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Characters


CHARLES HOWELL, thirty


MR TEBBS, late twenties


WILLIAM HOLMAN HUNT, twenty-five


LIZZIE SIDDAL, twenty-two


DANTE GABRIEL ROSSETTI, twenty-five


JOHN EVERETT MILLAIS, twenty-two


JOHN RUSKIN, thirty-three


ANNIE MILLER, early twenties


GREENGROCER, late twenties


GREENGROCER’S MOTHER, mid-forties


MR MITCHELL, forty-five


Note on Text


A forward slash (/) indicates an overlap in dialogue or, when it comes at the end of a line, an abrupt following-on of speech.




ACT ONE


Scene One


October, 1869. Highgate Cemetery. Night. A mile away, a church bell strikes the quarter hour.


CHARLES HOWELL appears out of the night, carrying a lantern. Another man with a lantern approaches. It is MR TEBBS.


HOWELL. Are you Mr Tebbs?


TEBBS. I am.


HOWELL. Charles Howell. How do you do.


TEBBS. How do you do.


HOWELL. You’re very young for a solicitor.


TEBBS. Yes. That’s because I’m very good. Are you the man who’s going to put his hands in the coffin?


HOWELL. I am.


TEBBS. Where are the gravediggers?


HOWELL. They went up ahead. The sexton went up with them.


TEBBS. They can’t dig before midnight.


HOWELL. They’re building a bonfire. For heat and light. Shall we join them?


They start to go.


TEBBS….What was she like? Do you know?


HOWELL. What was who like?


TEBBS. The woman. The woman we’re going to dig up.


HOWELL. Does it matter what she was like?


Scene Two


Lights up on HUNT’s seedy studio. Morning.


WILLIAM HOLMAN HUNT – age twenty-five – paints LIZZIE SIDDAL – age twenty-two. He speaks as he applies oil paint to a canvas of A Converted British Family Sheltering a Christian Missionary.


She stands motionless, her left arm cradling a wooden bowl, her right hand poised above the bowl in the act of scooping water from it. Draped across her shoulders is a green shawl.


HUNT. Brilliant! The Academy will be compelled to accept this because it’s brilliant! They’ll hang it high up, hoping no one will notice, but I’m using colour of such intensity, the old farts will look up unawares and die of shock. ‘Aaaah! It’s too bright! Where are the shadows? Where’s the brown slosh? He’s not painting with dark-brown slosh! Aargh!’ Last to die will be Sir Tufton Bufton, wandering in from luncheon. ‘By Gad! – she’s – got – red – hairrrggh!’ They hate anything different – I love anything different. How does it feel to be different, Lizzie?


LIZZIE opens her mouth.


No, no, don’t speak. You know the restriction – models can’t talk in here. I must have no opinion in my head but my own. An artist’s studio cannot be a democracy. Don’t be offended. I am perfecting a new way of living. I call it ‘Sincerity’. I shall paint the truth and speak the truth. I expect to be hated.


ROSSETTI (off). Maniac!


HUNT. Not now!


ROSSETTI (off). Are you there?


HUNT. I’m working!


ROSSETTI – age twenty-five – appears in the doorway. From where he’s standing, he can’t see LIZZIE.


ROSSETTI. Are you really working? Or are you gawping at pictures of female buttocks?


HUNT…. Gabriel, may I present Miss Elizabeth Siddal. Miss Siddal, Mr Rossetti.


ROSSETTI steps forward and sees her. A beat.


ROSSETTI (to LIZZIE). How do you do… (To HUNT.) I thought today was foliage.


HUNT. Friday is foliage. Today is ministering maiden.


ROSSETTI (to LIZZIE). Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Or at least a version of him – the embarrassed version. There are other more agreeable versions.


LIZZIE opens her mouth to reply.


HUNT. Miss Siddal cannot talk.


ROSSETTI. Really? I’m so sorry.


HUNT. No, I mean, she cannot talk because I am paying her sixpence an hour not to talk, or move. She is working. I am working.


ROSSETTI. Yes, but not while I’m here, surely.


HUNT. You don’t intend to stay if I’m working?


ROSSETTI. Miss Siddal, what would you think of a man who refuses to converse with his friend merely because of a painting? Can a painting be more important than a person? I think human beings have first claim on our affections, surely.


HUNT. If you’ve come in search of tin, I don’t have any.


ROSSETTI. What makes you think I’m in search of tin?


HUNT. You’re always in search of tin.


ROSSETTI. Supposing I were. What’s a loan between friends?


HUNT. Debt.


ROSSETTI. You mustn’t mind Mr Hunt’s temper, Miss Siddal. I am a painter, too. I understand the frustrations painters are prone to.


HUNT. Then why do you stay?


ROSSETTI (to LIZZIE). Though I am not only a painter. I am also a poet.


HUNT. Then go and write something.


ROSSETTI. I have. I have been writing. I’m exhausted.


HUNT. What? What have you written in the last three months?


It’s a challenge – to a man who hasn’t written anything recently. ROSSETTI hesitates.


ROSSETTI.


