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Characters


THE EKDAHL FAMILY


HELENA EKDAHL, actress and grandmother


OSCAR EKDAHL, actor, Helena’s eldest son


EMILIE EKDAHL, actress, wife to Oscar


ALEXANDER EKDAHL, their son, eleven


FANNY EKDAHL, their daughter, seven


GUSTAV ADOLF EKDAHL, restaurateur, Helena’s middle son


ALMA EKDAHL, his wife


PETRA EKDAHL, their daughter, sixteen


CARL EKDAHL, scientist, Helena’s youngest son


LYDIA EKDAHL, his wife


MAJ, maid to Alexander and Fanny, nineteen


VEGA, maid to Helena, sixty


ISAAK JACOBI


AARON REZINSKY


ISMAEL REZINSKY


THE THEATRE


MR LANDAHL, the theatre manager


MICHAEL BERGMAN, a young actor, playing Hamlet


MISS MORSING


MR ERIKSSON


MR NORDSTROM


THE BISHOP’S PALACE


EDVARD VERGÉRUS, the bishop of Uppsala


HENRIETTA VERGÉRUS, Edvard’s sister


ELSA VERGÉRUS, the bishop’s elderly, wheelchair-bound aunt


GHOST OF PAULINE, the bishop’s daughter from his first marriage


GHOST OF ESMERELDA, the bishop’s daughter from his first marriage


Note on the Text


Stage directions are in italics.


Narrative lines assigned to COMPANY should be split between the actors.


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











Prologue


ALEXANDER. Ladies and gentlemen – you are about to witness the longest play in the history of the world!


He imitates the mock groans and cheers of an audience. One voice in particular shouts up –


‘Will it be boring?’


Yes. The theatre has to have boring bits.


Those are for old people.


But there will be wonders too, and marvels – and by the end of it, you will have seen every possible kind of adventure. The dead will speak and the living will fight, and there will be swords and camels and magical speaking puppets – and the end will come – as it comes in all the best stories – with someone being burnt to death. But first – a prologue –


COMPANY. Alexander Ekdahl, is eleven years old, and lives in the small Swedish city of Uppsala. He lives in a large townhouse, divided into four splendid apartments, with his sister, Fanny, his parents, his two uncles and aunts, his cousin, his grandmother, and a number of servants.


ALEXANDER. I am lord of seventeen lands. Hear my command!!


COMPANY. The Ekdahls are a theatre family.


ALEXANDER walks through the house.


The ground-floor apartments belong to Uncle Carl, and Aunt Lydia. Uncle Carl is unhappy because of his debts and his unrealised potential. Also, Aunt Lydia is German.


ALEXANDER moves on.


On the first floor, are Uncle Gustav Adolf, Aunt Alma, and their daughter, Petra.


Uncle Gustav has a special cologne made up for him in Paris, but he sometimes comes home smelling of other people’s perfume.


Uncle Gustav runs the theatre’s highly successful restaurant. The restaurant is situated at the back of the dress circle, and is sometimes so noisy that a student of the university has to run upstairs and plead with the patrons to be quiet – some of whom – may have come to the restaurant – without seeing the play.


VEGA crosses. ALEXANDER freezes, pretending to be a statue.


MAJ. I don’t need you under my feet this afternoon, Alexander.


COMPANY. The next floor is where Alexander lives – with his parents, Oscar and Emilie, his little sister, Fanny, and his nursemaid, Maj.


Oscar, Alexander’s father, is the principal actor, and manager of the theatre.


Emilie, his mother, is an actress and one of its leading lights.


Alexander doesn’t know it, but very occasionally, when his mother looks at Fanny, she feels a little terror in her heart. Like a shadow.


Alexander has another uncle. Isaak Jacobi.


Isaak isn’t a real uncle – he is a friend of Alexander’s grandmother’s.


A close friend who lives across the square in a shop which sells remarkable things.


Alexander has seen them hold hands on occasion – and not just because they are old and afraid of the stairs.


ALEXANDER stops. Moves slowly.


This is the top floor.


