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The Great Hunger
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Setting


Loosely defined, fluid as possible. Three main areas. Outdoors is placed centrally – it is marked only by a wooden gate, far upstage. The kitchen and chapel areas: place downstage left and right, respectively. THE MOTHER will usually be found in the kitchen area; place there, also, a large black kettle and a bucket. The chapel is distinguished by a tabernacle resting on its pedestal.





Duration


A little over one hundred minutes; the piece is played, ideally, without an interval.





Participants


MAGUIRE


THE MOTHER (a wooden effigy)


THE SISTER, MARY ANNE


THE PRIEST


AGNES


THE SCHOOL-GIRL


TOM MALONE


PACKY


JOE


EXTRA MALE


YOUNG WOMEN





The piece may be played by six players, three female and three male.





















Scene One








Wind sounds, harsh. Fading as MAGUIRE appears. MAGUIRE wandering the space …




MAGUIRE:   The bridge is too narrow … The bridge is too narrow and the hay has wings.


PACKY (off): Maguire … Maguire …


MAGUIRE:   And thirty-five could take the sparrow’s bow …


PACKY:   Maguire … Maguire …


MAGUIRE:   You’re wrong … You’re wrong about that thing I was tellin’ you, you’re wrong, you’re wrong …


PACKY:   Maguire … Maguire …


MAGUIRE:   The tubs is white … The tubs is white … The tubs is white …


PACKY enters upstage right with lantern, lit. Crosses upstage of the gate to exit upstage left.


PACKY:   Maguire, you’re wrong about that thing I was tellin’ you, Maguire, you’re wrong, you’re wrong …


MAGUIRE:   We ought to be finished by the morrow …


MAGUIRE looks about him as if coming out of sleep, removes glasses, wipes eyes with closed fists, enters the daylight world.
























Scene Two








Two of MAGUIRE’s men, MALONE and JOE, enter upstage left. They carry spades, and, between them, a metal bath. It contains three metal buckets and a bag-apron. The bath is set downstage left, as is the bag-apron. MALONE and JOE go to the head of the potato drills where MAGUIRE joins them. The buckets have been distributed. The potato-picking commences.


PACKY has also entered upstage left, and settled on the gate. From there he watches the action.


Girlish laughter off. The men give no heed.


MAGUIRE erupts. Something spotted in the next field. He whistles for the dog. No dog to be had.




MAGUIRE:   Curse o’ God, where’s that dog? Never where he’s wanted.


A burst of shouting from MAGUIRE, and wild mime of pegging stones. As they work, the three converse.


MAGUIRE:   Move forward the basket—


JOE:   The wind’s over Brannigan’s—


MAGUIRE:   Balance it steady—


JOE:   That means rain—


MALONE:   Down the rackety pass—


MAGUIRE:   The wind’s over Brannigan’s—


JOE:   That means rain—


MALONE:   Down the rackety pass—


MAGUIRE:   Pull down the shafts of that cart, Joe—


JOE:  And straddle the horse—


MAGUIRE:   And straddle the horse—


MALONE:   Down the rackety pass—


MAGUIRE:   Graip up some withered stalks, graip up some withered stalks and see that no potato fails—


JOE:   Over the tailboard—


MAGUIRE:   Over the tailboard—


MALONE:   Down the rackety pass—


MAGUIRE:   Going down the rackety pass. And that’s a job, that’s a job we’ll have to do in December—


JOE:   Gravel it—


MAGUIRE:   Gravel it and build a kerb—


MALONE:   Down the rackety pass—


JOE:   And build a kerb—


MAGUIRE:   Gravel it and build a kerb on the bog side—


MALONE:   On the bog side—


Burst of girlish laughter off, and one runs on, downstage right, ‘Will-I-won’t-I’ demeanour. Runs downstage of the men to leapfrog over JOE, and – full tilt – exit upstage left.


The heads of the men dive – three heads hanging between wide-apart legs – to see. Too late. Slowly they rise from that position and become scarecrows stirring lightly in the wind, scarecrows that swivel and stare vacantly into the audience.


PACKY, watcher on the gate, chants.


PACKY:   Ploughs and sows … Eats fresh food … Loves fresh women … His own master – can talk to God.


