

  
[image: cover]





  

    

      

    




    August Strindberg




    DANCE OF


    DEATH




    in a version by




    Richard Eyre




    [image: ]




    NICK HERN BOOKS




    London




    www.nickhernbooks.co.uk


  




  

    

      

    




    Contents




    Original Production




    Preface




    Characters




    Dance of Death




    About the Authors




    Copyright and Performing Rights Information


  




  

    

      

    




    




    This version of Dance of Death was ﬁrst performed at the Orange Tree Theatre, Richmond, on 31 January 2026. The cast was as follows:




    

      

        	

          ALICE


        



          	 



        	

          Lisa Dillon


        

      




      

        	

          EDGAR


        



        	 



        	

          Will Keen


        

      




      

        	

          KURT


        



        	 



        	

          Geoffrey Streatfeild


        

      




      

        	

          Director


        



        	 



        	

          Richard Eyre


        

      




      

        	

          Set & Costume Designer


        



        	 



        	

          Ashley Martin-Davis


        

      




      

        	

          Lighting Designer


        



        	 



        	

          Peter Mumford


        

      




      

        	

          Sound Designer


        



        	 



        	

          John Leonard


        

      




      

        	

          Choreographer


        



        	 



        	

          Scarlett Mackmin


        

      




      

        	

          Assistant Director


        



        	 



        	

          Freya Grifﬁths


        

      




      

        	

          Costume Supervisor


        



        	 



        	

          Deborah Andrews


        

      




      

        	

          Wigs, Hair & Make-up Consultant


        



        	 



        	

          Sharon Pearson


        

      




      

        	

          Head of Department for Wigs,


          Hair & Make-up


        



        	 



        	

          Paul Paintin


        

      




      

        	

          Pianist


        



        	 



        	

          Tom Attwood


        

      




      

        	

          Costume Work Placement


        



        	 



        	

          Ashleigh Ridding


        

      




      

        	

          Production Manager


        



        	 



        	

          David Pritchard


        

      




      

        	

          Production & Technical Director


        



        	 



        	

          Phil Bell


        

      




      

        	

          Senior Production Technician


        



        	 



        	

          Andy Owen Cook


        

      




      

        	

          Production Technician


        



        	 



        	

          Priya Virdee


        

      




      

        	

          Company Stage Manager


        



        	 



        	

          Jade Gooch


        

      




      

        	

          Deputy Stage Manager


        



        	 



        	

          Honor Klein


        

      




      

        	

          Assistant Stage Manager


        



        	 



        	

          Josette Shipp


        

      


    


  




  

    

      

    




    Preface




    ‘If you don’t want to be lonely don’t get married’ said Chekhov, and his words could serve as an epigraph for countless plays (including his own) as well as ﬁlms and novels. Marriage is the perfect subject for drama: there’s the constant obbligato in the ﬂuctuation of feeling between man and wife and the conﬂicts that emerge between selﬂessness and selﬁshness, between love and work, between comradeship and isolation, between the brightness of passion and the bleakness of unrealised emotions provide the marriage drama’s actions.




    I was, as in most things, backward in theatregoing: I didn’t see a play until I was sixteen. But in the early sixties I became an obsessive theatregoer and, apart from much of the Shakespeare canon, I saw many memorable plays about marriage as a form of warfare all inspired by The Dance of Death: Look Back in Anger, Hedda Gabler, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, Alpha Beta, Filumena, Long Day’s Journey into Night and Dance of Death itself, with a mercurial performance of Edgar by Laurence Olivier. Later I directed Ibsen’s Little Eyolf which, written six years before Strindberg’s play, is a sort of godparent to all those plays.




    All of us who’ve been married (in my case for ﬁfty years) can recognise that anger is as much a binding factor as attraction. Strindberg takes marital anger to a nuclear level and the scorching mutual cruelty of Edgar and Alice probably reﬂects something of his own experience in his three marriages. He once wrote this to a friend: ‘I want to turn everything upside down to see what lies beneath. I believe we are so horribly regimented that no spring-cleaning is possible, everything must be burned, blown to bits, and then we can start afresh.’ Or as Edgar says in my version: ‘Rub it out and move on.’




