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DRAMATIS PERSONAE















	
FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT


	high lyric baritone






	architect


 

	 






	MAMAH CHENEY

	soprano






	one of his clients


 

	 






	LOUIS SULLIVAN

	tenor






	wright’s mentor


 

	 






	EDWIN CHENEY

	bass






	Mamah’s husband


 

	 






	
CATHERINE WRIGHT 

	lyric soprano






	
THIRD WOMAN and MAID






	 






	
WAITER, CHEF






	spoken role






	TWO CHILDREN

	 















MIXED CHORUS of Draftsmen, Construction Workers, Townspeople, Reporters, Photographers, Party Guests, Firemen and Taliesin Staff




 





Onstage Piano Trio and Dancers 



















PROLOGUE





Chicago, 1903. A dimly lit corner, stage right, of the Cliff Dwellers’ Club where LOUIS SULLIVAN is slumped at a table, an empty glass before him. He has been drinking throughout the afternoon; his thoughts are correspondingly muddled.




 







SULLIVAN






So much so, that even now I flinch


at the very thought of a stone taking wing


from Madison, Wisconsin;







it was every inch


a proud and soaring thing


that, true to form following function,







lodged itself in my brow.


As I did in his. I was his Lieber Meister.


He was a ‘pencil in my hand’.








(A WAITER enters, bearing a drink on a tray.)




 





WAITER




Mr Sullivan, sir. Your brandy and crème de menthe.





SULLIVAN


(Ignoring him)




I was his Lieber Meister; he was a ‘pencil in my hand’;


together we would make our mark


on the clean slate of America.





WAITER




Kowtow, kowtow, kowtow, kowtow, kowtow.


He’s already three sheets in the wind.





SULLIVAN




We dreamed of a mile-high building with a huge


                                                              tap-root;


but his ambition, or my pride –


it’s hard to say exactly which –


would drive a wedge


between us …





WAITER




Sir, your brandy and crème de menthe.    






SULLIVAN




And this, perhaps, is how things were meant


to be; for Troy must fall, Achilles must slay Hector.





WAITER


(Anticipating SULLIVAN)




And therein lies …





SULLIVAN




And therein lies …





DRAFTSMEN (off)




And therein lies the poetry …





(The WAITER exits.)


SULLIVAN




And therein lies the poetry of architecture.





(SULLIVAN drains his glass. A pool of light illuminates him throughout the ensuing scene.)




 





Orchestral segue.






















ACT ONE



















SCENE 1





Chicago,1903. Lights up on Frank Lloyd Wright’s bustling office. A male CHORUS of twenty DRAFTSMEN at twenty drawing-boards, seen from rear; each drawing-board is equipped with a work-light.




DRAFTSMEN






The poetry of architecture


is a poetry of vision;


we set our sights


on unscaled heights


with our ground-plans and elevations.







The poetry of architecture


is a poetry of tension;


we take as our theme


the brick and the beam


and we add an extra dimension.







But the poetry of architecture


is not without its laws;


there’s someone at the bottom


of every totem-


pole: you can’t make bricks without straw.







The poetry of architecture


is a poetry that’s rooted


in our bearing much more stress


than a flying buttress


though our fame is less often bruited.







So the poetry of architecture


is a poetry that’s composed


by a chorus of slaves


much like ourselves


who get shunted from pillar to post.










For the poetry of architecture


has its Masters and its Schools;


some are destined to stand


with their pencils in their hands …








(WRIGHT enters.)


WRIGHT




And some are destined to rule.





(WRIGHT is followed by EDWIN and MAMAH CHENEY, whom he  ushers to his desk, on which are spread the plans of various houses.)


DRAFTSMEN


(Sheepishly, sotto voce)




Some are destined to stand


with their pencils in their hands


and some are destined to rule.





WRIGHT




The poetry of architecture, Mr and Mrs Cheney,


is universal. The Sioux and the Shoshone


might have taught the Greeks and Romans


a lesson in harmony.





MAMAH




I can’t quite imagine the appeal to John Ruskin


of a few sticks covered with deer-skins.





EDWIN




Mamah, please.





MAMAH




In any case, we might as justly speak of      


the ‘music’         


of architecture.





WRIGHT




                           Indeed we might. Be it mud hut,


                                            mansion or mosque,


cabin, cathedral or kraal –


they should all be somehow integral.