His grandmother’s floor.


Helena Ekdahl, the famous actress – who was brought to Uppsala by her rich, young husband – who bought a theatre for her – and allowed her to play in it until he decided it was time to start a family.


Helena Ekdahl – who returned to the theatre once her children were grown – and who plays queens and goddesses and great ladies.


ALEXANDER. Grandmother?


COMPANY. It is afternoon.


It is dark.


It is Christmas time.


ALEXANDER. Grandmother?… Fanny?… Maj?


COMPANY. ‘Why am I so sad?’ Alexander thinks.


He is alone.


He is alone in the large, empty apartment.


‘Why am I so sad and so frightened?’


Alexander lets the shadows play tricks with his mind.


He lets the shadows turn into shapes in his mind – even though he knows exactly how it will end.


He sees the terrifying hand of God, all dripping with blood.


He sees a skull.


He sees a room full of puppets.


He sees a man on fire.


Worst of all – he imagines a corridor.


A long corridor.


And at the end of it a locked door.


And behind the door – something terrible.


Something so terrible, it can never named.


So Alexander tries to name it.


And as he does


Inevitably


It happens.


ALEXANDER creeps under the table to hide.


DEATH. Why are you so sad, Alexander?


ALEXANDER. Cock, piss, shit and arse.


DEATH. Why are you so sad and so frightened?


ALEXANDER. Leave me alone, you creepy old bastard.


DEATH. You wanted to talk to me.


ALEXANDER. No, I didn’t.


DEATH. You’ve been thinking about me all afternoon.


ALEXANDER. Stop acting like you know everything.


DEATH. I do know everything.


ALEXANDER. No, you don’t. You know a few things well and you recite them with confidence, that’s not knowledge, it’s showing off.


DEATH. I’m offering to have a conversation with you, a question, Alexander. A conversation with Death – Isn’t that a wonderful offer? I don’t make it to everyone, you know.


ALEXANDER. What do you want?


DEATH. You know what I want.


ALEXANDER. What do you want with us? You never leave empty handed –


DEATH. No.


ALEXANDER. So who is it? Tell me. Who have you come for? Who are you taking away?


DEATH. What difference does it make? You won’t be able to stop me. If you so much as breathe, I can streak in ahead of you and snatch them up –


ALEXANDER. Who – ?


DEATH. Your mother? Your sister? Your nursemaid, Maj? Your grandmother? Everybody dies, Alexander.


Everybody gets taken up into my arms and squeezed and sucked dry of their life. And do you know what I say to them? Do you know what I whisper as I take them up into my arms and bring them close to my mouth – ?


HELENA. Alexander!


DEATH disappears. HELENA and MAJ are standing over ALEXANDER, looking horrified.


All the sounds of the house now: clocks ticking, ESTHER emptying the coal into the grate.


Alexander, what in God’s name are you doing in here?!


ALEXANDER. I’m not – I just –


HELENA. You should have been at the theatre half an hour ago. Maj has been going out of her mind –


MAJ. Come here, you wicked boy. Put your coat on.


HELENA. Now go, Alexander. Run! Run all the way there!


MAJ runs away, leaving HELENA alone.











ACT ONE


The theatre’s nativity play is in full swing.


A gold star on a huge pole (carried by FANNY) takes up position upstage centre.


The MAGI are crossing the stage on giant camels.


COMPANY. Herod’s words we’ll not obey,
But homeward fly we, straight away.
The miracle of Jesu’s birth
Must now be shared throughout the earth.


A host of ANGELS in white robes enters, all carrying golden palms.


They begin to sing in beautiful harmony.


As the angelic choir sings its short chorale, ALEXANDER rushes into the backstage area – and straight into his father, OSCAR, who is dressed as Joseph.


OSCAR. Alexander, where on earth have you been? You nearly missed your moment –


ALEXANDER. I fell asleep. Grandma forgot to wake me.


OSCAR. Put your robe on. Quickly.


ALEXANDER. Is Mother cross?


OSCAR. Your mother’s concentrating on her performance.
The bishop’s in.