    I wrote this adaptation from a literal English translation while having the original at hand. I don’t speak Swedish but sometimes, armed with a dictionary, I would stumblingly seek out the substance of Strindberg’s original meanings. Often, looking at the layout of speeches and the rhythm of his dialogue helped me to animate the language in a way that felt as true as possible to what I inferred to be his intentions. Strindberg was extraordinarily proliﬁc and, as the author of more than sixty plays (as well as novels and essays), it is clear that he never spent much time on revision, resulting in the occasional confusion in plot and backstory. So a little spring-cleaning was necessary.




    All translations make choices and the choices we make are made according to taste, to the times we live in and how we view the world. The choices are choices of intention, of meaning and, occasionally, of expediency. I’ve made a few cuts in the dialogue and have dispensed with three characters – two maids and an old woman – who make very brief appearances. I wrote this before Covid but in the light of lockdown I decided to move the period of the play from 1900 to 1918, when the Spanish ﬂu epidemic was raging across Europe. I hope my adaptation comes close to squaring the circle of being what Strindberg intended while seeming spontaneous to an audience of today.




    I wrote this version over seven years ago at the request of two ﬁlm/theatre stars. By the time I’d completed it they had moved on to a succession of more appetising projects than a play about marriage and mortality. But then Tom Littler came calling. He asked me if there was anything I’d like to do at the Orange Tree; I immediately sent him Dance of Death. He knows more about Strindberg – and has done more productions of his plays – than any director in Britain, so I was thrilled and ﬂattered that he liked the version and wanted to present it. I’m enormously grateful to him and his excellent team – and to the cast who have contributed so much imagination and invention during rehearsals.




    Richard Eyre,


    January 2026


  




  

    

      

    




    Characters




    EDGAR, fifty-five, captain in the Coast Artillery




    ALICE, forty-five, his wife, a former actress




    KURT, fifty-five, quarantine superintendent




    This created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.


  




  

    

      

    




    




    

      
Scene One





      It’s 1918 during the pandemic of Spanish flu.




      A large room in a round granite fort, once a prison. Double doors with glass panels are set in an arch in the back wall. At the moment they’re open and through them can be seen battlements and a gun emplacement. Beyond that the sea, dark and still. On each side of the doors there is a small window. There’s a large door in another wall which leads to the rest of the house – the kitchen, hall and front door – and there’s a smaller door to a bedroom in the other wall. There’s a stove in one corner of the room.




      By the door a hatstand is hung with military gear – a sword and revolver and a Sam Browne belt. On the other side of the door hangs a barometer. The furniture consists of a card table, two chairs, an armchair and a chaise longue draped with a chenille cloth.




      There’s a writing desk with a teleprinter machine on it, a sideboard covered with family photos and a tray with a whisky decanter and a water carafe. An upright piano stands against the wall.




      Above the piano is a large framed photograph of Alice in the role of Cleopatra with two laurel wreaths hanging either side of it.




      It’s a mild autumn evening. Sunset. The sound of waves crashing against a wall.




      In one chair of the card table is a middle-aged man, dressed in a worn army uniform with riding boots. He has a toothbrush moustache and his head is shaven almost to the scalp. He looks tired and bored and fiddles with an unlit cigar. He’s EDGAR, an army captain.




      His wife, ALICE, sits in the other chair. She’s about ten years younger than her husband, good-looking and stylish. She’s wearing a turban, like an Ingres odalisque. She looks tired and expectant and is motionless.




      EDGAR. Why don’t you play something?




      ALICE. What shall I play?




      EDGAR. Whatever you like.




      ALICE. You don’t like what I like.




      EDGAR. You don’t like what I like.




      ALICE. Do you want the doors open?




      EDGAR. If you do.




      ALICE. Leave them.




      Pause.




      Why aren’t you smoking?




