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SCENE ONE


A headland overlooking the fine bay of Eresos in Lesbos. Minos, the old tutor of Sappho, is seated upon a block of fallen marble gazing out to sea. It is dawn. The bracketed parts of his soliloquy represent the intrusion of a dual voice which resembles his own.


MINOS


One, two, three: four islands at the least,


And more arriving slowly out of nothing.


Some like millstones, some bald as the acorn,


Give an inconclusive end to the warring peninsula . . .


Massifs splashed with spiders of shadow,


Capes folded back like harps against the light:


The most of them mere obelisks for dolphins,


Or fishermen who lose their stars and drift.


Thank God we live here. To the gluttonous eye


Of age how sleek and how provincial Lesbos,


Peopled out in olive-trees and gardens,


(“And those whose follies turn each day


Whiter with each white hair”) Yes, truly, truly.


(“You are among them”) I admit it. I admit it.


(“Have much to learn, and much to study from.”)


I know. I know. (“And your excuses?”) Many.


Have been a partisan for justice,


Valued the loyalties the rest consumed. . . .


(“Valued the dignities yourself consumed


Among these lovers and abstracts of contentment


In a white island house, shaded by pines.”)


No-one can be completely good or happy.


(“Go on”) No-one can change the whole of himself.


Think where Sappho joins her utter self-indulgence


For words to acts: as I do day to day.


Like coloured beads, remaining here


A civil servant to the flesh’s needs.


I might have had a son to leave behind,


Or a small estate of lovely epigrams


To multiply me after I am dead.


And here I am instead


(“A hanger-on in a noble house at odds,


And famous only for a single pupil


You could not teach or equal”)


In a world within a war.


I am old, you know, I am getting old.


(“Ah. There it is again”) Yes, there it is.


But I am lucky. (“Are you?”) Yes, I am.


Lucky to sit alone up here each dawn


And bless the old campaigning sun which ripens us


To watch the stars go down a few years more


In a Greek autumn on this headland.


(“A world without people in it would be better.”)


Yes, so it would by far. So it would.


Ah! well. I must be going before they find me


Sitting alone and talking to myself.


[He rises stiffly and goes out.]




SCENE TWO


The spacious room of a rich Greek family in Lesbos circa 650. It opens back upon a courtyard, showing blue sly and the tops of cypresses. Backstage a fat man is asleep upon a couch. The room is in great disorder. The three maids of the house, Doris, Chloe, and Joy are bustling about tidying it. The time is early morning.


CHLOE


Hurry, Joy. Hurry.


DORIS


O! I’m so sleepy.


JOY


I am hurrying.


CHLOE


She will be up in a moment.


JOY


This floor is filthy. Look at it:


Wine-cups and wreaths and scraps . . .


DORIS


We should really wash it, shouldn’t we?


CHLOE


There isn’t time. She will be up at any moment.


JOY


It won’t show if we wipe it.


There’s a cloth.


DORIS


A lot of wreaths!


CHLOE


A lot of wreaths!


JOY


An awful lot and all so dusty now!


How I wish I wasn’t a slave.


CHLOE


Come along.


DORIS


Marry like Chloe and become a lady.


JOY


To marry, yes, that’s all right.


But Diomedes’ son now. . . .


CHLOE


Come on, my dears.


JOY


And what shall we do about him


Over there, snoring his head off?


DORIS


Chloe, darling, we must get rid of him.


JOY


Your father-in-law, dear! Have a look at him!


DORIS


Shut up, Joy.


JOY


Why should I? Would you marry the son


Of a father like he is? Let’s pour


Some water on his head to wake him up.


CHLOE


No. Let me wake him.


JOY


Let you wake him!


DORIS


If we make him angry he’ll cause trouble.


JOY


Diomedes make trouble? The great fat pig.


DORIS


Joy!


JOY


Well, he is. Every time there’s a feast


We find him snoring in the morning there.


CHLOE


Diomedes!


JOY


Wake up there! Time to go home!


DORIS


Diomedes!


JOY


He is dead to the world.


[She makes as if to touch him with her broom.]


