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  Characters




  MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT




  THE HYENAS: The chorus, who sing and play all parts except Mary, including:




  MARY SHELLEY




  FANNY IMLAY




  FANNY BLOOD




  ELIZA WOLLSTONECRAFT




  EVERINA WOLLSTONECRAFT




  ELIZABETH WOLLSTONECRAFT




  EDWARD WOLLSTONECRAFT




  MARGARET KINGSBOROUGH




  MARGUERITE




  GILBERT IMLAY




  JOSEPH JOHNSON




  DR PRICE




  WILLIAM GODWIN




  EDMUND BURKE




  HENRY FUSELI




  THOMAS PAINE




  OLYMPE DE GOUGES




  THÉROIGNE DE MÉRICOURT




  HELEN WILLIAMS




  MADAME ROLAND




  LADY KINGSBOROUGH




  THE KING




  A DOCTOR




  A PUPIL




  A MIDWIFE




  A STREET VENDOR




  MEREDITH BISHOP




  Casting does NOT need to be realistic but should feel playful, imaginative and reflect the diversity of identities that are oppressed by patriarchy.




  Notes on the Text




  / indicates interruption.




  – in place of a line indicates a pause.




  – at the end of a line indicates a thought that can’t be finished.




  This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




  

    

  




  




  ACT ONE




  A clock above gives us today’s year: e.g. 2025.




  MARY on a bed, elevated, howling, on all-fours.




  MARY. AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH.




  THE HYENAS appear.




  HYENAS. The day Mary Wollstonecraft died a comet shot across the sky.




  The world stopped to look up.




  Nothing like that had been seen in a lifetime.




  It was like the future.




  The future was scorching ahead.




  MARY. Aggghhhowwwwwld.




  HYENAS. Hyena in petticoats. That was what they called her.




  We can’t think why.




  But that’s the thing about women born before their time.




  You wish they could be here now –




  To know how we would join them in their roars.




  So, this is the story of Mary




  Told for all women, who find themselves




  Howling at the world.




  Maybe we have a hint of a howl. MARY’s plinth descends. The clock suddenly rewinds. Landing on it is a date: 1797.




  One of THE HYENAS steps forward and becomes the MIDWIFE.




  MARY. Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh. Now, surely now.




  MIDWIFE. No.




  MARY. YES.




  MIDWIFE. NO.




  MARY. It must be time to push.




  MIDWIFE. Not yet. Breathe.




  MARY. It’s taking too long. With Fanny it was much quicker.




  MIDWIFE. With fannies it often is.




  MARY. What?




  MIDWIFE. Maybe she had an instinct for it. Some babies do.




  MARY. Ahhh. GOD.




  MIDWIFE. Breathe. Breathing.




  MARY. I AM breathing. I am clearly breathing.




  FANNY. Mummy.




  MARY looks up, sees FANNY peering from a doorframe. Tries to compose herself.




  MARY. No, no, Fanny. Go downstairs.




  FANNY. Mummy, what’s wrong?




  MARY. Nothing’s wrong, darling, nothingahhhhhhh /




  FANNY. Are they hurting you? Make them stop.




  MIDWIFE. About nine months too late to stop.




  MARY. Everything’s fine, darling, ahh – GO back downstairs. Love. Love you.




  FANNY goes. MARY curls up somewhere, maybe the bed, maybe a corner.




  Oh God she’s right, I don’t want to do this any more make it stop.




  MIDWIFE. Come on now, Mary.




  MARY. I can’t. I can’t do it. I won’t.




  The MIDWIFE goes to her, gets her up. Shakes her into shape.




  MIDWIFE. Yes you will, Mary Wollstonecraft.




  MARY. No. Ahhh no please.




  She begins to breathe heavily again, contraction approaching.




  MIDWIFE. When I said I was to attend you there was some chat in my household you know. My husband said I heard she’s got the mouth of a rabid dog, you better be on your mettle.




  MARY. Is this meant to be making me feel better?




  MIDWIFE. I heard she’s a wild one. A hyena.




  MARY. Because it is NOT.




  MIDWIFE. I hear she’s unnatural, demands the same for women as men, sets herself up in trousers as the leader of a household.




  MARY. If I ever get hold of your husband I think he would regret taking such a florid tone.