      EDGAR. The tobacco’s too strong.




      ALICE. Then why don’t you smoke something less strong, you say it’s your only pleasure.




      EDGAR. What is ‘pleasure’?




      ALICE. How would I know?




      EDGAR. What’s for supper?




      ALICE. Ask Kristine.




      EDGAR. Mackerel’ll be in season soon, it’s autumn, isn’t it?




      ALICE. It’s autumn.




      EDGAR. In spite of the chill of autumn – inside and out – it would be a pleasure to taste a grilled mackerel with a crisp slice of lemon and a cold glass of white burgundy.




      ALICE. Very eloquent.




      EDGAR. Do we have we any burgundy in the wine cellar?




      ALICE. I wasn’t aware that we had a wine cellar.




      EDGAR. Why would you be? We have to stock up.




      ALICE. What for?




      EDGAR. Our silver wedding.




      ALICE. You mean have a party?




      EDGAR. Naturally.




      ALICE. It would be more natural to hide our misery than celebrate it.




      EDGAR. Oh Alice dear, we’ve had some good times. Now and then. We must make the most of our brief lives because we’ll be in our graves all too soon and there’s nothing more to life than that.




      ALICE. Are you sure?




      EDGAR. I am. Nothing will remain of us but a barrowful of shit to spread on the garden.




      ALICE. All those fights just to end up as compost.




      EDGAR. Well, that’s life and you can’t blame me for it.




      ALICE (shaking her head). All those fights…




      Pause.




      Did the post come?




      EDGAR. Yes.




      ALICE. Was the butcher’s bill in it?




      EDGAR. Yes.




      ALICE. How much was it for?




      He pulls papers out of his pocket and puts his glasses on his nose, but takes them off almost instantly.




      EDGAR. You read it, I can’t see properly.




      ALICE. Old age.




      EDGAR. Me?




      ALICE. Well, not me, obviously.




      He grunts and hands her the bill.




      Can you pay this?




      EDGAR. Later.




      ALICE. In a year’s time when they’ve got rid of you and we’re living on your miserable pension. Then you’ll get ill again.




      EDGAR. I’ve never been ill, just out of sorts on one occasion. I’ll live another twenty years. In spite of the epidemic.




      ALICE. That’s not what the doctor thinks.




      EDGAR. The doctor…




      ALICE. Well, who else is an expert on illness?




      EDGAR. I’ve never been ill and I never will be. I’ll die with my boots on.




      ALICE. The doctor’s having a party tonight.




      EDGAR. Nobody is supposed to socialise.




      ALICE. They do what they want.




      EDGAR. We weren’t invited because we don’t hobnob with the doctor and we don’t hobnob with the doctor because we have no wish to, because I despise him and his wife. They’re scum.




      ALICE. You say that about everyone.




      EDGAR. Because they’re all scum.




      ALICE. Except you.




      EDGAR. I’ve always behaved like a gentleman, that’s why I’m not scum.




      The sound of a military band is heard in the distance.




      ALICE. Do you want to play cards?




      EDGAR. Fine.




      ALICE takes a pack of cards and a scoring pad from a drawer in the card table and begins to shuffle. They play Écarté.




      ALICE. Imagine the doctor being allowed to have the band play at his party.




      EDGAR. It’s because he licks the arse of the colonel. If I were prepared to behave like that –




      ALICE (dealing). I used to be friends with Gerda, but she lied to me.




      EDGAR. They’re all liars.




      He peers at the card that indicates trumps.




      What are trumps?




      ALICE. Use your glasses.




      EDGAR. They don’t help. Why can’t you –




      ALICE (shouts). Spades!




      EDGAR. Spades?




      ALICE. Well, it’s not just them, the younger wives hate us.




      EDGAR plays and takes a trick.




      EDGAR. So what. It doesn’t make a scrap of difference to me, we never give parties. I can manage on my own and I always have.




      ALICE takes a trick.




      ALICE. So can I but the children can’t.




      EDGAR takes another trick.