CHLOE


No, Joy. Let me wake him. Look,


You two take out the wreaths. I’ll get him up.


JOY


When you’re married to his son


This is the sort of thing you’ll have to do


Summer and winter, wake the drunken father.


DORIS


Come on, Joy. Help with the wreaths like a good girl.


CHLOE


Yes, do, Joy.


JOY


Well, if I must, I must.


CHLOE


Hurry, my dears.


[Exeunt DORIS and JOY with wreaths.]


Diomedes! Diomedes!


[The fat man groans, but does not stir. She wets a rag and rubs his forehead. He starts awake with a cry. Throughout the piece he speaks with a distinct Irish accent.]


DIOMEDES


What is it? Is there anything wrong?


O! It’s you. It’s always you.


CHLOE


Time to get up: Time to be on your way.


DIOMEDES


Ah! Chloe.


[He sinks back on the couch, yawning prodigiously. CHLOE speaks more loudly.]


CHLOE


Diomedes, do you hear? Time to get up.


[She shakes him by the arm.]


DIOMEDES


To get up? Nonsense. It’s still dark.


CHLOE


Dark? Just look out there.


DIOMEDES


O! my head. Where am I? Ah yes, to be sure.


Where I usually am. Flat on my back.


Well, what of it? What of it?


What are you looking at me like that for?


I was dreaming about the underworld,


I saw you there, a long way off,


I couldn’t tell what you were doing.


What right have you to invade my dreams?


CHLOE


Come along now!


DIOMEDES


“Come along now.” You busy little thing!


Where’s my crown? Who’s taken my crown?


CHLOE


It’s on your head.


DIOMEDES


Ah, so it is! I won it again last night!


[He leans down and retrieves a wine cup which he carries to his lips. It is empty. She snatches at it, but he passes it to his other hand.]


Now then! Now then! No violence!


CHLOE


Enough of that now, look at yourself!


DIOMEDES


No, you look at me. I prefer that.


Anyway it is empty. Not even dregs in it.


CHLOE


Diomedes, don’t be such a baby. Please get up!


DIOMEDES


Am I in your way?


CHLOE


Of course! We are cleaning the room.


DIOMEDES


Well, clean round me, can’t you? Why wake me?


CHLOE


Oh, please get up!


DIOMEDES


Last night I was crowned again. That makes


Twice this week I’ve won the laurel from Sappho.


Money! Money! That means I can drink again to-day.


[He takes a coin and puts it in the empty cup and rolls it round.]


Last night I was crowned again.


CHLOE


You were sick on the floor.


DIOMEDES


Yes. They have taken to giving me


Second-class wine, to rot my poetry,


But we triumph over every obstacle, we do;


My stomach and I, my stomach and I.


CHLOE


Diomedes, if you don’t up this instant,


I’ll call the grooms and have you frog-marched out.


DIOMEDES


Why do we always go through this same scene?


Why does it always end in the same way?


Can’t you think of a new way to put me out?


When you marry my son I hope you show


A good deal more inventiveness . . .


CHLOE


If your son could see you now. . . .


Lying there—


DIOMEDES


Crowned with laurel—


CHLOE


While he is in the field with his men


Under the walls of Athens,


In danger of his life, fighting for us.


DIOMEDES


Hoity-toity! He is fighting for me,


I am drinking for him. An equal division of labour!


CHLOE


I’m not going to argue with you now.


DIOMEDES


Good! Splendid!


CHLOE


But if he could see you lying here,


A hopeless drunkard—


DIOMEDES


Drunkard? Hoity-toity!


CHLOE


Don’t you hoity-toity me!


DIOMEDES


Then let me sleep in peace.


CHLOE


Sappho will be here at any moment.


DIOMEDES


Sappho is my friend.


CHLOE


Well, we have orders to clear the house,


Friends and guests alike—everyone must go.


DIOMEDES


I am rather more than a guest


And rather less than a friend.


CHLOE


Well, whatever you are, you must go.


DIOMEDES


In my own time. In my own time.


[He is about to compose himself for sleep under CHLOE’S exasperated eyes when DORIS and JOY enter.]