The men at work again, bringing the full buckets to empty the potatoes into the bath.


MAGUIRE:   Never where he’s wanted—


MALONE and JOE exit upstage right with bath, buckets, spades. PACKY is exiting upstage left as MAGUIRE playfully skelps a couple of potatoes off the back wall. MAGUIRE dons his bag-apron and moves downstage right as MARY ANNE enters stage right.





















Scene Three










MAGUIRE:   Patrick Maguire went home and made cocoa … The sister, the sister – hens and calves, calves and hens …


MARY ANNE arrives downstage left carrying a large black kettle and an enamel bucket containing water. She leaves down kettle and bucket and moves to a position upstage and stage right of THE MOTHER. She stares MAGUIRE who’s still downstage right. MAGUIRE responds by crossing to THE MOTHER and making an irritated attempt to loosen the cord which binds the cover about her. MARY ANNE turns her back on him, faces upstage. MAGUIRE moves downstage to occupy himself pouring water from bucket to kettle. The two share another look. MAGUIRE approaches THE MOTHER. A second time, claws at the cord. Fails to loosen it. MARY ANNE intervenes, sweeps towards him with scissors aloft, snips. Returns to her position, again gives her back to the proceedings.


The cord is now in MAGUIRE’s control. He loosens it all the way by running circles about THE MOTHER. Cord free, and dumped on the ground.


MAGUIRE gives his attention to the cover, frees it – but not without making work for himself. Flings sheet on the ground in turn.


MARY ANNE spins to face him. Goes forward to gather cord and cover – briskly, neatly – and places both downstage in line with bucket and kettle. That done, she returns to her position upstage of THE MOTHER. She again faces upstage but her stance is mitigated. A hint of the diagonal gives her a sightline to the downstage left area.


The MOTHER-effigy contains a drawer. MAGUIRE opens it, takes out a wire brush and a duster. He throws the brush to MARY ANNE. She catches it, moves downstage left and starts cleaning the kettle, first removing the lid.


MAGUIRE busies himself cleaning THE MOTHER’s face, talking to her at the start, shouting before long.


MAGUIRE:   No, no, the pig-gelder Nallon—


MARY ANNE:   What’s keeping you? Did you let the hens out you?


MAGUIRE:   No—


MARY ANNE:   Did you open the barn door? Let the young calves in?


MAGUIRE:   The pig-gelder, the pig-gelder—


MARY ANNE:   What’s he looking for there?


MAGUIRE:   Nallon—


MARY ANNE:   Brazil and the Amazon—


MAGUIRE:   The pig-gelder Nallon—


MARY ANNE:   Brazil and the Amazon—


MAGUIRE:   The pig-gelder Nallon—


MARY ANNE:   Poor Paddy Maguire—


MAGUIRE:   Nallon—


MARY ANNE:  The great cattle-dealer hobo—


MAGUIRE:   Nallon, Nallon, Nallon—


MAGUIRE pitches the duster into the drawer, kicks the drawer shut. MARY ANNE slams the lid on the kettle and throws the wire brush to MAGUIRE. He catches it. Extended pause as they stare each other. MAGUIRE then to the drawer. Opens it, tosses the wire brush into it, closes the drawer. Looks again at MARY ANNE.


MARY ANNE will not be rushed. She stoops, rests her hands on the kettle, releases a sigh.


MAGUIRE, downstage right of THE MOTHER, flops to the floor, sits with his back to THE MOTHER, legs extended, repetitively banging his feet together. He converses with MARY ANNE by that mode.


She converses with him by her mode of pouring water very slowly from bucket to kettle. Squeaks from the bucket handle are an aid to articulation. She takes forever at pouring the water.


Bucket empty, MARY ANNE replaces lid on kettle, settles kettle and bucket and cord and cover, moves upstage to THE MOTHER, checks THE MOTHER’s face, and exits downstage left. During that series of movements, she communes with herself.


MARY ANNE:   Pigs and cows, Punch and Judy … Punch and Judy, pigs and cows … Nallon … The pig-gelder Nallon…


MAGUIRE senses her exit, stops his feet-banging. Listens. Rises and goes to the drawer. Opens it. Interrupts himself to remove the bag-apron and place it downstage, a prayer-mat of sorts. Returns to the drawer, takes from it a bellows. With the bellows, goes to the bag-apron. Kneels. Tentatively works the bellows, then works it to climax in an image of masturbation.