‘She fell asleep on Christmas Eve.


At length the long un-granted / shade’


HUNT. That’s not a new one, is it?


ROSSETTI. Not strictly new, no.


HUNT. In the last three months.


ROSSETTI. Very well…


‘Our Lombard country-girls along the coast


Wear daggers in their garters: for / they know’


HUNT. I heard that last year. It’s not new. Nothing recent then?


ROSSETTI….


‘Break, break, break,


On thy cold gray stones, O Sea!


And I would that my tongue could utter


The thoughts that arise in me.


O, well for the fisherman’s boy,


That he shouts with his sister at play!


O, well for / the sailor lad.’


LIZZIE (moving forwards). But that’s not yours!


Both men are surprised.


(To HUNT.) …I’m sorry, Mr Hunt. Please take a penny from my wages.


(To ROSSETTI.) Tennyson wrote that poem.


ROSSETTI. He did.


LIZZIE. Then why call it yours?


ROSSETTI. I shouldn’t have. It was wrong. Perhaps because my own poetry lately is so feeble, I wouldn’t dream of airing it on first acquaintance with a lady.


LIZZIE (disarmed)….Oh.


HUNT groans.


ROSSETTI. But you like Tennyson?


LIZZIE. Yes. Yes, I do. I think him the finest poet we have had since Keats.


ROSSETTI. You like Keats?


LIZZIE. I revere Keats.


ROSSETTI. Keats is fine, isn’t he.


LIZZIE. He is beyond / fine.


ROSSETTI. ‘A thing of beauty is a joy for ever:’


LIZZIE. ‘Its loveliness increases.’


ROSSETTI. ‘It will never pass into / nothingness.’


HUNT. Oh, for Christ’s sake! (To ROSSETTI.) Now do you see why I pay people not to talk? Suddenly the room is full of opinions! I don’t want opinions – hers, or yours! I come here to work! This is my studio, my painting, mine, mine, mine!


LIZZIE. I’m sorry, Mr Hunt.


ROSSETTI. Never apologise for championing a poet, Miss / Siddal.


HUNT. She was apologising for interrupting a painter!


ROSSETTI. Are you a poet, too, Miss Siddal?


LIZZIE opens her mouth to reply.


HUNT. She’s a seamstress.


ROSSETTI (to LIZZIE). Have you never tried to write poems?


HUNT. No, she sews. And sometimes picks up money modelling, but only when she stands still and keeps quiet.


ROSSETTI (to LIZZIE). I haven’t seen you before.


HUNT. Gabriel, Gabriel. If you wish to hold a conversation with Miss Siddal, may I suggest later you take an omnibus down the Old Kent Road?


ROSSETTI (to LIZZIE). Is that where you live?


HUNT. Why do you keep asking her questions? I’m talking to you. (To LIZZIE.) Don’t answer his questions. (To ROSSETTI.) What do you want to know? She lives with her parents south of the river Dad’s got a shop sells knives and forks thinks he’s gentry doesn’t know his daughter models when she isn’t sewing in a hat shop ribbons mostly on bonnets pleasant girl red hair very useful reads a lot but otherwise unremarkable yours for sixpence an hour do you have sixpence of course you don’t I do. ‘That is all ye know and all ye need to know’ – Keats.


ROSSETTI….I wonder you are not employed at the docks squeezing large cargo into small holds. You cannot compress a life into a minute’s breath. It is dismissive. One might even be tempted to call it rude.


LIZZIE. Mr Rossetti. You are kind to leap to my defence where none is needed. Mr Hunt is trying to compress time, not me. It is his money that’s at stake – his canvas that needs attention. Any roughness in his manner will be amply compensated by the brilliance of the painting he will bring into the world.


ROSSETTI….My God, but that is beautifully spoken. Where did you learn to speak like that?


HUNT (warning him). Gabriel.


ROSSETTI. Is it not nobly said?


HUNT. She reads books.


ROSSETTI. She took your part.


HUNT. I’m paying her.


ROSSETTI. I’m not surprised. I’d pay her, too, to speak so well of me.


HUNT (exploding). What is the reason you are here? What? I have a work of art that will not wait. It must be done in time. I can’t come out to play. What do you want from me?


ROSSETTI (like a pathetic little boy). Company.


HUNT groans.


HUNT. There are six weeks left. Don’t you have your own painting?


ROSSETTI. I have nothing. And even if I had something, the ‘Greybeards’ would only criticise me, and I hate criticism. I like praise.


HUNT. Then stay home and show your work to your mum. No wonder you live there. ‘Look, Mama, here’s what I did.’ ‘Oh it’s lovely, Gabriel.’ ‘And here’s what else I did.’ ‘Oh it’s lovely, too, Gabriel.’


ROSSETTI. In point of fact I do have one idea I have long considered.


HUNT. Which one?


ROSSETTI. Beatrice Portinari.


HUNT. Then paint the woman. What’s stopping you?


ROSSETTI. I could never find a face to fit. (To LIZZIE.) Beatrice Portinari was the love of the great poet, Dante Alighieri. Do you know the story?
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