) To your wife.


Odainat   My wife … like a glittering star, lighting up the night of my old age. Her eyes as dark as a raven’s wing; her teeth so white, they seem inlaid with pearls. How I cherish her.


Hairan   The soldiers say she never lets you in her bed, father.


Odainat   I have with her five children.


Hairan   Five visits only, they say.


Odainat   Envy breeds malice in a body of men.


Hairan   I would be ashamed, to have such a reputation.


Odainat   You are sour tonight.


Hairan   Forgive me. I miss the war. Peace brings a dreadful silence. I miss the clatter of swords … the whisper of arrows … 


Odainat   Then drink: to the noise of battle.


Hairan   To Persian blood in the dust!




They drink, and laugh. Worod, a general, enters escorting Longinus, who carries a travelling bag. He kneels before the King.





Who is this?


Worod   A scholar. Says he got lost.


Longinus   I am Cassius Longinus, Majesty, of Athens. I travel to Palmyra.


Odainat   Palmyra? On what business?


Longinus   Philosophy, my Lord. With some Greek, a little rhetoric, a parcel of mathematics. Sophistry, disputation, the Emanation of the Universal Mind. And I can read and write.


Worod   (laughs) A joker.


Hairan   Kick him out.


Longinus   No no, I have a letter! A formal invitation to attend the court of Queen Zenobia, and tutor her son!


Odainat   (reads the letter) It is my wife’s hand. (Smiles.) Wahballat wants to take up philosophy.


Hairan   Wahballat is a girl. He should take up knitting.


Odainat   (to Longinus) My sons … are as alike as wormwood and syrup.


Longinus   It is rare indeed to find all the great qualities conjoined in one man’s form, Majesty. Perhaps your soul is too capacious for your seed, and must, therefore, subdivide itself?


Odainat   (laughs) No. They had different mothers. – Sit with us. 




Longinus and Worod sit down. Longinus won’t accept the proffered glass of wine.





Longinus   I regret I cannot take wine.


Odainat   No wine?


Hairan   Why not?


Longinus   It impedes the trajectory of logic. To launch a thought, to see it fly, to watch it arc gracefully and land with a thud in another man’s brain – that is my one pleasure. Fill me up with wine, and all my best ideas buzz hither and yon like a nest of hornets, impressively voluble but in the end quite devoid of purpose. I’ll have a cup of milk if you’ve got one.


Worod   The ass wants milk.




The soldiers laugh, and drain their glasses. Longinus watches.





Longinus   (cautiously) May I enquire – the bodies strewn across the landscape – whose they are?


Hairan   Persians.


Longinus   … And is that good or bad?


Worod   You are new to the East?


Longinus   Fresh off the boat.


Worod   But you do know who the Emperor of Rome is?




Longinus looks puzzled for a moment, then rummages in his bag for a coin.





Longinus   Unless something terrible has happened, it’s – (He peers at the head on the coin.) – Valerian. But they come and go at such a lick, don’t they?


Worod   Something terrible has happened. 


Longinus   Ah.


Worod   Valerian was taken prisoner by the Persians, who rose against him. Their leader used him as a footstool for his horse, then cut the flesh off the Emperor, and had him tanned and stuffed.




Hairan gives a little involuntary grunt, and puts his hand to his stomach, grimacing.





Odainat   What is it?


Hairan   Rich food.


Worod   The Empire itself was in danger. My Lord Odainat, an illustrious King of Syria, and loyal subject of the new Emperor, Gallienus, answered the call with seventy thousand tribesmen. Those Persian corpses are the outcome. We have restored the Empire in the East. We are the heroes of Palmyra! (to Odainat) And you are made a Roman Consul, so I hear?


Longinus   A Consul? From a small city-state in the desert? It would seem to me, in my ignorance of matters political, that that is some achievement.


Odainat   Palmyra is no mud-hut enclave round a stagnant pool, Longinus. It is a union of tribes. We rule from the Great Sea to the Parthian border. And thus control the trade routes, east to west. We are rich beyond imagination.


Hairan   Yet you can’t buy a kiss from your wife.




Odainat raises his arm – from nowhere a dagger has appeared in his hand. Worod catches his arm. Stools are overturned.





Odainat   You dare insult the Queen once more –! 