DRAFTSMEN




They should all be somehow integral.





(WRIGHT comes round to the front of the desk and stands beside MAMAH.)


WRIGHT




And Mah-mah – if I may?





MAMAH


(Correcting his pronunciation)




May-mah – if you would.





DRAFTSMEN




Mah-mah. May-mah. My, my, my.





WRIGHT




May I say that what’s uppermost in my mind


when I take my pencil in my hand


to draw up a plan for your Utopia, your Erewhon,


is that form and function are one.





MAMAH




What a curious expression – ‘my pencil in my hand’.





DRAFTSMEN




We know pretty much exactly what he has in mind


when he mentions his ‘pencil in his hand’.





WRIGHT




Take, for example, this house in Buffalo;


each room opens into the next, so one may follow


one’s bent, as it were, from the living room


through the den to the bedroom …





EDWIN




It’s faintly reminiscent of a maze …





MAMAH




But a maze in which one finds oneself, my sweet,


the way the greatest rivers most meander.





EDWIN




The way in every labyrinth there lurks a Minotaur.





WRIGHT






Over the lintel of the hearth


in this house in Buffalo is carved;







    The reality of the house is order


    The blessing of the house is community


    The glory of the house is hospitality


    The crown of the house is godliness 








DRAFTSMEN




    The reality of the house is order


    The blessing of the house is community


    The glory of the house is hospitality


    The crown of the house is godliness 





MAMAH




What a curious sloping roof.





WRIGHT




That, Mamah, is a                 


hip-roof;                    


so called, I might say, because it follows the curve …





EDWIN




Far be it from me to lower the tone


of these proceedings, but when all’s said and done


there’s the little matter of how much it’ll cost …





MAMAH




Edwin, you sound like Banquo’s ghost.





DRAFTSMEN




It’s almost six. Time to call it a day.





WRIGHT




It’s still a tad early to say


exactly. I’ll have a more concrete idea


by the end of the week.





MAMAH




                                        Oh, Eddie,


the cost is as nothing to the worth


of a house designed by Frank Lloyd Wright.





EDWIN




Just so long as it doesn’t cost the earth.





(EDWIN and MAMAH CHENEY take their leave.)


MAMAH


(Extending her hand)




Until the end of the week.





WRIGHT


(Kissing her hand)




Until then, Mamah.                     





EDWIN


(Abruptly)




Goodnight.    





(The DRAFTSMEN leave their drawing-boards, automaton-like, each  switching off his work-light.)


DRAFTSMEN






The music, so … the music of architecture


is a music that takes its tempo


from the hammer blows


and the to and fro


of the saw in the wrist and the temple.







The music of architecture


is the music that stirs the heart


with a passion so profound


as can only be found


in the highest forms of art.







The music of architecture


is a music that stems from the breast;


but there’s many a slip


‘twixt cup and lip:


so much gets compromised.







For the music of architecture


has a theme that’s rarely stated;


the bottom line


of nickels and dimes


and cheques that are always post-dated.







The music of architecture


is the music of the human soul,


but, take it from us,


it ain’t worth a cuss


without a great, big, fat bank-roll.







The trick is this; how to reconcile


these irreconcilable factors:


now that Wright’s left at least one of the Cheneys


in no doubt of his genius,


he can only hope …








(The last DRAFTSMAN is clearing his drawing-board. WRIGHT leans against his awn desk in a warm pool of light.)


WRIGHT




Her hip …





DRAFTSMAN




He can only hope to make …





WRIGHT




I can only hope to make …





(The DRAFTSMAN turns out his light and leaves.)


DRAFTSMAN




To make and remake the music of architecture.





WRIGHT




And her scent. Was it musk?





(WRIGHT is alone at his desk, his ‘pencil in his hand’.)




Not musk. Cedar perhaps. Perhaps night-scented stock.


It all goes back to those Froebel blocks


my mama gave me as a child.


La Belle Dame sans Merci, The Lady of Shalott –


these were my first patrons; I was their Master Builder.


Not stock. Saxifrage. A flower to split a boulder


in the prairie of men’s hearts;





(Unbeknownst to him, CATHERINE WRIGHT comes into the office.)




 







she has pierced my heart like an arrowhead.





CATHERINE




Frank, my dear.





WRIGHT




Catherine. What brings you here?





CATHERINE




An arrowhead? But this is all so sudden.


