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Introduction





This collection is inspired by Carol Ann Duffy’s retelling of The Pied Piper of Hamelin. She wanted to write a version for the stage and relate it to other tales involving rats, tales that unpick our relationship to rats, to the dark, grimy, fidgety place they occupy in our imaginations. Perhaps through dwelling in this place, we’d be less repelled. As the two of us considered the stories, another more pressing theme began to emerge, especially when we thought about including in the mix some original fairy tales by Carol Ann. The theme linking the stories is stolen childhood – as much about growing old, or the transition from childhood to adulthood, or the fateful decisions adults make on behalf of their children, as about children mysteriously disappearing.


Some of the stories in the Rats’ Tales collection have sister texts, versions adapted for the stage that maintain their core form and remain faithful to the original narrative voice. Description becomes stage direction, leaving the bare events to spring from Carol Ann’s unique word-smithery. I write this a few days before we begin rehearsals and I imagine the text will undergo some revision but, above all, my wish is that in performance the intimate relationship between teller and listener remains intact in order to simply and directly communicate these remarkable tales. Some of the stories in this collection remain in prose alone. Though they formed a significant part of our early musing we had to decide on the right mix for the stage.


The Pied Piper of Hamelin, our lead story, derives from an historical account of the disappearance of the children of Hamelin in the thirteenth century. Why they disappeared remains a mystery. Some theorists suggest an accident such as a landslide or an outbreak of the plague, the piper representing a medieval figure of death. Communal dancing mania wasn’t uncommon in Europe after attacks of the plague, which might account for the children’s ecstatic dancing. Other theorists suggest the children, led by a pipe-playing recruiter, emigrated to found their own villages during a period of Eastern European colonisation. A manuscript (c. 1440–1450) originally written in Latin verse gives an account of the event:






In the year of 1284, on the day of Saints John and Paul on the 26th of June,


130 children born in Hamelin were seduced


By a piper, dressed in all kinds of colours,


And lost at the place of execution near the koppen [hills].








As a true-ish story with an irredeemably bleak ending it breaks the mould of fairy tales. For the stage production, which we hope will strike deeply into the hearts of all ages, this presented myself and Anna Fleischle (the designer for Rats’ Tales) with the challenge of providing an experience that wouldn’t deter our younger spectators. We begin by assuming that every member of the audience regardless of age is as sophisticated as the next but assimilating the blunt consequences of not paying the piper might be an unwelcome challenge for an eight-year-old. The answer came after a visit to the Royal Exchange Theatre, Manchester, who commissioned the project. It’s the building itself, vast and Victorian, originally constructed for the exchange of cotton and textiles but now housing a 1970s pod construction, that inspired us. It feels as if a sci-fi circus has come to town and when you see work per formed there, the pod-within-a-hall atmosphere never quite disappears.


Far from this being a problem, we decided to em brace its peculiarity and artifice. We pictured paths within the pod spilling into the hall and beyond into the street; security cameras capturing action in the hall and relaying to screens within the pod. We imagined the usually anonymous quick-changing areas becoming dressing rooms, inviting roaming audience members to peer behind the scenes before the show; and rats (played by local children) inhabiting the hall as the audience arrive and enticing them into their seats with a chant.


The idea of a troupe coming to town took hold. It’s as if some players from Hamelin (leaning on the story’s medieval origins) have decided to travel the world and tell their story (perhaps they are the once lost children, now grown).


At the end of the story the townsfolk are left to grapple with grief and remorse. This beleaguered community begin to play out their memories and experience through the sharing of more tales, in turns mysterious, haunting, lyrical and raucous. The unfolding dramas have an unexpected effect: the community are touched by the stories, relishing the simple voice that seeks to communicate their love and their loss. Quietly and gradually they find themselves transformed from griefstricken to embracing joy once more. Eventually the children return. Perhaps they are part of the rat’s dream that inhabits the final story. Perhaps their return represents the parents’ reconciliation with loss. Perhaps the children were only playing and were enticed back by magical storytelling.
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Rats’ Tales was first performed in this dramatisation at the Royal Exchange Theatre, Manchester, on 29 November 2012. The cast was as follows:




