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Characters







Helen


the stolen Queen of Sparta


Teucer


a wandering Greek soldier


Chorus


of Greek women


Menelaus


King of Sparta, abandoned husband to Helen


Gatekeeper


a woman in the service of Theoclymenes


Servant


an old sailor with Menelaus


Theonoe


Princess of Egypt, a prophetess


Theoclymenes


King of Egypt


Messenger


a man in the service of Theoclymenes


Castor


brother to Helen, now a god


Pollux


twin to Castor, now a god 


























HELEN 












 


Setting


A graveyard in Egypt before the gates of King


Theoclymenes’ royal palace


 


Time


Seventeen years after the Trojan War started, when Helen


was stolen from Sparta by Paris, Prince of Troy, and taken


from her husband, Menelaus – apparently








 








Helen


My name is Helen – Helen of Egypt.


The river Nile is my neighbour here.


The King of this country – he’s called Theoclymenes.


It’s said he’s devout – he adores the gods.


His sister, everyone’s dote since she was a baby,


She’s called Theonoe because she thinks like a god,


Knowing what is past or passing or to come.







I myself hail from heavenly Sparta.


I have one father, he’s called Tyndareus –


However, there’s another story told.


Zeus did it with my darling mother,


He was in the shape of a swan that night.


It was myself who sprang from their loins,


Me, Helen, and mine has not been a happy lot.


I’ve been the victim of woman’s vanity.


Three powerful ladies ventured to Mount Ida –


I’ll name them, Hera, Athena, Aphrodite,


None of them happy to come second in a beauty contest.


Clever Aphrodite, she knew what was what.


She promised me as prize to Paris,


Prince of Troy, judge of who was loveliest.


My beauty would be his – beauty, bane of my life,


I begrudge to no one, man, woman or child.


Paris came to Sparta to steal me from my marriage.


Hera had other plans – she was a woman scorned.


She was not so keen on this alliance.


Fair to say she’d blow it out of the water.










The goddess gathered elements of air –


She made a likeness of me, living, breathing,


She gave this ghost of myself to Paris,


Paris, son of Priam, King of strong Troy.


The same boy thinks he had me – he hasn’t.


I’m afraid there is no Helen of Troy.







Zeus is not one ever to be outdone.


He’d even more fish to fry for our kind.


He spread war between Greek and poor Trojan.


A mad throng of men overran Mother Earth.


What’s wrong? Does she want rid of us all?


Greece is all agog – who’s her big hero?


The big row brewing between us and them,


And yours truly, the most splendid of spoils,


Helen, the woman from God knows where,


Not me, not in Troy, never set foot in it.







For this I have to thank Hermes for hiding me.


I glided in a cloud through the echelons of air.


I like to think Zeus was looking out for us.


That’s why I landed on Egyptian earth,


Saving my bed for Menelaus, my husband.


My darling boy, he’s called up all our men,


They’ll travel to the towers of Ilium,


And to what end? All to bring me home.


How many have drowned in the drains of Troy –


How many have died because of me?


I have endured insult and injury –


I am called whore – worst word in their stomachs.


I am death to Greeks fighting this great war.







How did I go on? Hermes told me how,


That divine messenger, he gave me hope.


I will live again in the land of Sparta,


My husband will know I didn’t go to Troy,


But I’ve to keep one side of the bargain.










I must not cavort in another man’s bed.


That’s the deal, and here’s the rub, I’m not safe.


The King of Egypt has taken a shine to me.


More than a shine – he wants to marry me.


He’s like an animal wanting to be fed.


A decent man, his father protected me.


That’s why I perch on his holy grave.


These people worship the dead more than life itself.


Stuck here, his son won’t lay a finger on me.


Ravage me and he’ll feel his father’s wrath.


And I owe my husband the honour due to him.


I will lie down with no fancy man.


Let Greeks hurl what names they like against me.


I’ll bring no shame upon my body here.







Teucer enters.







Teucer


What sight is this – the woman I hate most?


Is she who destroyed me and all the Greeks?


Your murderous face – spit image of Helen –


May you be hated for being like her.


I would take great pleasure in removing you,


But I’m on foreign soil, rotten daughter of Zeus.







