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First Performance





Speaking Like Magpies was first performed by the Royal Shakespeare Company at the Swan Theatre, Stratford-upon-Avon, on 21 September 2005. The cast in order of appearance was as follows:




The Equivocator Kevin Harvey


Mary Queen of Scots Michelle Butterly


King James William Houston


Queen Anne Teresa Banham


Two Ladies-in-Waiting Michelle Butterly, Miranda Colchester


Gentlemen Barry Aird, Jon Foster, Keith Osborn


A Puritan Keith Osborn


A Pope Julian Stolzenberg


Two Dogs Peter Bramhill, Jon Foster


Henry Garnet Fred Ridgeway


May Vinette Robinson


Robert Cecil Nigel Cooke


Lady Anne Vaux Ishia Bennison


Robert Catesby Jonjo O’Neill


Robin Wintour Matt Ryan


Guy Fawkes Barry Aird


A Catholic Aristocrat Keith Osborn


A Protestant Divine Jon Foster


Conspirators Peter Bramhill, Jon Foster, Keith Osborn, Julian Stolzenberg





All other parts played by members of the company.  




Directed by Rupert Goold


Designed by Matthew Wright


Lighting designed by Wayne Dowdeswell


Music and sound score by Adam Cork


Movement by Michael Ashcroft


Fights by Terry King


Assistant Director Elizabeth Freestone


Company voice work by Jeannette Nelson


Costume Supervisor Poppy Hall


Production Manager Simon Ash


Stage Manager Zoë Donegan






















Characters
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Mary Queen of Scots
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King James


Queen Anne


Ladies-in-Waiting


Gentlemen


A Puritan


A Pope


Two Dogs


Henry Garnet


May
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Lady Anne Vaux


Robert Catesby


Robin Wintour


Guy Fawkes


A Catholic Aristocrat


A Protestant Divine


Conspirators
























ONE: THE TWO QUEENS








In a pool of light the Equivocator stands.


He will be seen by some characters in the play. For each of these characters he will perform a different function.


To others he is unseen and unheard, unless he so chooses.


Although he is entirely human in form he resembles the satyr in Piero di Cosimo’s painting Satyr Weeping Over A Nymph (National Gallery, London).








EQUIVOCATOR


I am the equivocator.


What I say I mean.


I ask you to believe me.


Give me your faith.


In return I give you –


What will I give?







A story you know the end of.


The king is not killed.


The plotters get caught.


There is no big bang.


Remember, remember –


How do we remember?







May I help you?


May this be my gift?


May I take you to worlds


You could not remember?







No harm is promised.


Security is assured. 


No risk to life or limb.


Nothing shall explode.


Give me your faith.







A woman lay dying,


Her last days as queen,


We expect her here,


Not in hell,


Not in heaven,


Not on the earth –


But where souls gather


At the point of death.





A burst of light.


   An open coffin appears. It contains the body of Elizabeth I.


   There is soft music.




EQUIVOCATOR


This is her body,


Elizabeth of her realm,


Beloved virgin,


We waited for you,


To greet you, dead,


To receive your spirit,


To anoint her majesty


With cold chrism.


She who ruled England –


Great Gloriana.







Welcome to this world –


Your name is nothing.


Your power is nothing.


You own nothing.


You’ve turned to nothing.


Can you hear me?


Have you become deaf as stone?


Give me your faith.









In return I give you –


What will I give?


A spirit, a sound,


A sight for sore eyes,


Someone you know.


She has been waiting,


Waiting to receive you,


Waiting for years.


She will speak


Into your dead ears.


You will touch her


With your icy hands,


You will smell


The scent of the dead,


You will taste


The dead’s tasteless kiss,


Breathe their breathless breath,


She is your cousin,


The queen of Scots.





In a gentle light, Mary Queen of Scots appears.


   She is dressed magnificently in gold and black.


   She has been restored to a young woman, in stark contrast to dead Elizabeth.


   Mary carries a small silver vessel, containing holy oil.




MARY


Sweet cousin, sleep.


Dream in your coffin.


I have saved you from hell.







I forgive your crimes –


See, how I forgive.


As you were anointed queen,


I will anoint you anew,


I will cleanse your five senses,


Purge your body’s sins. 


Sleep, sweet cousin.





There is music as Mary makes the Sign of the Cross on Elizabeth’s feet with the holy oil.




Your feet that danced


Before false prophets,


They are each forgiven.





Mary repeats the gesture on Elizabeth’s hands.




Your hands that raised


The looking glass


To marvel at your beauty,


They are each forgiven.





Mary repeats the gesture on Elizabeth’s eyes.




Your eyes that blazed


And burned to ash


Any who offended,


They are each forgiven.





Mary repeats the gesture on Elizabeth’s lips.




Your tongue, your lips


That spoke the sin


To send me to the sword,


They are each forgiven.





Mary anoints Elizabeth’s ears and nose with oil.




Your ears that heard,


Your nose that smelt


All secrets against you,


They are each forgiven.


This is my gift.


And in return I ask –


What do I ask for?


What I have been given.


My son succeeds you. 


My James, my boy, my vengeance.


For this I forgive you.


I have saved you from hell.







EQUIVOCATOR


How have you that power?







MARY


I was given it.







EQUIVOCATOR


Tell us – who by – tell us.







MARY


A king of my acquaintance.







EQUIVOCATOR


A lover –


God loves Mary Queen of Scots?