Woodcutter Hiran Abeysekera


Teacher Meline Danielewicz


Seamstress Katherine Manners


Pied Piper Michael Mears


Politician Dan Milne


Priest Jack Tarlton


Poet Emily Wachter


Cook Kelly Williams





Musicians Tom Thorp, Rosemary Toll




Director Melly Still


Designer Anna Fleischle


Lighting Designer Paul Anderson


Composer and Sound Designer Dave Price


Video Design Soup Collective


Associate Director Andrew Barry


Assistant Director Holly Race Roughan


Costume Supervisor Ilona Karas
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The Pied Piper of Hamelin







Priest A long time ago in the town of Hamelin, which is still there, there was an invasion of rats the like of which it is impossible for us to imagine, but we will try.


Seamstress These rats were dirty great black things which ran as they pleased in broad daylight through the streets and swarmed all over the houses so that folk couldn’t put their hand or foot down without touching something furry.


Priest When dressing in the morning they found rats in their underpants and petticoats, in their hats, boots, the teacher’s briefcase.


Teacher One poor citizen had found two rats playing in her brassiere.


Priest When anyone wanted a bite to eat, the rats had been there first!


Cook The Cook, for example, was always going into her larder and finding that the rats had eaten the cheese or sucked the eggs or nibbled the bread or gnawed the rind off the best bacon. The Cook had a good moan about it to the Priest …


Priest … who agreed with her, because he had found rats in the pockets of his cassock, and had had his King James Bible chewed from Genesis to Revelations.


Woodcutter In fact, there was nowt left of his Holy Candle but the wick! 


Priest The Priest had a right old bitch about it with the Poet, who agreed with him …


Poet … because she couldn’t write poetry any more on account of the noise. As soon as it got dark, the rats set to work, nibbling away from cellar to garret.


Everywhere, in the ceilings, in the floors, in the cupboards, at the doors, there was a scamper and a rummage, and such a furious noise of gimlets, pincers and saws, that the Poet was a nervous wreck!


Seamstress So the townsfolk agreed to march to the Town Hall and find the Politician to demand that something was done about the bloody rats.


Politician (calming the townsfolk) We are all in this together. I will launch an Official Inquiry.


Uproar. Everyone plonks themselves down on their bottoms and refuses to budge until the Politician comes up with a better idea.


Seamstress Well, they sat there from noon till dusk …


Politician … while the Politican consulted his Moral Compass … and looked at his Legacy … and mentioned his Mandate …


Priest … when there arrived in the town a man with an unusual face who played a pipe.


He is an odd, gawky person, very weatherbeaten.


Piper (singing)


If you live, you’ll see


This is me –


I was born to be


The Rat-catcher!


The Politician approaches warily, the Townsfolk retreat. 


If you make it worth my while, I will get rid of all your rats, right down to the last one.


Seamstress He’s not from round here!


Woodcutter He might trick us!


Cook We can’t trust him!


Uproar. The Politician tries to calm the voters.


Politician But the Politician knew a potential vote-winner when he saw one! He was determined that it was high time everyone went home and stopped blaming him for the rats.


(Turning to the Piper.) I give you my word of honour, Piper, that you will be properly rewarded, should you succeed in ridding our town of rats. How much do you charge?


Piper By midnight tonight, I shall remove every rat from this place, if you promise to pay me one gold sovereign for each rat.


Townsfolk One gold sovereign for each rat! But that will come to millions of pounds!


Politician Despite the grumbling of the people, the Politician was not for turning.


He shakes hands with the Piper and gives him a beaming smile.


I guarantee to pay you one gold sovereign for every rat with the taxpayers’ own money.


Piper I will start this evening when the moon rises. Leave the streets empty, but look out of your windows, it will be an interesting event.


Priest And so, at about nine o’clock that night, the Pied Piper reappeared by the Town Hall, back to the Church, and as the moon rose, he began to play on his pipe. 


At first the music is slow and dreamy, gentle as a caress; but then it grows more and more lively as though it is saying ‘Come and dance!’