He returns the bellows to the drawer, shuts the drawer. Goes to the kettle and pours from the kettle back into the bucket, pouring that releases The Isle of Capri on the sound track. Quality of the recording to suggest the uncertain radio in the farmhouse back of the hills.





















Scene Four








Enter MALONE upstage right, waltzing to the music. He settles upstage of the gate, leaning across it. MAGUIRE joins him there. MAGUIRE playfully belts MALONE with his cap, and there’s a dance between them which develops that greeting. Finally, the two yield to the enjoyment of staring into emptiness.


Three YOUNG WOMEN enter, variously, settle downstage right. Vivaciously, they daub their mouths with lipstick, perfume themselves. The three play with these phrases: If he opens his eyes … if he opens, opens, opens … sight is sin … if he opens legs … a face in the crust … legs, legs, legs …


MAGUIRE and MALONE, swiping at midges, have turned their backs to the action. As the YOUNG WOMEN get into their stride, AGNES declaims—




AGNES:   Sittin’ on a wooden gate, sittin’ on a wooden gate, sittin’ on a wooden gate, he didn’t give a damn … Said whatever came into his head, said whatever came into his head, said whatever came into his head, he didn’t give a damn.


THE PRIEST enters upstage right, a fraction after the YOUNG WOMEN, and makes for the downstage left area. First he goes to the kettle, taps it several times with polished toe. Next the bucket. He stoops, taken by his reflection in the water, adjusts his collar.


Now he approaches THE MOTHER. He studies her. Takes out a small mirror and holds it to her mouth. The breath-stain is faint, it seems … He moves his index finger across her line of vision. Yes, she’s alive. He takes off his hat and rests it on her lap. He goes to her right ear and bawls into it. We hear nothing. Repeat. This time we hear.


THE PRIEST:   Your children will miss you when you’re gone.


At intervals, MAGUIRE and MALONE flail at the midges, fall into their torpor again.


THE PRIEST now turns entertainer, does a card-trick for THE MOTHER. He offers a running commentary of sounds rather than words. Card-trick over, THE PRIEST gives himself to listening head bowed, to THE MOTHER. A confession moment, could be. Thus positioned, THE PRIEST falls asleep.


The moment of THE PRIEST’s dropping off brings PACKY racing on, blades of grass held to his lips to form a makeshift whistle – which he works to resonant effect. He delivers a blast to the tabernacle, a blast to THE MOTHER, then races off.


The YOUNG WOMEN respond to his incursion by placing their palms, crossed, in front of their faces. His exit releases them. They jump to their feet and flash lights over the audience from hand-mirrors they manoeuvre. Next they flash the mirrors at MAGUIRE and MALONE upstage of the gate. And they shout at the men.


YOUNG WOMEN:   What’s keeping you? And the cows to be milked and all the other work there’s to do. We’ll not stay here all night.


They exit, variously. One of them, noticing THE PRIEST’s hat on the lap of THE MOTHER, grabs it and slaps it on THE MOTHER’s head.


The teasing of the YOUNG WOMEN stirs MAGUIRE and MALOEN to further flailing at the midges, no more than that.


THE PRIEST rouses from his sleep. Looks about him. Spots his hat on the head of THE MOTHER. Smiles for her. Takes his hat and dons it. Speaks to THE MOTHER.


THE PRIEST:   The likes of you this parish never knew.


He exits upstage right.


MAGUIRE and MALONE stir themselves. MAGUIRE takes out a cigarette and lights up. MALONE – gasping for a drag – cadges a cigarette. The pair puff contentedly.


The summer evening light yields to night. Glow of the cigarettes by the gate, glow of one cigarette answering the other, that conversation.


The two make for home.


MAGUIRE:   Is that a ghost or a tree?


MALONE:   Down the ruckety pass—


MAGUIRE:  Duffy’s place is very convenient.


MALONE:   A wonderful night we had.


MAGUIRE and MALONE exit downstage right.
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