Helen


Why turn from me?


Why blame me for that woman’s misfortunes?







Teucer


My anger – I’ve made a mistake.


All Greece hates Helen.


Forgive my words.







Helen


Why are you here – who are you?







Teucer


One of the wandering Greeks, woman.










Helen


That’s why you hate Helen – no wonder.


Whose son are you – where are you from?







Teucer


Teucer, Telamon’s son, born and bred Salamis.







Helen


What takes you to the waters of the Nile?







Teucer


On the run from my native land.







Helen


That’s why you’re suffering – who drove you away?







Teucer


The man most near me, Telamon, my father.







Helen


Then something is truly wrong –







Teucer


My brother died at Troy – that’s what finished me.







Helen


You didn’t down him with your own sword?







Teucer


He did that deed all by himself – he took his life.







Helen


Was he crazed? Who in his right mind –?







Teucer


You’ve heard of the great Achilles?







Helen


Indeed I have –


He once came wooing Helen, I’m told.










Teucer


He died and there were ructions –


Who would get his armour?







Helen


Your brother was not happy?







Teucer


Another took the armour –


My brother took his life.







Helen


That’s what ails you, his affliction?







Teucer


Because I didn’t die with him, yes.







Helen


So, stranger, you saw the towers of Troy?







Teucer


I helped leave it in rubble –


The same state as myself.







Helen


It’s already eaten by fire?







Teucer


Not even its smell survives.







Helen


The Trojans are destroyed because of damned Helen.







Teucer


Greeks as well – we’re all done great wrong.







Helen


Did you hang the whore of Sparta?







Teucer


Helen? Menelaus dragged her by the hair.










Helen


That’s not just hearsay?


Did you see the poor bitch?







Teucer


Saw her as sure as I see you.







Helen


You’re certain?







Teucer


My eyes saw her – I’m certain.







Helen


Maybe it was the gods fooling –







Teucer


Change the subject – no more about her.







Helen


Menelaus – has he reached home with his wife?







Teucer


Nowhere near Greece, let alone Sparta.







Helen


Hard words. Not a good sign –







Teucer


Word is he’s disappeared with her good self.







Helen


Were you Greeks not all sailing in one direction?







Teucer


We started out the same –


A storm separated us.







Helen


On what part of the sea?










Teucer


Middle of the Aegean.







Helen


Who knows if Menelaus arrived anywhere?







Teucer


All Greece believes he’s a goner.







Helen


And Helen’s mother – any news?







Teucer


Leda – is that who you mean? She’s dead as dust.







Helen


Did the dirty about Helen –







Teucer


Destroy her mother? So they say.


She found a noose for her long, lovely neck.







Helen


Her sons – are they alive? Castor –







Teucer


And Pollux? Dead, but not dead.


Two sides to that story.







Helen


What do people believe?







Teucer


They have turned into the shape of stars.


The two are now gods in the sky.







Helen


That is well spoken.







Teucer


That’s just one story.










Helen


Tell me the other.







Teucer


Because of their sister, they breathed their last.


That was their sacrifice – enough sad stories.


I came here for one single reason –


To see Theonoe, the prophetess. Arrange that.


She’ll tell me how to sail straight to Cyprus.


Apollo promised me that is where I will live.







Helen


Trust the Nile, stranger – it will lead you there.


It flows from Egypt all the way to Cyprus.


Quit this house at once before the King sees you.


He hunts with his hounds now for bloodied beasts –


But he’ll rip to pieces any Greek he captures.


Don’t ask why – it would do you no good. Leave.







Teucer


Sound advice, woman – the gods reward you.


No denying – you do look like Helen.


A world of difference between you two.


May she stew in the cesspit she deserves.


I hope she will never set eyes on home.


But you, may you find good fortune always.







Teucer exits.







Helen is alone.







Helen


What is the grieving for?


Why am I weeping in pain?


Who listens to my lament?







Virgin daughters of the earth,


Maidens breathed by the wind,


Sirens – sing with me.










Bear witness to wild mourning


With Libyan flute or lyre.


Shed tears that rhyme with mine.


Suffer with my suffering.







