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Note on the text


There should be no blackouts. The action of the play should be continuous.


Note on the setting


An empty space with two areas: one for storytelling and one for listening.







Note on the cast


The original production called for a company of nine. The parts could happily be played by the same or more actors and distributed differently. It is essential that Shahrayar is listening, and not participating in the first few stories, and preferable that there is some resonance between the casting of ‘The Story of the Envious Sisters’ and the frame story. Suggested doubling for a company of nine could be:


Shahrayar / Ghoul / King (in ‘The Story of the Envious Sisters’)


Vizier / Captain / Doctor / Es-Sindibad / Haroun Al-Rashid / King’s Vizier


Slave / Ali Baba / Beggar / Sidi 2 / Baker / Perviz


Headsman / Baba Mustapha / Steward (in ‘The Story of the Little Beggar) / Abu Hassan / Steward (in ‘The Story of the Envious Sisters’)


Kasim / Ali Baba’s Son / Tailor / Watchman / Porter / Sidi 1 / Head Cook / Bahman


Shahrazad / Chief of Police / Sorceress / Youngest Sister / Talking Bird


Dinarzad / Kasim’s Wife / Tailor’s Wife / Hangman / Page / Customer 2 / Parizade


Ali’s Wife / Doctor’s Wife / King (in ‘The Story of the Little Beggar’) / Customer 1 / Second Sister


Queen / Marjanah / Merchant (in ‘The Story of the Little Beggar’) / Amina / Eldest Sister







Prologue






SHAHRAZAD. Long long ago, in a faraway land, there lived a clever young girl called Shahrazad.


DINARZAD. She lived with her little sister who was called Dinarzad...


VIZIER. and her father, who was the Vizier, the Chief Adviser to the King.


The Vizier loved both his daughters very much.


A family grouping.


DINARZAD. Dinarzad was as kind, loyal and true as any girl her age...


SHAHRAZAD. but Shahrazad was courageous, shrewd and bright, well beyond her years.


And there was nothing she liked better than to read stories.


DINARZAD. Stories of enchanted caves...


SHAHRAZAD. flesh-eating ghouls...


DINARZAD. talking birds...


SHAHRAZAD. flying men.


DINARZAD. And night after night, Shahrazad would keep her little sister awake by filling her head with these stories.


DINARZAD lies in bed with the covers pulled high.


SHAHRAZAD sits at the end of the bed. She is in the middle of telling a terrifying story.


SHAHRAZAD. When suddenly the huge bird dropped him in a valley of slimy tree-sized snakes.


DINARZAD screams.


VIZIER (entering). It’s getting very late, children, you must get some sleep.


DINARZAD. Please, Father, please let Shahrazad finish.


SHAHRAZAD. We’re near the end now.


VIZIER. Very well. The end of the story. Then bed.


SHAHRAZAD. However many times she told these stories, she never forgot a word, for Shahrazad was gifted with a perfect memory.


SHAHRAYAR. Now, the King of this country was called Shahrayar.


QUEEN. He lived with a beautiful wife that he loved as he loved his own eyes.


Another family grouping. They dance together, romantically.


SHAHRAYAR. Shahrayar was a great leader, courageous, big-hearted and strong. By his enemies he was feared, but by his people he was loved.


JESTER. And the halls of the Palace would sing with his laughter.


We see SHAHRAYAR with his JESTER. The JESTER tumbles for SHAHRAYAR. SHAHRAYAR laughs. The JESTER tumbles off.


SHAHRAYAR. One day, Shahrayar was at the Palace window overlooking the garden, when a secret door opened.


SHAHRAYAR watches as his wife, the QUEEN, comes out. She looks around.


QUEEN. Masud, Masud!


A SLAVE jumps from a tree and rushes to her. They dance very sensually together. They exit.


SHAHRAYAR. I trusted my wife as I trusted the ground beneath my feet. Curse life, curse the world and curse all women!


VIZIER. Now, the King is strengthened by his Vizier as the body is by the back.


SHAHRAYAR. Shahrayar went to the Vizier and said to him:


Take that wife of mine and put her to death.