JOY


What? Still here?


DIOMEDES


Ah! The Muses!


DORIS


At least he’s awake.


JOY


Come on, Diomedes, away with you.


DIOMEDES


In a moment. In a moment.


JOY


No! Now! Immediately! At once!


DIOMEDES


You don’t know what you ask. It’s useless.


I can’t stand up. I have been left too long


In this position. My back hurts.


JOY


Take his legs, Doris.


DIOMEDES


No! No! I am an old man.


Besides, they might come off.


DORIS


Come on, Chloe. It’s the only way.


JOY


Hopa!


DORIS


He weighs a ton.


DIOMEDES


A rape! A rape! A palpable rape!


[They hoist and carry him protesting across the courtyard and out back. At the same moment enter MINOS from a door left. He seats himself severely at a small table laid with food and claps his hands. The girls re-enter laughing. Seeing him, they cast significant glances at one another and continue to work in silence.]


[DORIS exit and returns with a pitcher of milk, which she hands to him. MINOS drinks it at a draught and hands it back to her without a word. Meanwhile another small table has been laid with food beside his. MINOS begins his breakfast.]


DORIS


Sir, the work of the house is finished.


CHLOE


May we go and bathe?


MINOS


Is your lady up?


CHLOE


Yes. She is awake, sir.


MINOS


Everything is in order?


CHLOE


Everything.


MINOS


Then you may go.


CHLOE


Thank you, sir.


MINOS


Stay within call on the beach.


CHLOE


Yes, sir.


DORIS


Thank you, sir.


JOY


Thank you, sir.


MINOS


Be off with you.


[Exeunt the three girls talking and laughing.]


[Enter SAPPHO from door right. She is expensively dressed and wears a golden wig. She looks haggard and sleepy. MINOS rises, but she takes no notice of him and advances to the sunlit courtyard where she stretches and yawns. MINOS sits and watches her.]


MINOS


And so last you are here, as always,


Towards the ending of your element, the summer,


Lovely, famous and discontented, Sappho. . . .


SAPPHO


Discontented. . . .


MINOS


Now as the year declines austerely on itself


Leading from autumn into winter,


Sappho, Sappho, you must climb out of bed


To patronize the morning with your beauty,


A creditor to work, to joy an ignoramus.


SAPPHO


Dear Minos, I am late again. I know it!


MINOS


Three epigrams and two enigmas. . . .


SAPPHO


And the m-marriage song for Alcaeus. I know it.


MINOS


The stylus must have broken in the middle,


Your writing was so bad. Some of it I doubted


Altogether. I made some notes for you to see.


Remember that you promised to be early?


SAPPHO


I remember. . . .


MINOS


The image of the swallow seemed too trite.


SAPPHO


Very well. If you s-say so.


[She goes indifferently to the table and starts to eat.]


MINOS


But from its triteness we might make


An image of more force. Why not let’s say


“The trite midsummer swallow.”


SAPPHO


The s-sparrow would be better.


There was a swallow in the eaves all spring.


I wonder if its house is still there.


[She crosses suddenly and looks up at the roof of the courtyard.]


No. It has t-tumbled down.


MINOS


O dear! And I had hoped to do some work.


It is so fine a day, the sea like glass.


Too fine a working-day for sophistries.


[SAPPHO turns towards him and sighs.]


SAPPHO


O . . . Minos! I am b-bored with it all to-day!


MINOS


And yesterday you were bored.


SAPPHO


And yesterday I was bored.


[She seats herself once more before the table.]


And the day before bored, so bored.


Besides, the swallow is a sacred bird.


We might give some offence.


O this town, this island and this people


Have become somehow so known, common, valueless.


I don’t know what it is. Argosies come in


With foreign news and practice for the port,


Yet all its popularity has brought us


Moneyed vulgarity only, and vulgarity a general,


And the general now has brought us to a war.


Will it never end this war?


MINOS


I am only a poor house-tutor, of course,


Only your guardian and protector here,


I don’t presume upon myself—


SAPPHO


I can tell what you are going to say.


When you swell up in your self-righteousness


It always starts like that.