Is it jasper or obsidian?





WRIGHT




What brings you here?





CATHERINE




Is it Minnetaree or Mandan?





WRIGHT




What brings you here?





CATHERINE




If Mahomet won’t come to the mountain …





WRIGHT




Catherine, my dear.





CATHERINE




We’ve scarcely spoken in a month.





(SULLIVAN briefly comes to, delivers line, then slumps.)


SULLIVAN




Another brandy and crème de menthe.





CATHERINE




If not for mine, then for the children’s sakes,


come home one evening at six


if only to play a nursery game.


I doubt if you even remember their names.


Have you forgotten those evenings in Oak Park


when we built upon the built-up dark


and climbed aboard the old toboggan


and ate roast chestnuts and pecans?


At least do me the honour …





WRIGHT




Lloyd Junior …





CATHERINE




… of considering whether you’ll join …





WRIGHT




John …





CATHERINE




… me for a late dinner.





WRIGHT




Kate Junior …





CATHERINE




I’ll wear the taffeta …





WRIGHT




David …





CATHERINE




… dress and the pendant that reads Semper Virens …





WRIGHT




Frances …





CATHERINE




… given to me by Louis Sullivan …





WRIGHT




Llewellyn …





CATHERINE




For though I may have grown a little stout …





WRIGHT




Has anybody been left out?





CATHERINE




… still and all, Frank, still and all …





WRIGHT


(Insistently)




Has anybody been left out?





CATHERINE




All of us. We’ve all been shut out by the wall


you’ve thrown up round yourself,


while your pursuit of fame and wealth


would be laughable …





WRIGHT




It all goes back to Froebel.





CATHERINE




… if it weren’t so cruel.





WRIGHT




All somehow integral.





CATHERINE




A paradox, Frank. Your public espousal of the ideal


of family life – all that tittle-tattle


carved on lintels and picked out in tesserae –


while your own life’s in disarray.


As for your prattle about ‘integrity’ …





WRIGHT


(Spoken)




I’ll be home no later than nine-thirty.





(CATHERINE begins to move towards door.)


CATHERINE




Did I mention, by the way, that a couple of fellows


came by today with your new automobile?





WRIGHT




They did?





CATHERINE




They did indeed. They just drove it into the yard


and were sloping off when I yelled


after them.





WRIGHT




You did?





CATHERINE




I did indeed. And, you know, one of these fellows


turned on his heel





 (CATHERINE begins to move back towards him.)




and came towards me, without saying a word,


and held out a little card.





WRIGHT




He did?





CATHERINE




He did indeed. I could have sworn it read


something like ‘Mephistopheles’.





WRIGHT




A mite heavy-handed, if you’ll allow.





CATHERINE




His hand, Frank, was cold.





WRIGHT




The paintwork? Is it gold?





CATHERINE




The canopy is black, my dear, but it’s mostly yellow.





(CATHERINE exits, leaving WRIGHT alone at his desk. At the Cliff  Dwellers’ Club, SULLIVAN comes to, opens a copy of the Chicago  Tribune, puts his feet up and begins to read.)


WRIGHT






Each room opens into the next, so one may follow


one’s bent, as it were, from glade through sylvan


glade – till the valley of disenchantment


gives way to the Great Plains. There Louis Sullivan


and I dreamed of a mile-high building with a huge


                                                                 tap-root


that was every inch a proud and soaring thing.







Only the other day I read a newspaper report


of a man who complained of an ache in his chest.


When they opened him up they found a lump


of gristle and keratin


big as a baby’s fist;


that lump was his own twin


whom he’d ousted in their mother’s womb.


Not stock. Not saxifrage. Gardenia.








(SULLIVAN puts down his paper, nurses his drink.)




 







He was my Lieber Meister; I was a ‘pencil in his hand’;





(WRIGHT is now ghosted by SULLIVAN.)




 







together we would make our mark


on the clean slate of America.


But my ambition, or his pride –


it’s hard to say exactly which –


would drive a wedge


between us …





(SULLIVAN shrugs, drains glass.)









         What a curious name … ‘Edwin’ …


Edwin, Edwin, Edwin … Brood.


She has pierced my heart


like an arrowhead;


and the Seminole, the Sioux, the Shoshone, the Sans


                                                                       Arcs –


they come sweeping back across the land


to build upon the built-up dark.
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