      EDGAR. They have to fend for themselves. (Of the cards.) That’s mine.




      EDGAR takes another trick.




      Have you got any more trumps?




      ALICE. One. That’s mine.




      ALICE takes a trick but EDGAR has won the round. He looks at the score card.




      EDGAR. Six and eight make fifteen…




      ALICE. Fourteen. Fourteen!




      EDGAR. Six and eight make fourteen. I’ve forgotten how to count. And two makes sixteen… (He yawns.) You deal.




      ALICE. You’re tired.




      EDGAR. Not at all.




      He deals.




      ALICE. Listen.




      They listen to the sound of the band from the party.




      Do you think Kurt’s been invited?




      EDGAR. He’s probably got his dinner jacket on even if he hasn’t found time to visit us.




      ALICE. Is there really going to be a quarantine station on the island?




      EDGAR. Yes.




      ALICE. Why?




      EDGAR. Why? Why do you think? Because of the flu epidemic.




      ALICE. And Kurt’s going to be its superintendent?




      EDGAR. So?




      ALICE. Well, he’s my cousin. We shared a surname.




      EDGAR. Hardly a distinction…




      ALICE. You stay off my family and I’ll stay off yours.




      EDGAR. Are we going through that again?




      ALICE. Doesn’t the quarantine superintendent have to be a doctor?




      EDGAR. He’ll work under the doctor, a sort of administrator – although Kurt can be relied on to mess even that up.




      ALICE. He’s had a hard time.




      EDGAR. He’s cost me money. And he deserted his family. He was disgraced.




      ALICE. Don’t be so cruel, Edgar.




      EDGAR. And that fiasco in America. I can’t say that I’ve missed him even if I did like talking to him.




      ALICE. That’s because he always agreed with you.




      EDGAR. At least one could discuss things with him. There’s no one here who understands anything, it’s a community of morons.




      ALICE. Don’t you think it’s strange that Kurt’s arrived in time for our silver wedding?




      EDGAR. Why should it be ‘strange’? Because he introduced us, you mean? ‘Married you off’ your family said.




      ALICE. Well he did, didn’t he?




      EDGAR. He got it into his head that… well, I’m sure you know.




      ALICE. If I’d not got married and stayed in the theatre I’d have been famous like my friends.




      EDGAR stands and walks to the sideboard where he pours a drink.




      EDGAR. Well, there you are. I’m having a drink. There should be a rail here that you could put your foot on like that American bar in Copenhagen.




      He demonstrates.




      ALICE. We’ll have to have it installed.




      EDGAR. Do you remember that lamb navarin aux pommes?




      ALICE. I remember the concerts at Tivoli Hall.




      EDGAR. You have such sophisticated tastes.




      ALICE. You should be pleased that you have a wife with taste.




      EDGAR. Oh I am.




      ALICE. You could boast about it to your friends. If you had any.




      EDGAR drinks as he listens to the band. It’s almost dusk.




      EDGAR. They must be waltzing at the doctor’s. Oom-pa-pa, oom-pa-pa, oom-pa-pa…




      ALICE. It’s the Alcazar Waltz. It’s a long time since I danced.




      EDGAR. Can you still dance?




      ALICE. Still?




      EDGAR. We’re done with dancing.




      ALICE. I’m ten years younger than you.




      EDGAR. Then we’re the same age, since the lady is supposed to be ten years younger.




      ALICE. I’m in my prime!




      EDGAR. Oh I’m sure you can seduce a man if you put your mind to it.




      He turns on a desk light.




      ALICE. Can we light the stove now?




      EDGAR. Of course we can.




      ALICE. Ring the bell then.




      EDGAR walks stiffly over to the door and presses the bell push. The bell is heard ringing.




      Nothing happens.




      ALICE opens the door and shouts.




      Jenny! Light the stove!




      No answer.




      JENNY! LIGHT THE STOVE!




      No answer.




      (Anxious.) Do you think she’s left?




      EDGAR. Wouldn’t surprise me. Then we’d be in for it.
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