VIZIER. The Vizier did this, for, if he disobeyed the King’s will, he would be killed himself.


SHAHRAYAR. The gates of the King’s heart were locked like a prison...


VIZIER. and the halls of the Palace were as silent as a tomb.


SHAHRAYAR. The King gave his word that, from now on, he would marry for just one night...


A stilted wedding dance.


and at sunrise the next morning...


VIZIER. he would order the Vizier to have the Headsman cut off his wife’s head.


SHAHRAYAR. He continued to do this for a thousand nights...


SHAHRAYAR pulls the petals off a red rose one by one.


WOMEN. till a thousand young girls perished.


SHAHRAYAR. And every morning he would say to himself:


There is not a single good woman anywhere on the face of the earth.


SHAHRAZAD. By now, Shahrazad had grown up into a wise, refined and beautiful young woman.


DINARZAD. Dinarzad had grown up too!


VIZIER. One day, the Vizier returned home from the Palace with his head weighed down with worry.


The VIZIER comes in as if from work. He kisses his daughters. They remove his scarf and hat.


SHAHRAZAD. Why are you looking so lost, Father?


VIZIER. I’m just a little tired, that’s all.


SHAHRAZAD. I hate to see you carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders.


VIZIER. I have devoted my life in service to the King and God.


SHAHRAZAD. But the King is not in service to God when he kills innocent young women.


VIZIER. The King is always in service to God. For God has chosen him to be King.


SHAHRAZAD. Even when he breaks God’s law?


VIZIER. The law is whatever the King wills it to be.


SHAHRAZAD. Then the sun shall set on our city for ever.


Pause.


Father, I have a favour to ask and I hope that you will grant me it.


VIZIER. I will not refuse. If it is just and reasonable.


SHAHRAZAD. I have a plan to save the daughters of the city.


VIZIER. Your aim, daughter, is admirable. But King Shahrayar’s sickness is beyond the help of any man. How could you hope to cure it?


SHAHRAZAD. I want you to marry me to the King.


Silence.


I want you to marry me to him today.


VIZIER. Is this your idea of a joke?


SHAHRAZAD. No.


VIZIER. You’ve been reading too many stories, my child.


SHAHRAZAD. Trust me, Father. Let me heal the King.


VIZIER. Silence. Or you shall go to your room. Dinarzad, tell your sister.


DINARZAD. I think she means it, Father.


SHAHRAZAD. Father, if I succeed I could save the lives of thousands.


If I die, I die an honourable death. Marry me to the King. Tonight.


VIZIER. And tomorrow?


SHAHRAZAD. I will face that when it comes.


VIZIER. The Headsman’s blade is sharp. The ground of the Palace courtyard is stained red with blood. The sky above the Palace is spotted black with vultures.


SHAHRAZAD. There are some things more important than life, Father.


VIZIER. There is nothing more important than my daughter’s life.


SHAHRAZAD. What about all those other daughters’ lives, aren’t they important too?


VIZIER. How dare you say that to me? I’ve thought about nothing else for months.


DINARZAD. On Friday, we were on our way to the mosque for noon prayers. By the Palace gates, we saw a mother pleading with the guards. She was clasping their ankles and kissing their feet, but they wouldn’t listen. You should have heard her cries. It was awful.


VIZIER. I don’t want you going out. You must pray at home from now on.


DINARZAD. And the marketplace was hissing with whispers. I saw one man. Red with rage, he was. ‘Blood must flow for the life of my daughter,’ he was saying. ‘Death to the King.’


VIZIER. God spare us.


He gets up to go. She kneels at his feet.


SHAHRAZAD. I’m begging you, Father, and I will never stop begging until you do as I ask. As sure as moon follows sun and sun follows moon, I will beg and beg until you marry me to the King.


VIZIER. I will never marry you to the King.


SHAHRAZAD. Very well, you leave me no choice. If you don’t marry me to the King tonight, I shall go to him myself.


VIZIER. Silence!


