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INTRODUCTION





Homer’s epic poem the Iliad, written around 700 bce, begins in the final year of the Trojan War. Led by Agamemnon, a loose alliance of Greek forces has sailed across the Aegean Sea to bring home Helen, the wife of Menelaus, abducted or seduced by Paris and now living as his wife or concubine within the walled city of Ilium, in the region of Troy. But after almost a decade, an end to the war is nowhere in sight. Infighting and personal enmity between the Greek leaders is threatening to split the coalition apart. Within the besieged city, Trojans are haunted not only by the idea of defeat but by the potential destruction of their civilisation. Even the Gods on Olympus are squabbling among themselves, their favour it ism and interventions only prolonging the conflict and exacerbating the misery.


Rather than chronicle the entire war, Homer chose to concen trate on a relatively short period of time – about fifty days – and to focus on relationships and interactions between leading characters on both sides. Yes, there are big battles, but essentially his is a story which takes us behind the scenes, to what goes on in the tents, corridors, halls and chambers, and beyond the clouds. After some 15,000 lines, the Iliad comes to its enigmatic and poetic conclusion, but at that point we are still no nearer finding out what happened to its leading characters, or who won the war. Some of this information comes to light subsequently through other sources, including Homer’s Odyssey, in which we are told for the first time how Greek soldiers were smuggled through the impenetrable gates in a wooden horse. But the subject of the last days of Troy is taken up most compellingly by the Roman poet Virgil, over six hundred years later. In Book II of his Aeneid, through the voice of Aeneas, a survivor from Troy, we are given a graphic and intense account of those final hours and of the bloody fates of the defeated. My aim in this dramatisation has been to span those two ancient poems, and present in theatrical form a story that follows the Trojan War through to its bitter end.


The play opens in modern day Hisarlik on the tip of north-west Turkey, the archaeological site of what is widely considered to be the actual geographical location of Troy. To visit the dusty ruins and crumbling walls is to suffer a confusion of information and to experience a tug of war between the heart and the head. Legend and artefact coexist here; fact and fantasy mingle and blur, to the point where it’s impossible to say where history ends and mythology begins. In relation to the Trojan War this is as true today as it was for Homer, who was writing about events said to have taken place in the Bronze Age, four or five hundred years before he was born. Indeed, even Homer’s authorship and his very exist ence are by no means universally accepted. We are deal ing with a mystery that has come to us in echoes and whis pers from over three thousand years ago.


Ancient fables endure for all kinds of reasons, but their continued relevance to the way we live now plays a major part in their survival. At the time when this play will be premiered, many countries will be marking and commemorating the cen tenary of the First World War, with images of atrocities and questions of military morality high in people’s minds, just as they were for Homer. Moreover, the channel or strait that runs from the Bosphorus to the Dardanelles or Hellespont continues to symbolise a political, economic, cultural, philo sophical and religious fault line between east and west. In that context, the story of Troy is a blueprint for a conflict that rages to this day. Homer was also astute enough to know that although it is armies who go to war it is usually the individual psychologies of their leaders that send their people into battle. Prejudice, pigheadedness, petulance or just a momen tary whim can result in the slaughter of millions. Nothing has changed.


 


If Helen is said to be the face that launched a thousand ships, and if each Greek vessel was crewed by up to two hundred men, and if the Trojan forces were equal in number, as they must have been to ensure a reasonably fair fight, then as well as reducing ten years’ worth of backstory to two or three hours of performance, I was also faced with the task of reduc ing over four hundred thousand participants to a cast of about a dozen. So a whole pantheon of gods, with their various allegiances and attributes, are represented through Zeus, Hera and Athene. On the ground, minor characters, parallel narratives and self-contained episodes have been omitted, and some principal characters rolled into one. Odysseus, for example, is an amalgamation of several high-ranking nobles in the Greek encampment, though he still retains (I hope) those personal traits forever associated with him. But challenges often present unanticipated opportunities: Menelaus is an important figure in the original story, but as the play developed I found his absence to be a more useful dramatic device than his presence. His brother, Agamemnon, must do his bidding, just as the whole Greek army must sail to war on behalf of a cuckold. Other characters and scenes have grown in relation to their original status. Helen, little more than a walk-on part in Homer’s poem, is pivotal to this ver sion. And at one point I require several thousand Trojan soldiers to surge across no-man’s-land, a problem I have left at the door of the director.


