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Introduction


Mary Webb’s Gone to Earth is inspiring and difficult material to work with. Inspiring because it is a blindingly honest and original attempt to understand what it means to live. Difficult for the same reason. The ideas and themes it grapples with are so huge and all-encompassing that it threatens to overwhelm. It is a story which starts by engaging the heart and ends by challenging the head.


Although her descriptions of the natural world are perhaps unparalleled in their beauty and detail, Mary Webb recognises that Nature is as destructive as it is creative. She depicts an unstoppable, inescapable force which is neither moral nor merciful. And she shows how, as natural creatures ourselves, human beings are at once part of and subject to that tyranny. Her characters display all the worst tendencies of mankind – the need to posses and control, aggression, cruelty, mistrust, fear of ‘the other’, the desire to exert power. And even the God she depicts seems harsh. This is not a Fairy Godmother God, granting wishes and answering prayers. It is a God who gives us no reassurance, who does not protect the innocent but seems instead to turn away from them.


But Mary Webb does not abandon us in this desperate landscape. The crucial drive behind the work, it seems to me, is the call for us, as human beings, to recognise our own potential. All those destructive traits are no doubt part of human nature but it is also human nature to seek to be better, to strive for greater understanding, to empathise and be merciful. These are the qualities which distinguish us from other animals. Edward Marston may make mistakes in his attempts to secure Hazel’s happiness but at least he is working towards what he believes will be best for her. Even Jack Reddin, who had never sought anything but the gratification of his own base desires, glimpses the existence of finer qualities within himself through his relationship with Hazel. That he chooses to ignore them is his tragedy. And of Hazel herself we are told: “She was of a race that will come in the far future, when we shall have outgrown our egoism – the egoism of a little boy pulling off flies’ wings. We shall attain philosophic detachment and emotional sympathy.”


Mary Webb has great faith in what we are capable of achieving. Writing at a time when thousands were dying in the trenches and belief was being sorely tested, she seems to be saying that we should look to ourselves and not God to overcome the vices of the world, that our own natures hold the key to a more harmonious life on earth.


I love the mythical feel of this story. I love the fact that even the names of the characters and places have meaning. I love the use of legends and superstitions, the way it taps into the illusive depths of human instinct, into the things we don’t even know we know. I have tried to capture some of this quality in the play (the songs and the dancing are vital in this respect). I have taken great liberties with the narrative, changing the way the story is told, but the ideas behind it all remain Mary Webb’s and are, I feel, as relevant and challenging as they were when she first put pen to paper.


Helen Edmundson
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ACT ONE


Scene One


The DANCERS are HAZEL’s heartbeat. They are dressed neutrally, timelessly. In their positions on the stage, all facing front, they begin the dance which will always reflect HAZEL’s emotional state. It starts with small, contained movements of the feet, then begins to build. It is a heavy, woody sound.


Music.


Above all this we hear the screeches of a pig being slaughtered, loud, inescapable. The light is red.


A moment later, a man (ABEL) backs onto the stage. He has blood on his hands. He is pulling a young girl with wild auburn hair (HAZEL). She is fighting against him, beating and scratching him. He picks her up and tries to throw her aside, but she kicks and twists free and thumps her fists against him. They are shouting at each other, but the words can’t be heard above the screeches of the pig.


Suddenly HAZEL bites ABEL. ABEL grabs a rake, and hits HAZEL across the head with it. She drops to the floor, unconscious.


The DANCERS’ feet slow dramatically.


ABEL rushes off to see to the pig.


A minute later, HAZEL regains consciousness and raises herself up. There is blood pouring from the cut on her head. The pig is still screeching. She covers her ears and rocks to and fro in distress. Then she rises to her feet, unsteadily, and staggers off, away from the pig and her father. The DANCERS’ feet pick up the pace again.


ABEL comes back. The pig’s screeches are diminishing. He sees that HAZEL is not where he left her. He looks around and realises that she has gone. He calls in the direction she went:


ABEL. ’Azel! ’Azel! Go then! Freeze to death! What should I care?!


He turns and goes off in the direction of the pig, which screeches again.


I’m coming now, I’m coming. Abel’ll see you right.


Scene Two


A country road. Evening. Snow is falling. The wind is strong. The DANCERS’ feet are pounding. HAZEL comes staggering down the road. She cannot go on. She collapses onto the ground.