SHAHRAZAD. And I will tell the King that I asked you to marry me to him and you refused. That you begrudged him your daughter and disobeyed his will.


VIZIER. Who are you? Are you my daughter?


SHAHRAZAD. Yes. The daughter you instructed to serve God the merciful, in all her thoughts and deeds. The daughter you encouraged to put others before herself.


VIZIER. The daughter who I taught to respect and obey her father.


He goes to leave.


SHAHRAZAD. Stop, Father. Look at me.


He does.


I will go to the King, but you will never have to take me to the Headsman. I promise. I swear in the name of God Himself.


VIZIER. They all think they’ll be saved. You’re not the first.


SHAHRAZAD. Have I ever lied to you? Have I ever broken my word? Or made a promise I couldn’t keep? Have I ever been unrealistic or overreached myself?


Pause.


Father, have I?


Pause.


Well, have I?


VIZIER. You are a child.


SHAHRAZAD. I am your daughter and I will honour you until the seas dry up. I will love you till the stars fall out of the sky, till the world itself dries up and turns to dust, but I have my own destiny that has been shaped by God and I have to be allowed to follow it. According to God’s plan. To God’s law. And there is no law higher than that. Not that of a king. Not even that of a father.


VIZIER. The Vizier went to King Shahrayar.


SHAHRAYAR. Vizier, do you love your daughter?


VIZIER. I love her as the thirsty traveller loves the oasis. As the fish loves the sea and the owl loves the night. She and her sister are the very air I breathe.


SHAHRAYAR. And yet you are prepared to marry her to her death?


Pause.


You realise that I cannot make any exceptions. For I have given my word. And a king’s word is as precious as water.


VIZIER. My King and Lord, I have explained this to her, but she insists on being with you tonight.


SHAHRAYAR. With all respect, Vizier, she must be either a shrew or a halfwit.


VIZIER. She’s neither, My Lord. Just very determined.


SHAHRAYAR. And what about you, Vizier? Do you really have the courage, the heartlessness to give her to the Headsman tomorrow?


VIZIER. There are some things more important than human life, Your Majesty.


SHAHRAYAR. Such as?


VIZIER. Loyalty, honour, service.


SHAHRAYAR. Go to her, prepare her and bring her to me at nightfall.


VIZIER. I am and I will always be your humble servant, My Lord.


SHAHRAYAR. Very good, Vizier.


VIZIER. The Vizier returned home and told his daughter the King’s will.


SHAHRAZAD. Shahrazad went to her younger sister.


Now, Dinarzad, listen closely to what I have to say. When I go to the King, I will send for you to stay with me in the bridal chamber. When you come, remember to wake me an hour before daybreak and ask me to tell you a story.


DINARZAD. Sister, I will do all I can to help you.


VIZIER. At nightfall, the Vizier led Shahrazad to the Palace of great King Shahrayar.


The VIZIER kisses SHAHRAZAD.


May Heaven not deprive me of you.


The VIZIER presents SHAHRAZAD to SHAHRAYAR.


SHAHRAZAD kisses the ground beneath SHAHRAYAR. The VIZIER goes.


A short, strained, ritual wedding dance.


SHAHRAYAR. Uncover your face.


SHAHRAZAD removes her veil.


You are very beautiful.


SHAHRAZAD starts crying.


Why are you crying?


SHAHRAZAD. I have a sister. I would like her to stay with me here tonight, so that I might say goodbye and enjoy her company one last time.


SHAHRAYAR. Shahrayar agreed and Dinarzad was sent for...


DINARZAD. who came with all possible speed.


SHAHRAYAR. The King and Queen got into a bed raised very high...


DINARZAD. and Dinarzad lay down on some cushions on the floor underneath.


An hour before daybreak, Dinarzad did as her sister asked.


DINARZAD clears her throat.


Sister, if you are not too sleepy, tell me one of your strange and wonderful stories to wile away the night. For I don’t know what will happen to you tomorrow.


SHAHRAZAD. May I have permission to tell a story, My Lord?


SHAHRAYAR. You may.


SHAHRAZAD. Very well.


Listen...
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