Hairan   You prefer her to me! I am the first in blood, yet you prefer her and her litter!


Odainat   You will show respect!


Hairan   Respect? When I am King of Palmyra – your widow will show respect!




Hairan throws to the floor the brooch that Odainat gave him, and leaves the tent. Worod pours more drinks.





Worod   He will learn to be a statesman.




The King is morose. He drinks hard.





Odainat   (to Longinus) Have you sons?


Longinus   No. But I have a pupil. He is just as bad.




Odainat gives an involuntary burp, and clutches at his stomach.





Odainat   What did we eat?


Worod   Ostrich.


Odainat   That’ll be it. (to Longinus) Don’t judge Hairan too harshly. Can’t be easy for the boy. His mother died in childbirth. A year later I found a girl of noble blood, but wild and wilful – radiant, but difficult. I tamed her. Taught her dignity. The Queen she has become surpasses every wonder of the world, ancient or modern, take your pick. But nothing I can do will make her love my son and heir. Her own boy she dotes on and pampers.


Longinus   Oh, that is quite natural.


Odainat   Is it?


Longinus   I have little experience of women – well, none, to be perfectly frank – but they surely all promote their offspring, and resent another’s claim? 


Odainat   Yes, petty jealousies they nibble at like nuts, to dull their appetite for power. I bear no grudge – Wahballat is our son – but how do I content her?


Longinus   Flatter her. Indulge her. Lay siege to her with presents.


Odainat   Good, Longinus. The fortune I won in the war, I will lavish on her! She will live in luxury, the wife of a Consul –


Longinus   I’m sure that’s all she’s ever wanted.


Odainat   – and Wahballat shall have his philosophy. I may even dabble myself.




Odainat and Longinus laugh. Worod falls off his seat and has convulsions on the floor.





Worod!


Worod   Where did you get the wine?


Longinus   What is it?


Odainat   The wine?


Worod   Poison!




Odainat is stunned. He remains very still, hands on his stomach.





Odainat   Not the ostrich …?


Worod   I didn’t eat it!




Hairan crashes into the tent, reeling and vomiting.





Hairan   What’s wrong with me?


Odainat   Poison.


Hairan   I am poisoned?


Odainat   (to Longinus) You? 


Longinus   I’m afraid I feel quite all right.


Worod   The wine! Where did you get it?


Hairan   Sent by the Romans!


Worod   Treason!


Hairan   Father, I am dying! (He groans.)


Worod   We saved them! And this is how they thank us … (He dies.)


Longinus   Majesty …?


Odainat   Yes, I can feel it. The trickle of eternity. Good subject for an ode, Longinus. Disillusion of a King at the hour of his death.


Hairan   Father – forgive me. (He dies.)


Odainat   Hairan …? (He sinks to his knees and crawls to his son’s body.) At least he thought it was the work of Rome.


Longinus   I’m sorry?


Odainat   This wine came from my wife.


Longinus   (shocked) How do you –?


Odainat   Sweetened with honey. Only she knows my taste. – Now it is racing, racing through my veins. My guts like a blizzard of broken glass, kicked up by horses’ hooves. A bear’s claw lodged in my heart. (He collapses.) Now she has got what she must have desired. Her son on Palmyra’s throne. (He has convulsions.) Where am I going, philosopher?


Longinus   To join with the one-ness of all matter –


Odainat   Zenobia …! (He dies.) 


Longinus   – I think. (He takes stock.) A king, a prince, and a general, dead at one’s feet. No amount of rhetoric can avert a catastrophe, no erudition shield my innocence from angry spears and swords. My training affords a clear grasp of the available options. One could ruminate at some length on the false grandeur of kingship and the levelling blade of time. Or one could run.




Longinus grabs his bag and goes to leave. He passes the jewelled brooch that Hairan threw to the floor. He picks it up and hides it in his cloak. He runs out. A pause. Moqimu enters and sees the bodies. He puts his hand to Odainat’s heart. Nothing. He bangs his jug loudly against his tray.
























SCENE TWO








Palmyra. A palace. A procession enters, in funeral attire. At its head is Wahballat, a teenage boy, followed by a statesman, Timagenes, and Yedibel, his clerk. Behind them come more statesmen and courtiers. Wahballat slumps wearily on the throne and shuts his eyes. Cautiously, Timagenes and Yedibel approach him, with documents.