 


The Last Days of Troy was commissioned by the Royal Exchange Theatre, Manchester, for production in spring 2014. Further performances were then scheduled at Shakespeare’s Globe in London via a full stage transfer. Ten years ago I dramatised Homer’s Odyssey for BBC radio. It had always been my intention to attempt something similar with its counterpart, a ‘prequel’ as it might be labelled and packaged these days, and I’m genuinely grateful for the opportunity. I’d like to thank Sarah Frankom, Artistic Director at the Royal Exchange, for opening up discussions, for her initial responses and ongoing ideas, and for creating the conditions under which this piece could develop. It’s oddly satisfying to remember that an ambitious dramatisation of the first work of Western literature and one of the greatest poems in the history of the world should have been plotted in the café of Hebden Bridge railway station. Thanks are also due to all other staff at the Exchange for their support and expertise, to the numerous actors who took part in workshops and read-throughs, to Dominic Dromgoole at the Globe for his expressions of enthusiasm, to Sue Roberts, to Glyn Maxwell, and to everyone else who read the script with an open mind and editorial eye during its evolution. Finally, enormous thanks to director Nick Bagnall, who was attached to the project from its abstract beginnings, and whose conversation and good company are woven into the text. Writing is essentially an antisocial occupation; it is both a relief and a privilege to collaborate and to work with people who turn matchsticks into boats, plastic stones into citadels, hot air into enormous horses and words into people.
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CHARACTERS










The Greeks


AGAMEMNON, commander of the Greek forces


ODYSSEUS, a high-ranking captain


ACHILLES, a noble warrior


PATROCLUS, Achilles’ compatriot and comrade


SINON, a soldier


HELEN, wife of Agamemnon’s brother, Menelaus, seduced by Paris







The Trojans


PRIAM, King of Troy


HECTOR, Priam’s son, a warrior, leader of the Trojan forces


ANDROMACHE, Hector’s wife


ASTYANAX, Hector and Andromache’s young boy


PARIS, Priam’s other son


BRISEIS, a local girl captured by the Greeks, Achilles’ lover







The Gods


ZEUS, the Almighty, father of the skies, and a present-day pedlar


HERA, his wife


ATHENE, Zeus’ daughter


THETIS, a sea-nymph, mother of Achilles





 


Zeus and Hera are both gods of the ancient past and contemporary characters, and are played by the same actors. Their character names appear in small capitals (ZEUS and HERA) when speaking or appearing as ancient gods and in bold italic (Zeus and Hera) in the present day. 





















ACT ONE






























SCENE ONE








Present-day Troy, the archaeological and tourist site of Hisarlik, Turkey.


Spray-painted in gold and impersonating a statue, Zeus stands on a wooden box with a collection tin at his feet and a sign saying ZEUS. Behind him, on his small cart, are souvenirs and trinkets from the story of the Iliad, including action figures in the shape of Achilles, Agamemnon, Priam et al.




Zeus








Fury.


 







RAGE!


 







Goddess of memory,


draw from my throat


the story of Achilles, son of Peleus,


whose wounded pride


brought suffering and misery


to his own comrades,


sent the souls of warriors


to the land of the dead


till the battlefields of Troy


were scarlet with blood, and by day


crows scavenged


on lips and eyes, and at night


dogs feasted on the limbs and innards


of lifeless bodies beneath the stars,


all under the watch


of almighty Zeus.


 







Conjure in my mind the moment it began,


when words flew between brothers in arms,


and a feud was born.
















Tired and unappreciated, he steps down from the box and takes a drink from a bottle of water. Once rested, he goes to the cart and picks up a few of the action figures, staring at them, considering them, then begins to arrange them on the box, like a boy playing with toy soldiers.





Zeus


Ten years into this most gruelling of military confrontations and we’re still no closer to any kind of resolution. A decade ago, leaders and warlords from almost every kingdom in Greece mobilised a task force of thousands of men, sailed east, pitched camp on the shore and laid siege to the walled city of Troy on the far bank of the Scamander River. Motive: vengeance. Objective: return Helen to her rightful country and lawful husband. Progress thus far: nil. Current situation: stalemate, with neither Greeks nor Trojans prepared to surrender an inch of ground or contemplate defeat. On one side, under Agamemnon’s command, conditions in the Greek base are squalid and the morale of homesick and weary men impossible to judge. On the other side resources are running low and nerves are threadbare in King Priam’s besieged citadel. It’s hard to see this concluding without some all-out catastrophic battle, an endgame or finale, like a great storm that clears the air, and when it comes may the gods have pity on those who hear its thunder. But until that time dark clouds mass overhead. The immovable object holds firm against the irresistible force, and this terrible war drags on. And on.
























SCENE TWO










The ancient past. The Greek encampment on the shores of Troy. Agamemnon’s tent. Agamemnon is studying maps of the campaign. Odysseus enters.


AGAMEMNON


Say something positive or say nothing at all.




Odysseus doesn’t respond.





AGAMEMNON


Speak!


ODYSSEUS


Worse than yesterday. Disease … fever. First the dogs, now the horses. Open wounds to the flesh – every morning it’s as if a rain of arrows has fallen on the camp. The men too – blisters, sores, lethargy …


AGAMEMNON


Bellyaching. Skiving.


ODYSSEUS


I’ve looked in their eyes. It’s genuine illness.


AGAMEMNON


Homesickness and fatigue, whining and malingering, and you’ve fallen for it, Odysseus, you of all people, wise and cunning.


ODYSSEUS


It’s correct that I know an untruth when I see one, Agamemnon. My lord.




Enter Achilles and Patroclus. 





AGAMEMNON


See how they breeze in here unannounced. There’s no discipline.