After a few moments, there comes the distant sound of horses’ hooves – staccato, like gunshots in the darkness. They grow nearer.


When the sound of the hooves seems almost on top of her, HAZEL raises herself up a little and stretches out a hand, before her head sinks down again. The horse draws to an abrupt halt and stamps in alarm.


The man on the horse (REDDIN) – well-dressed, strong-featured, half drunk – shouts down to her, his voice fighting the wind.


REDDIN. What the hell are you doing?


He struggles to steady his horse.


I could have run you down!


HAZEL raises her head and looks up at him. He sees her beautiful white face, and the blood.


My God!


He gets down and goes to her.


Where have you come from? Are you alone?


HAZEL nods. She tries to speak, but the words won’t come, she is too cold.


All right. You’d better come back with me.


He helps HAZEL to her feet.


I’ll get up, and then I’ll pull you up. Can you do that?


HAZEL nods.


REDDIN gets up on the horse and, after several attempts, manages to pull HAZEL up in front of him. They set off.


Scene Three


The hallway and drawing room of a very large, stone-built house. Night. The sound of dogs barking. REDDIN and HAZEL enter from the blizzard outside. REDDIN is cursing as he brushes the snow off his jacket. HAZEL stands, shivering, soaked to the skin. She takes in her strange, looming surroundings.


REDDIN (shouting). Sally!


HAZEL. What is this place?


REDDIN. Sally!


HAZEL. A castle.


REDDIN. No castle. This is my house. This is Undern Hall.


HAZEL. Undern. I’ve heard on it.


Pause. REDDIN considers her.


REDDIN. So you are from round here. I was starting to think you were some sort of sprite, fallen from a tree. Or else a poor mad creature escaped from the asylum. But you’re just a girl, aren’t you? A beautiful girl.


A woman enters. She has a red complexion and dishevelled hair (SALLY HAGGARD). She stops still when she sees HAZEL.


SALLY. What’s this?


REDDIN. This young lady has lost her way.


SALLY. And you found her. Must be her lucky night.


REDDIN. She has a bad cut on the side of her head. Bring a bandage and some water. And put something on it – some alcohol perhaps.


SALLY. If it’s alcohol it needs, I should just breathe on it, Sir. That’d do the trick.


REDDIN. Just do as I ask.


SALLY goes off. REDDIN walks into the drawing room, where there is a fire. He pours himself a drink and downs i quickly. He looks at HAZEL for a moment, then calls to her:


Come to the fire.


She does so. She is bewildered and ill at ease. He watches her.


Does it hurt?


She nods.


What’s your name?


HAZEL. ’Azel.


REDDIN. Hazel what?


She doesn’t reply.


Surely you’re not afraid to tell me your name? (No response.) Well, mine’s Reddin. Jack Reddin. And why you’re so dark about yours, I don’t know.


Pause.


What happened to you, Hazel no-name? Why were you out on the road on a night like this?


HAZEL. I ran away.


REDDIN. Ran away from where?


HAZEL. ’Ome, of course.


REDDIN. And who’s at home?


HAZEL. Father.


REDDIN. And why did you run away from your father?


HAZEL. Because he killed the pig.


Pause.


REDDIN. Because he killed the pig. Because . . . he killed . . . the pig.


He suddenly bursts out laughing. HAZEL is instantly incensed.


HAZEL. What’s to laugh at? I was fond on her. She was a good pig. We slept nights side by side when she was little. And he didn’t even kill her straight off. He hung her up and slit her veins, so he could collect the blood, he said. And she was screaming so. And I tried to stop him but I couldn’t. And I bit him but he hit me with the rake and I fell asleep. And when I woke up I couldn’t stand to hear her screeching so I ran away.


Pause.


REDDIN. Well I’m damned.


HAZEL. It’s him as is damned! If God’s there and He’s watching from on high, He’ll see what he’s done and He’ll punish him for it.


REDDIN. I’m afraid it’s not a crime to kill a pig. In God’s eyes or anyone else’s.


HAZEL. It’s cruel! It’s cruelty!


REDDIN. It’s just the way of things.


HAZEL (accusatory). You go hunting, don’t you? And kill the little foxes?


REDDIN. I beg your pardon?


HAZEL. I saw ’em. The hound dogs in the yard. Nasty snabbin’ things!


REDDIN. The best dog there is.


HAZEL. You sit up on your high horse, don’t you? And watch the little fox get torn apart. Torn apart and awake all the time.