MINOS


I have made my offering at the Temple


For the so long awaited victory, the certain


Inevitable victory and the safe return of


Pittakos, our great and noble general.


[SAPPHO sighs.]


SAPPHO


Where is Kreon? No. Do not tell me,


Let me guess. He woke up early


As he always does except on feast-days.


And is already at the counting-house.


MINOS


An active man in an age of active men.


SAPPHO


Does he think of anything but work I wonder?


Tell me, Minos, have we not l-lands enough,


Cattle enough, m-money enough and houses?


MINOS


You have become so bitter lately,


And so unjust to Kreon.


SAPPHO


Unjust? Well, then, I am unjust.


MINOS


You are his wife, you know, and if


He works so hard it is because of you.


SAPPHO


Well?


MINOS


You are such a mixture. You combine


The opposites of qualities like no one else I know,


Impulse and moderation, faith and treachery,


Virtue and expedience—


SAPPHO


Expedience! I am all expedience, Minos,


Expedience walking on two legs disguised as a woman.


MINOS


Are you?


SAPPHO


Yes, all these aspects dwell in me together.


They make possession stale. I am to Kreon


Something of the order of a head of cattle.


MINOS


O!


SAPPHO


Part of his properties and holdings.


O! he is a dear friend, a counsellor,


Almost like a father. I am his folly merely.


Yet what other kind of man—


MINOS


Would set you free to dream!


SAPPHO


Yes, s-set me free—


MINOS


In your own white house on Lovely Lesbos.


Who else would give you so generously


To a world which claims you through your work.


SAPPHO


Only Kreon!


MINOS


So certain and dependable.


SAPPHO


So sure in what he does not understand.


As you are, Minos. As all men are,


And will be—until the next great earthquake


Which gives you something to discuss a lifetime.


MINOS


The earthquake again! Now you are teasing me


How I could wish you’d seen it for yourself,


Dividing at a blow the life we knew


Everything invested in friendship, joy, and habit,


The village and the shepherds and our wives—


You would not joke about it as you do.


SAPPHO


Dear Minos, I am s-sorry.


MINOS


No, but you do not understand how deeply


Deeply we still inhabit this fond corner


Of the lives we did not live, your husband


Kreon, and your guardian Minos.


This is the bond, the only bond that joins us.


Why, we are almost like old lovers


Holding this common stock of joys long dead,


Of memories in friends long dust,


Of the temple and the wineshop where we played


In the dust together as young boys:


The Goddesses, the temples, and the ships,


It speaks to me now, the whole of it


In Kreon’s face, in his familiar and uncouth


Manners, like an edge to graze the heart upon,


Reminding me of what we lost and all we have.


SAPPHO


I understand, believe me, I do.


MINOS


For you the frame of life is constant, lady


Spring still replaces winter and retires


Into her frozen cisterns, and children grow


To bring the wooden swallow round next year.


But for the two of us, old men both of us,


And garrulous perhaps, all that lies deepest down,


Most personal, real, uncommon, is the city


Which lies below the bay, covered by water.


That city is our childhood. How can we replace it


Save in each other’s memory? That is the bond.


You should respect it.


SAPPHO


I will never tease you again about the earthquake.


MINOS


It is not important. I am getting old and touchy.


Crying before I’m hurt. Becoming simple-minded.


Yet where would you be, dear singer,


If I had not found you in the ruins there,


Homeless and nameless as all foundlings are?


SAPPHO


Not nameless, Minos.


MINOS


True, you knew your name it seems.


It was so strange to hear you keep repeating


“I am called S-Sappho, S-Sappho,


My mother is a l-lady” and crying all the time.


You were at once so touching and ridiculous


Who could endure not loving you?


SAPPHO


Who could she have been I wonder?


Have you ever thought? Of course you have.


MINOS


Often, with no result. You see,


We were away so many years Kreon and I,


And then the earthquake came when least expected,


Before the boat which carried me


Had dropped its anchor. Right before my eyes!


SAPPHO


And now it looks so peaceful in the waters


Of the great bay, the dream of a glass dream.


MINOS


That little city glittering in the water.