  MIDWIFE. And I said good. I said I can’t wait to meet her. Author of The Rights of Woman. To go against all that. A battleaxe /




  MARY. I’m actually very – a lot of it is me talking about how to give women better sensibilities. AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH. Fuuuuurig. (She blows out.) Cultivate our finer senses. Our intellect. Your husband might learn a lot from reading it /




  MIDWIFE. Say fuck if you mean fuck. I mean if you can’t when a head’s coming out your gash then / well




  MARY. As might you.




  MIDWIFE. What?




  MARY. Learn something if you read it.




  MIDWIFE. Can’t read. Never had any need. You don’t find no words in tuppences.




  MARY. Ahhhhh. Please. Let. Me. Push.




  MIDWIFE. I told him I want to meet the woman who wrote it though. Who caused such a fuss. Who said, ‘Sod all them, and what they think and how they think the whole world might be.’




  MARY. That’s not exactly /




  MIDWIFE. I want to meet the woman who said, ‘We deserve more and I’m going to demand it.’ Not just in mutterings and bitching round the washhouse. But out loud. Proper. Written down in words they had to take notice of.




  MARY. I’m not sure they listened any more because it was written down.




  MIDWIFE. They did. Why do you think they went at you so hard? Because they could tell you were marching into war and you was doing it in a way that frightened them.




  MARY. Ahhhhhhhh. God. Help. Me.




  MIDWIFE. Never mind God. You. You was the one I was excited to meet. I said I can’t wait to see how she does battle.




  MARY is panting hard. Blowing. Suddenly the MIDWIFE is underneath and between her legs. She knows it is nearly time.




  So come on.




  MARY. What?




  MIDWIFE. Show me. Do battle, Mary. Now.




  MARY. Ahh no /




  MIDWIFE. Now /




  MARY. I don’t /




  MIDWIFE. It’s time. PUSH.




  MARY. Oh thank God.




  MIDWIFE. Push, come on.




  MARY. I. Am. Pushing.




  MIDWIFE. Push harder.




  MARY. Ahhhhhhh. YOU push harder.




  MIDWIFE. NOW.




  MARY. AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH. FUCK.




  A baby slithers out. Slimy and bloody and shitty and weak and slithery.




  MIDWIFE. You’ve done it.




  MARY. And he’s well? He’s breathing.




  MARY is scrambling to turn around. The MIDWIFE is holding the baby. Tapping her on her back. Trying to get her to spurt into life.




  MIDWIFE. She’s alive.




  MARY. She?




  MIDWIFE. Yes.




  MARY. Another girl. She’s not crying.




  MIDWIFE. She’s a weak little thing. Pale.




  MARY. Breathing?




  MIDWIFE. Just. I’m not sure she’s got much of your spirit.




  She hands her over to MARY.




  MARY. Oh. She has. She has you’ll see. Come on, little one.




  The MIDWIFE pinches the baby who begins to cry.




  MIDWIFE. She’ll need those lungs in the world. Best learn to use them.




  MARY. Shhhhh. Shhhh. That’s good. That’s really good.




  The MIDWIFE starts to clean up. MARY looks at her daughter. Exhausted.




  Another girl.




  MIDWIFE. You wanted a boy?




  MARY. No. Expected maybe but not. Wanted exactly. Just.




  MIDWIFE. Yes.




  MARY. It’s harder. Isn’t it? With a girl. You love them so much. You love them so much and –




  You know how the world will treat them.




  I want to bring her up to know her principles and her mind and her power. And I want her to be happy, to be loved. And I fear so much that the world will force her to sacrifice one or the other.




  So what should I do? Unfold her mind and make her sick of the world she is to inhabit? Leave her ignorant and half of what she could be?




  MIDWIFE. Well. That’s the question. The big one.




  MARY. And what’s the answer?




  The MIDWIFE shrugs.




  MIDWIFE. If I knew that, then, well, I might not be here with my hands up your chuff. But, I think you can’t choose what they’ll face, you just love them and you let them know it. And you fight –




  You fight for it to be easier for them than it was for you, fight with everything you’ve got.




  MARY. Yes. I’ll try.




  MIDWIFE. Oh and, maybe don’t call this one Fanny?




  MARY. What?




  MIDWIFE. You know. If you want her to have a bit of an easier life.




  MARY. Oh.




  MIDWIFE. Just a thought.




  MARY. Right. Yes.




  MARY hums a little snatch of ‘How’d You Grow a Girl’ to her baby, a snatch of underscore floats by and starts to take us somewhere darker.