OSCAR goes onstage, forming a tableau of The Holy Family.


ANGEL (EMILIE).
Be not fearful, Joseph, dear,
Your angel guides you, ever near.
Wake, at once, your sleeping child,
Wake, as well, sweet Mary, mild.
Fly to Egypt. Herod’s hand
Will smite each male born in this land.


JOSEPH (OSCAR).
I will do as you have said
And raise my loved ones from their bed.
Praised be God, who dwells above,
For showing us his endless love.


ANGEL (EMILIE).
And from this tale, we may be sure
That God will save us evermore.
His example, clear to see,
Behold: The Holy Family.


The company gathers together.


ALEXANDER comes on dressed as an ANGEL.


OSCAR. And so it ends, our little play
And happily, as these things may.
A Merry Christmas, full of light,
We wish for every home this night.


ALEXANDER. Let no one into darkness fall.


COMPANY. A Merry Christmas to you all!


***


The curtain falls and to the sound of applause, the ACTORS hug each other and wish each other ‘Merry Christmas’.


GUSTAV ADOLF sweeps onto the stage with two WAITERS carrying a punch bowl.


He lights a match.


GUSTAV ADOLF. Ready!!! (Sings ‘Jingle Bells’.)


GUSTAV ADOLF drops the match into the punch, which bursts into flame.


He sweeps ahead of the flaming punch bowl. Applause and gasps from the ACTORS.


Wonderful, dear brother! Ladies and gentlemen – wonderful! Another year – another triumph!


OSCAR (reproachfully). Gustav Adolf –


GUSTAV ADOLF. I know, I know. But what can I do? The restaurant can’t operate in total silence –


OSCAR. Of course it can’t. But in the quietest passage – the moment of annunciation – ‘you shall be delivered of a child, and his name shall be called Jesus – ’


GUSTAV ADOLF. I have castigated the head waiter –


OSCAR. To hear someone audibly – lucidly – calling for liver sausage –


GUSTAV ADOLF. Forgive me, brother –


OSCAR. I can’t be forever sending drama students up and down the stairs –


GUSTAV ADOLF (claps hands). Punch, ladies and gentlemen, punch – with the compliments of the restaurant. We must nourish the artists, must we not? As they, in turn, have nourished us!


Applause.


EMILIE. It’s too long.


GUSTAV ADOLF. Was there more this year?


EMILIE. All that nonsense with the shepherds. Why can’t we do a serious nativity? He thinks people would revolt if we changed it.


GUSTAV ADOLF. And so they would, my dear Emilie, so they would.


EMILIE. Did you see the bishop?


GUSTAV ADOLF. I did. He was smiling.


EMILIE. Liar.


LYDIA. Emilie, my darling. You were wonderful. So beautiful. I felt quite jealous. Not jealous, personally, you understand – I just… To be on stage…


EMILIE. You’re very kind. Dear Lydia.


LYDIA. Carl will be so upset to have missed it, but every Christmas Eve he’s summoned by the dean of the university. Well, he can’t say no – of course he can’t. Oh, Alexander, what a handsome angel you were –


ALEXANDER. I wanted to be King Herod.


LYDIA. And Fanny! What a pretty little star! I shall collect Carl on the way to our mother-in-law’s. Rescue him, he says! Oh, but it does torture him to miss the play –


OSCAR (tinging on a glass). My dear friends – my dear, dear friends. For the past twenty-two years – in spite of a dismal lack of talent for this sort of thing – I have tried, as director of the theatre, to stand here and make some kind of a speech. Terrible, really when you consider my late father – you’ll remember Mr Landahl – what a storyteller, he was. (Starts laughing.) His extraordinary jokes and songs – his bird calls!


EMILIE. Oscar –


OSCAR. Yes! My beautiful wife – my editor! My conscience! I love this place. I love it. This little building with its tatty old props and costumes. Our theatre. It is more than just a building. It is a place of magic and fantasy – of transformation. Out there – out beyond those walls – is another world – the big world. Hard and unforgiving.
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