Timagenes   The tariffs, Majesty?


Wahballat   So soon?


Timagenes   We need the Royal Assent.


Wahballat   I have just buried my father …!


Timagenes   We should be expeditious. It is the height of the season, and four separate caravans are approaching the city. Any delay means a massive loss of revenue.


Wahballat   If you put the tariffs up, won’t the traders simply go another way? 


Timagenes   There is no other way. Every oasis between the Euphrates and the sea is under our dominion.


Wahballat   You can do what you jolly well like, then, can’t you, Timagenes?


Timagenes   You must approve it. Please let my clerk read the proposals.


Yedibel   (reads from a papyrus scroll) Aromatic oils in alabaster, per camel load, from 25 to 30 denarii; aromatic oils in goatskin, per camel load, from 13 to 15 denarii; bales of silk, per donkey load, from 40 to 50 denarii; bales –


Wahballat   All right, all right!




He takes the official seal which Timagenes offers him, and stamps the document. In the background Zenobia, wearing a headscarf and ceremonial robes, emerges from the procession with her escort, the eunuch Malik. He fans her with a palm frond as she watches her son.





Seems an awful lot of money just to pass through the city.


Timagenes   We have water, Majesty. Water commands high prices. Now, as to the matter of the new pediment upon the Temple of Baalshamin –




Yedibel unrolls another scroll. Wahballat leaps from his throne in frustration.





Wahballat   Look here, I don’t care about your pediments! My mother is in charge of public works! Why can’t you leave me in peace?


Timagenes   Because you are King, Wahballat.


Wahballat   I never asked to be King! Hairan should be King! 


Timagenes   Hairan is dead.


Zenobia   Hairan is – regrettably – dead.




Zenobia comes forward. The statesmen bow.





Wahballat   Speak to the Queen. Leave me to my books.




Wahballat finds his book in a corner and sits down to read. Zenobia advances. Malik fans her.





Zenobia   You have attended to the tariffs?




They show her the scroll. She glances over it, checking figures.





Not enough. Not enough. Not enough.


Yedibel   Not enough, Majesty?


Zenobia   Raise them further.


Timagenes   We are in surplus already. Any more, and the Romans will take steps.


Zenobia   Steps, Timagenes? Steps? I don’t know where you have been this afternoon but I have been in the Valley of the Tombs, mourning my dear husband. I designed the vaults of his funeral tower. I did not think to see them used so soon. Who did this? Who stocked these rooms of death?


Timagenes   The Romans, Majesty.


Yedibel   The Romans.


Zenobia   Yes. Odainat went to war on the westerners’ behalf – and they killed him. Their meek client-king.


Timagenes   We understand your bitterness. The nation shares your grief.


Yedibel   The troops are enraged. They sing songs of revenge in their barracks. 


Zenobia   Then let us show our anger. Are we taxing our own people here? No, we are simply raising the price of saffron on the Via Piperatica. The Romans are addicted to their silks and scents and spices; life without black pepper would be simply inconceivable; so let them pay. Death duties.


Timagenes   King Wahballat has already sealed the warrant.


Zenobia   My son is a minor.




She rips up the document.





Re-draft it. – Malik, show them out.




Timagenes and Yedibel leave with Malik. The courtiers disperse. Zenobia goes to Wahballat and runs her hand through his hair.





You miss him, don’t you?


Wahballat   Why, don’t you?


Zenobia   I am saving my tears for my pillow. (Pause.) There is a gap, a void, in the nation. A space that must be filled.


Wahballat   I don’t have the qualifications!


Zenobia   No. But are you not ambitious?


Wahballat   Not awfully, no.


Zenobia   Look. Money drops into our purses like sweat off a merchant’s chin. This place we have built is unique. We could fill it with people of genius! Create the greatest society the desert’s ever known!


Wahballat   But what if the trade-routes shift? Or the Romans go off pepper?


Zenobia   (thoughtfully) That, we must prepare for. 


Wahballat   But how?


Zenobia   … It intrigues me, the living muscle of power.


Wahballat   It gives me a headache.


Zenobia   (smiles) One day you will govern with wisdom and strength. Your glories will make five hundred years of Roman civilization look like footprints in the sand. But for now, devote yourself to study. I will act for you.
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