PATROCLUS


We agreed to an assembly, to discuss this crisis.


AGAMEMNON


There’s no crisis and there’s no assembly. If you’ll excuse me, I have battle plans to study. Strategy, tactics …


ACHILLES


It’s a plague.


AGAMEMNON


Ah, Achilles, come straight to the point, why bother constructing a case based on evidence and rational thought. Just blurt it out, be my guest.


PATROCLUS


Listen to Achilles.


AGAMEMNON


Gossip. Superstition – that’s the only contagion around here, and now he’s dignified it with a name and delivered it into my ears hoping to infect me with it too.


ACHILLES


Gossip never made a horse chew off its own tongue and its eyes pop out of its head, did it? Gossip never made a man cough up black blood or become a corpse in his bed overnight. We can’t bury them fast enough – some men are digging their own graves.


PATROCLUS


We’ve consulted Calchas.


AGAMEMNON


Give me strength. That old fishwife! 


PATROCLUS


He examined the entrails of a slaughtered goat.


AGAMEMNON


Of course he did. How else to predict the future!


ODYSSEUS


He’s never been wrong.


AGAMEMNON


He’s never said a good word on my behalf. (Pause) So go on then, tell me what the future holds according to the all-seeing, all-knowing visionary Calchas.


PATROCLUS


It’s because of the girl you took, the one with the dark skin. The priest’s daughter. Every day he stands outside your tent offering treasure and ransom, begging for her return, but you flatly refuse him. You insult the priest of Apollo, so Apollo sends a plague, and won’t relent until you give up the girl. That is the prophecy of Calchas.


AGAMEMNON


He’s a doom-monger – he loves it, like a dog rolling around in other dogs’ shit. One day he’s a dealer in hearsay, a tittle-tattler, the next he’s a prophet for my whole army, telling me, Agamemnon, to give up what I won in battle. She’s mine. In fact I prefer her to my wife. Just as attractive, very skilful with her hands, if not more so. She’s mine by right.


ODYSSEUS


Agamemnon …


AGAMEMNON


Though if it soothes troubled minds and calms tender nerves, of course I can give her up. I’m capable of that. 


ACHILLES


Then it’s settled.


AGAMEMNON


But I demand another prize in her place. Otherwise I’ll be the only one among us to have lost out, and where’s the fairness in that?


ACHILLES


Unrivalled Agamemnon, greediest of them all. Where will the Greeks find you another reward?


AGAMEMNON


For such a renowned swordsman you have a blunt and clumsy tongue, Achilles.


ACHILLES


What we took from ransacked towns has been shared out – are you suggesting we ask for donations on your behalf?


AGAMEMNON


I won’t be hoodwinked by you, tricked into giving up my bounty while you cling to your own.


ACHILLES


Just do what the gods insist and give the girl back, and once we’ve conquered Troy there’ll be more treasure than even you can stuff into the lining of your coat.


AGAMEMNON


Bring me something as compensation, or I’ll take what I choose.


ACHILLES


You arrogant pig.


ODYSSEUS


Gentlemen, let’s keep this dignified. 


ACHILLES


Why men fight for you I’ve no idea. I’ve no quarrel with these Trojans – there’s a wide sea and a tall mountain to keep us apart.


AGAMEMNON


You’re a mercenary – you’d start a fight in an empty field.


ACHILLES


I sailed to Troy as a favour to you, because your brother wasn’t man enough for his own wife.


AGAMEMNON


Abduction!


ACHILLES


And while my brave Myrmidons fight your battles, you sit on your cushioned behind dividing the spoils of war, raking the lion’s share into your own lap and throwing the loose change in the direction of others. I might as well set sail right now.


AGAMEMNON


Go! I need nothing from you, especially not your jealousy and tantrums. And take your precious Myrmidons with you – there’ll be more respect without that mutinous provincial rabble, and less mouths to feed, and less grabbing hands when it comes to sharing out the rewards of victory.


ACHILLES


You’ll be obliterated in a week.


AGAMEMNON


And another thing. That girl I’ve seen you with, the one with the painted fingernails and toes. 


PATROCLUS


Briseis belongs to Achilles, he won her in battle.


AGAMEMNON


I’ll take her as my prize, since you’re robbing me of my own. Let it be known she’s to become mine; then no one will be in any doubt about who stands tallest among us, and even you might learn some respect, soldier.


ACHILLES


You’re a mongrel-faced coward, and a drunk one at that.


AGAMEMNON


You’re a common murderer. A terrorist!


ACHILLES


When he hears the battle-cry he pisses himself with fear.


AGAMEMNON


The gods put a spear in his fist and he’s never been able to let go.


ODYSSEUS


Agamemnon, don’t take the girl from him – you don’t need her. And Achilles, you have a goddess for a mother but Agamemnon, by the authority of Zeus, rules over many people – honour him from that.


ACHILLES


Those he rules over are blind or stupid, how else could they love such a sly lumbering creature, bloated by praise?


AGAMEMNON


You’ll learn some manners.




They are about to square up to each other when Patroclus and Odysseus intervene. 
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