MARY


No, he loves my son.


He loves my James.


He gives him the world.







EQUIVOCATOR


The throne of England –







MARY


Ample. It is ample.


Ask her – she died defending it.


A maid – a stinking one


That I must now embrace.


Time for her to waken.







EQUIVOCATOR


Will she know you?







MARY


I am well known to that woman.


Time for us to meet.









EQUIVOCATOR


You will lead her


In triumph through Paradise?


She will walk


The streets of heaven?







MARY


Or hell – the dens of hell.


That is my gift.


My torture to my cousin.


I may have been lying.


My gift is not God’s –


Perhaps it is the devil’s.


She will find out when awake.





Mary kisses Elizabeth and wakens her.




Good morrow, sweet coz.


I have been waiting for you.


I am here to greet you.


Welcome to the dead.





Elizabeth screams.
























TWO: JAMES








The scream rebounds.


Mary drags off Elizabeth in her coffin.


The Equivocator has entered the bedroom of King James.


The sleeping James is woken by the scream.


He wakes up, terrified. He sees the Equivocator.








JAMES


Who are you?





Silence.




Will you hurt me?










EQUIVOCATOR


Why should I hurt you, James?







JAMES


You know my name, who are you?







EQUIVOCATOR


Who do you want me to be?







JAMES


How did you get in here? Are you my guardian angel?







EQUIVOCATOR


Do you want me to be?







JAMES


Yes, I do – very much.







EQUIVOCATOR


Why are you frightened?


Have you had a bad dream?







JAMES


Please, sit beside me, angel.





The Equivocator does so and takes James’s hand.




JAMES


I was dreaming of my mother.


She was burning in hell.


When I was a boy,


My bastard teachers


Drummed it into my skull –


She was damned.


I would see her,


Wearing a crown of fire.







I’d wake up screaming her name.


The tutor would hear me.


He would beat me for blasphemy.









EQUIVOCATOR


What was your blasphemy?







JAMES


I had said my mother’s name –


The blasphemy of her name.


He would beat me for it.







EQUIVOCATOR


Poor child, where did he beat you?







JAMES


Beat my head, my legs, my arse.


Beat me in the name of Christ,


Till I shat myself once out of fear.


He did not stop –


Neither did I.


I was a sewer, a midden,


A cesspit of my own making.


When he did stop,


He broke the rod over my head.


He was crying.


It has to be thrashed out of me,


My mother’s sin, he said.


I may be the young king,


God was still my master.


He served God and the kirk.


I must stand abject before Jesus.







He waited for me to rise,


To bow, thank him for his kindness.


I did not do that.







EQUIVOCATOR


What did you do, then?







JAMES


I put my hand into my shit.


I began to spread it 


All over my body, my face, my hair.


He did not try to stop me.


He watched me as I went on and on,


Smelling of dung,


My own filth.







EQUIVOCATOR


Did he say nothing to you?







JAMES


He said, child,


You are good at heart.


You show you are grateful


For God’s forgiveness.


This is how you bear


The mark of the saved.


I rose, I bowed, I gave thanks.







A boy, a friend, cleaned me up.


I smelt his clean water.


It was warm and beautiful,


Like him, my first angel.


I felt safe in his strong wings.


I vowed that day to love him.


And I vowed I’d see my tutor die.







I would summon the court,


I’d say shite on him,


Send him stinking


To his salvation.


Let them know him


By the stench of him.


Let them piss over him,


Anoint him with dung


In the name of the Lord.







EQUIVOCATOR


Did you do this to your torturer?










JAMES


He died suddenly.


A respectable burial.


I attended his funeral.


I may even have wept.


I did weep


When they spoke of him,


The king’s dominie,


Instructor to his majesty,


Most wise and gentle.


We forget what we forgive,


Though I have not forgiven.







EQUIVOCATOR


Do you forgive?







JAMES


Yes – no.


Perhaps.







EQUIVOCATOR


Your mother in your dream –


Did she speak to you?







JAMES


To be king of England –


That’s what she promised me.


Is it true, my angel?







EQUIVOCATOR


Do you want it to be?







JAMES


No. Yes.







EQUIVOCATOR


Perhaps.







JAMES


I would be rid of Scotland.










EQUIVOCATOR


Why?







JAMES


Scotland betrayed my mother


And devoured my father.


He was fed to the flames of fire,


Scorching his soul.


They let him dine with gunpowder


And left him to be found.


Who did this deed? Who was blamed?


I blame Scotland and leave it to


The smell of its dirt,


Unholy ministers


Of the soiled kirk,


Bathed in Christ’s blood.


The excitable elect,


Fat with righteousness,


Licking the juices of Jehovah.


I would be rid


Of those gospel-greedy gluttons.







EQUIVOCATOR


And your dear lady wife?







JAMES


My dear lady wife?







EQUIVOCATOR


Does she too long


To be rid of Edinburgh?







JAMES


I fetched her from Denmark,


Her cold winter home.


We were stranded there –


Quite some months.


Do you know Denmark?







The Equivocator shakes his head.




Then you’ve not seen Copenhagen.


It makes Edinburgh


Look like – like Paradise.


It makes Stirling


Look like Paradise.


My dear lady wife,


She will be rid of Scotland.


Hide – she approaches.


Hide – she does not approve


Of my angels.







EQUIVOCATOR


She will not see me.


Only those I choose to see,


See me, James.
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