REDDIN. Yes I do. I do. There’s nothing I like better than to watch the kill.


HAZEL. You’ll be damned too then! What has the little fox ever done to you?


REDDIN. They’re vermin.


HAZEL. Well, so are you, then! You’re vermin!


Pause. REDDIN looks affronted.


REDDIN. Hum. So this is your way of thanking me for rescuing you from the blizzard?


Pause.


HAZEL. Well, perhaps you’re not vermin. Not exactly.


REDDIN. ‘Not exactly vermin.’ A man could get big-headed.


Pause.


So, you’ve never killed anything, Hazel no-name?


HAZEL. No.


REDDIN. And if Sally were to come in now with a side of bacon and I were to cut you a slice, you wouldn’t eat it?


HAZEL. That’s different.


REDDIN. Oh.


HAZEL. We have to eat.


REDDIN. Yes. Yes we do. I’ve heard it all before, you see: young ladies in peachy-puff dresses fanning themselves and simpering at the thought of a beast being slaughtered, but they’ll still sit and stuff their pretty mouths with veal. They’ll still swoon and fawn at the sight of a man in his hunting-pink.


HAZEL. Well, not me! I won’t!


REDDIN. They’ll still ride with the hounds. They’ll still bare their teeth as they jump the fences and strain their necks for a sight of the kill.


HAZEL. Not me!


REDDIN. How old are you, Hazel no-name? Seventeen? Eighteen?


HAZEL. Seventeen.


REDDIN. Well, you know nothing, then. You know nothing about what you would or wouldn’t do because you haven’t even lived. I expect you’ve killed things already.


HAZEL. No, I haven’t.


REDDIN. Every time you walk through the forest, your steps are killing things. Little beetles and ladybirds and ants.


HAZEL. Oh, don’t say so!


REDDIN. And what if one of those ladybirds has babies waiting for her to come home?


HAZEL. Stop it!


REDDIN. Or what if it’s the baby you kill and the mother’s out looking for her – ‘Where’s my baby, where’s my baby?’


HAZEL. Stop it!


HAZEL covers her ears and starts to cry. REDDIN stares at her triumphantly.


I killed a bee last summer. It wasn’t my fault. It flew into my shoe and I put my foot in and it stung me and it died. And I scooped it up and buried it where I thought it would want to be, like we did with Mother, and I went to the hives and told the bees as one of their own was dead. And I said a prayer for it and I prayed for forgiveness. But I still did it and it was still dead.


She sobs and sobs, loudly like a child.


REDDIN. All right. All right. That’s enough.


She continues.


For God’s sake, stop crying!


She recovers herself. Annoyedly, he passes her his handkerchief. She blows her nose loudly.


HAZEL. You shouldn’t have said those things. About the ladybirds and ants.


REDDIN. No. No, I shouldn’t. It was a lot of nonsense.


HAZEL. Then, what for did you?


REDDIN. Because you were so snooty about the hunting. It’s not nice, you know, for a man to sit in his own home and be told he’s damned. And that he’s vermin.


HAZEL. I took that back.


REDDIN. ‘Not exactly vermin.’


Pause.


HAZEL. I’m sorry, Mr Reddin.


REDDIN. I should think you are.


Pause.


So, your mother’s dead?


HAZEL. Ah. A while since. Father wasn’t surprised for he said we was only borrowing her. She wasn’t of the earth. Not like most folk.


REDDIN. And how did she die? A blow to the head with a rake?


HAZEL. She had a lump. She called it her sadness. She was often sad and quiet.


SALLY enters with water and a bandage. She sets it down next to HAZEL and begins to clean the cut with a cloth.


REDDIN. She needs a clean dress.


SALLY says nothing.


Where’s that chest full of old dresses?


SALLY. What chest?


REDDIN. You know the one. Full of dresses. From my mother’s time.


SALLY. I’ve no idea.


REDDIN. You’ve no idea?


SALLY. No.


REDDIN. You’ve no idea where it could be?


SALLY. No.


REDDIN. I’ll go and find it myself, then.


SALLY. You do that, then.


REDDIN leaves. Pause.


HAZEL. Him’s very thoughtful, in’t he?


SALLY. Thoughtful. Oh yes. He’s full of thoughts. Trouble is, they’re all about the same thing.


HAZEL. What do you mean?


SALLY stops what she’s doing for a moment and looks at HAZEL scornfully. She goes back to cleaning the cut.
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