Poet From the depths of the cellars and sewers …


Teacher … from the tops of the attics and garrets …


Cook … from out of the larders …


Seamstress … cupboards …


Woodcutter … wardrobes, handbags and wellingtons …


Politician … from under the beds and tables …


Poet … from every corner of every house …


Seamstress … or shop …


Cook … out came the rats!


The rats are squeezed together, a filthy flood in full flow.


Priest When the square was completely crammed, the Piper turned away and began to walk towards the river at the foot of the town.


The Piper plays wonderfully, magically. The rats follow eagerly until the Piper stops playing and points to the middle of the river where the water is flowing, swirling, foaming and whirling dangerously.


Hop hop! Hop hop!


Priest And straight away, without pausing for a moment, the rats began to jump in …


Poet … head first …


Cook … one after another …


Poet … and disappeared. 


Priest It was almost midnight when, at the very end of the line, came a big old rat, silver with age. It was the boss of the plague.


Piper Are they all in, my old friend?


Old Rat They are all in, brother.


Piper And how many were there?


Old Rat Nine hundred and ninety thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine.


Piper Including you?


Old Rat Including me.


Piper Then go and join them, old friend, till we meet again.


Poet Then the silver rat jumped into the river and disappeared.


Priest The Piper had kept his end of the bargain and went off to his bed at the inn.


Woodcutter And for the first time in a long, long while, the woodcutter and all the citizens of Hamelin slept peacefully through the night.


Poet And the Poet was able to start at last on a new poem.


Priest The next morning, just after nine o’clock …


Cook … the well-rested and breakfasted citizens gathered outside the Town Hall …


Seamstress … to cheer and applaud the Politician.


Piper All your rats went for a swim in the river last night and I guarantee not one will return. There were nine hundred and ninety thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine, at one gold sovereign a head. It is time to count out my wages.


Politician (smiling) Just a moment, stranger, one sovereign a head means one head a sovereign. Where are the heads?


The Taxpayers roar with laughter, the Piper shakes with rage and his eyes burn red.


Piper (hissing) The heads? If you want the heads, then go and find them in the river!


Politician (booming confidently) Oh, I see! You are refusing to keep to the terms of our arrangement. One sovereign per head. Where are the heads?


Townsfolk (finding courage in the crowd) Where are the heads? Where are the heads? Show us the heads!


Politician (in charge once more) Order! Order!


(Turning to the Piper.) We could refuse even to pay you a penny. But we are a Big Society and you have been of use to us. Why not accept a token ten sovereigns for your trouble, before you leave?


Piper (poisonously) Keep your token ten sovereigns. If you do not pay me, I will be paid by your children.


Politician The Rat-catcher has been caught in his own trap!


The Taxpayers give high-fives and slap each other on the back laughing. The Politician enjoys his popularity.


Pass our debt on to our children!


The parents laugh uncontrollably.


Priest The next day was a Sunday and they all went happily to the Church, looking forward to a Sunday lunch after Mass that hadn’t been sampled by rats. 


Seamstress But when everyone returned home …


Pause.


Cook … their children had gone.


Townsfolk (distraught) Our children! Where are our children?


Priest Then, limping from the east side of the town, came a little lame boy who was sobbing loudly and this is what he told: while all the adults were at Church, a wonderful music had started.


All the boys and girls who had been left safely at home run outside, following the magical sound to the square by the Town Hall. They find the Pied Piper there, playing his music just as he had on the night he caught all the rats.


Seamstress Then the Piper had walked quickly towards the east gate of the town as far as the foot of the mountain outside Hamelin.


The children follow, running, singing, clapping, dancing to the music.


Priest But when they got near, the mountain had opened and the Piper had gone in, still playing his music …


Woodcutter … and all the children had danced after him …


Cook … after which the mountain had closed again.


Lame Boy I was the only child left because I could not keep up with the others.


Teacher When they heard this story …


Woodcutter … they ran to the mountain.


Cook And banged at the rock till darkness … 


Poet … searching for the opening.


Politician The Politician, who had lost three little boys and two little girls, clawed at the stone with his bare hands …


Seamstress … but it was all useless.


Pause.


Priest When night fell, the citizens had to return to Hamelin without their children, and only the cold face of the moon was witness to the dreadful sights and sounds of their grief.
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