The divers graze the roofs. I often watch them


From the cliff-top where I sit.


And when the wind is north I can look down


Straight into the streets of Eresos, Old Eresos,


And seem to see the people walking there


When the weeds move and part and beckon.


SAPPHO


I wish I could remember it.


MINOS


I can. And all too clearly.


Sometimes I think my real life lies below,


Down there with it, fathoms below


This poor quotidian one we lead above,


With its delusions and its appetites.


Then I look up and see you walk


Into the sunny streets of Eresos, New Eresos,


Dressed in the scarlet chiton Kreon gave you,


The yellow basket moving at your hip,


And then I think—


SAPPHO


Sappho is no housewife. It will be


Fish for dinner again and common wine.


MINOS


No. The flesh-pots of the house of Kreon,


Where I eat far too much and wake too late.


Last night it was late when they left.


Diomedes stayed here, dead drunk as usual.


SAPPHO


Poor Diomedes, he has become so strange,


As if he were in 1-love with somebody.


MINOS


Then I must say I pity him, at his age,


Fat and disgusting as he is.


But the idea is preposterous to think of.


He is not a child any more, a boy, a youth—


SAPPHO


But love is, Minos. Idle and vicious too;


Don’t you forget it, or one day. . . .


MINOS


Come. Come. I’ll find myself in love, you think?


At my age? That would be hard indeed


On one who has not loved since before the earthquake.


SAPPHO


Egoist! You are in love with yourself.


Your romance is with your own mind.


MINOS


Perhaps I am. Perhaps all old men are.


SAPPHO


But I have made you s-sad. Tell me,


And change the subject, where are all my girls?


Bathing, I suppose, and gossiping?


MINOS


Yes.


SAPPHO


I should be too, this lovely autumn day.


MINOS


You should.


SAPPHO


O Minos, I feel so tired of everything:


Bathing and picking flowers, holding symposia,


Eating and sleeping only to w-wake up.


I dream too much these nights,


My sleep is flimsy as an eggshell is,


The daylight hurts me when it comes again


With new disrupting, unrefreshing flavours.


What can it be?


MINOS


You have been looking tired lately.


SAPPHO


The truth is I am getting old perhaps


And cannot bear it as I thought I would.


Do you like my wig? I thought not, from your face.


MINOS


Perhaps you have been worried over Pittakos.


SAPPHO


Perhaps I worry because I ought to worry


Over Pittakos, and cannot, Minos.


I have not felt the loss of him once


Since the army left. He is too . . .


S-Self-indulgent as a general and a m-man


To pine for absent friends (and he has many)


Or absent loves (and he has more than one.)


No. Something troubles me which is not him


But comes from that point where one begins


To take a drug because one cannot sleep


Or lovers you don’t want simply to hurt them


And enjoy vicarious p-pain: telling yourself


That surely even pain, suffered or seen,


Proves that the heart still feels,


Or if it does not feel, still recognizes.


MINOS


Patience, my dear! Your life has much in store.


SAPPHO


Yes, Minos, yes. No doubt of it.


But more of the same s-sort of thing.


When young I wanted to be loved: I am.


Wanted to be famous and left idle: well, I am.


Then to be rich: I am:


Then to be happy: Well, I am—or am I?


It is rather the failure in my wanting


That troubles conscience more


Than any certain lack in what I have.


And then these crowding resolutions:


I will be a good housewife: I will


Keep the accounts and honour my husband . . .


I will be punctual and dutiful and good . . .


A SLAVE crosses the stage back, holding two children by the hand, a boy and a girl.]


There go my lovely children! How fortunate


We are in them at least. How like


Ourselves when we are most ourselves


And emptied of the world and its shortcomings.


The children cross the sunny courtyard. SAPPHO waves to them and they answer her.]


[Exeunt GROOM and CHILDREN back left.]


And yet, and yet


They frighten me a little. How does one


Produce such perfect little copies, Minos,


Of one’s own dissatisfactions, tell me?


MINOS


Dissatisfactions?


SAPPHO


They do not love me as other children love.


I wonder why. I feel them always like
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