I call on Persephone – listen,


In the dark of your darkest chambers


To my cries for my lost husband,


Perished, unprotected, life without luck.







The Chorus enters.







Chorus


I was drying my robes,


Purple in dark and blue water.


I heard a cry of horror.


A lament, a woman singing.


Who is ravaged – who is mourning?


Is it you grieving?


Why weep – what is the pity?







Helen


Women of Greece, foreign ships slaved you.


You know the sea can bring sorrow.


It sent a sailor to me, a wanderer.


It fetched me word from home to flay my heart.


Troy has fallen – I am its ruination.


Mention Helen’s name, your days are numbered.


I am cursed for the living and the dead.


My shame drove my mother to hang herself.


My husband now is married to the sea.


Castor and Pollux, my two brothers –


One twin is the other, vanished, vanished.


Their horses’ backs are bare, they fight no more.







Chorus


Lady, I hear your litany of misery.


I link it to the wonder of your birth.


Zeus and your mother, the god showed himself –


He showered no mercy on you, Helen,


For Leda now is dead, cold in the earth,


Her boys are buried above in the sky.


Will you ever set foot or see home again?


Every word in every mouth whispers,


You will lie down in a barbaric bed.


Your man is no more, the sea bares his bone,


He will not walk back to his father’s house.







Helen


I see a tree in the forest,


I see it fall to the earth.


The bark and green branches,


I curse them fashioned into


A ship loaded with tears,


Tears for Greece, tears for Troy,


Carrying the son of Priam,


So he could seize my beauty


And marry it to misery.







Aphrodite, she comes with him,


A murderous avenger,


Hell bent on harming Greece,


Making me a misfortune.


But there is another goddess,


Revered Hera, in the arms of Zeus.


To save me she sends Hermes.


Those are wings sewn on his shoes.


He carries me through the clouds,


I land here, I live and know


I am dirt incarnate,


I caused the Trojan war.







Chorus


Endure what life throws you.


Learn – it’s the only way.


We all suffer –










Helen


Do you say suffer, woman?


I was hatched from an egg –


A right, rare yolk.


Somewhat uncommon in Greece, that,


And among the savages.


Yes, the gods favoured me –







From birth I’ve been blemished.


Why did Zeus conceive me?


Was it to be a clown?


My beauty is a mask


Hera beat into shape,


A mask that mocks me.


Would I were a statue,


Wiped off the face of Earth –


Ugly, to be demolished,


Leaving next to no trace


But the good deeds I did,


And the bad forgotten.







So, you say endure – suffer.


I would do so gladly,


If mine were one misfortune.


I would bear the gods’ grudge,


But I am worn down,


Worn by the weight of many woes.







My name is black, though I’m blameless.


Innocent, I stand convicted –


Worst of all judgements.


The gods remove me from home,


I am stranded among barbarians.


None of my own are near me.


A free woman, I’m slaved here


In this country of slaves.


My hope against hope – my husband –










He is hope abandoned.


He will not come and save me.


Menelaus is dead.


I am my mother’s murder.


Too harsh, I hear you say?


Such harshness is my lot.


My daughter, light of my life,


She’ll turn grey, she’ll wither


Into a dry old maid.


My brothers have left the Earth.


What I have is less than nothing.


I am as well off dead –


I am more dead than living.


Do you know what’s worse to bear?


Say I did reach the shores of home –


They’d bar the doors against me.


Helen of Troy, she is no more –


She went down with Menelaus.


Yet if that man was still alive,


There are secret signs we share,


That’s how we’d know each other.


Wishful thinking – that’s not to be –


He will never get here safely.







So why do I go on living?


What has fate in store for me?


I marry a brute beast,


I banish all my troubles


And gorge at his groaning table?


Save me from that solution.


If a woman should hate her husband,


Then she will hate her own body.


Better off to die by hanging –


Found, feet dangling, by the servants.


Even they think that end demeaning.


There is a ritual they respect –










It’s falling on the sword’s tip.


Find the target stopping life and limb.


Could I rise to the occasion?


That’s the pit I’ve sunk into.


Other women love their beauty,


Mine lacerates me.







Chorus


Helen, one thing to ask you –


You’re sure he told the truth?


This stranger, the whole truth –
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