  The MIDWIFE is looking worried. She peers back under MARY’s legs. Fusses around.




  What’s wrong?




  MIDWIFE. You’re not having any more pains?




  MARY. No. No not that I can /




  MIDWIFE. You should have fully delivered by now.




  MARY. Fully?




  MIDWIFE. The afterbirth. It’s not coming.




  MARY. Oh.




  MIDWIFE. Sometimes if we wait.




  MARY. What will happen?




  MIDWIFE. It can rot. We should get the doctor.




  MARY. I said no doctors.




  MIDWIFE. Mary.




  MARY. No doctors. It is your knowledge I trust. Women have been doing this for thousands of years.




  MIDWIFE. Mr Godwin has said –




  MARY. Mr Godwin, unless I have been deeply deceived, has limited personal expertise on the matter, never having done it himself.




  MIDWIFE. If there were complications he said –




  MARY. I don’t want a doctor.




  MIDWIFE. Mary.




  MARY. No.




  The MIDWIFE nods at one of THE HYENAS. Suddenly a DOCTOR is at MARY’s bedside. MARY is incapacitated, legs apart.




  DOCTOR. Mrs Godwin /




  MARY. Wollstonecraft-Godwin.




  DOCTOR. Yes. Legs up please.




  MARY. I don’t want /




  DOCTOR. Ahh yes I can see.




  MARY. I said I don’t want /




  DOCTOR. Quiet yourself please. I can see the problem. Afterbirth not delivered. It shouldn’t be too complicated.




  MARY. What shouldn’t be?




  DOCTOR. Removal.




  MARY. She said we could wait. Didn’t you? We could wait a while.




  MIDWIFE. I… Well if the doctor thinks.




  MARY. What do you think?




  DOCTOR. Risk of puerperal fever. Much simpler if I extract.




  MARY. I don’t want / you




  DOCTOR. Don’t worry yourself. I’ve done it many times. It’s normal for women to be nervous of such things but you just concern yourself with your baby.




  The DOCTOR plunges his hands in.




  MARY. Ahhhhh. GOD.




  DOCTOR. Nothing to make a fuss about.




  MARY. Easy for you to say with a hand up my – Ahhhhh.




  DOCTOR. Keep still, please.




  MARY lies still. Alone. She is clearly sick now. Feverish. Pale. Sweaty. Eyes unfocused. She murmurs. Things have become really fragmented.




  MARY. Cold. I feel very cold. I.




  THE HYENAS creep in. Prowl around her bedside. She turns her head, clocking them, confused.




  To MARY they have the faces of those in her life: the Midwife or Doctor, Marguerite, her sisters. Blurry, swimming in and out of focus.




  They loom large, flit around. She struggles to grasp onto them.




  HYENA. You’ve got a fever.




  MARY. William? No. Marguerite, or who /




  HYENA. The doctor introduced an infection. He didn’t wash his hands.




  MARY. Who, who are you?




  HYENA. Ten days.




  The music starts underneath the action.




  The clock changes. Now it is a countdown – ten days displayed. MARY starts, confused, but more awake.




  MARY. What?




  HYENA. That’s how long you’ve got.




  MARY. What do you mean?




  HYENA. Ten days. That’s how long you live. From now. From the fever starting.




  MARY. No, no, that can’t be right. I’ve still got to, wait, you, you’re, you’re –




  MARY meets the eyes of one of THE HYENAS across the bed. She nods.




  But no, you’re just a baby, you’re there, you’re –




  THE HYENA walks across to baby MARY SHELLEY, picks her up, and suddenly they are one.




  MARY S and MARY look at each other, locked together.




  Here. Here all grown up.




  MARY S. Ten days, Mum. That’s how long we’ve got. That’s how long you know me for.




  MARY. No. No that can’t be true, it / can’t




  MARY scrambles out of bed. She and her daughter face each other.




  MARY S. It is, that’s why we’re here, all of us. So you can tell us –




  MARY. What?




  MARY S. Everything.




  THE HYENAS begin to sing. MARY and MARY S circle each other, locked together.




  Song: ‘How’d You Grow a Girl’.




  HYENAS.


  How’d you grow a girl


  In this world / in this world


  How’d you grow a girl


  How’d you grow a girl




  How do you raise them


  Protect them / save them


  In an unfair world


  In an unfair world




  There’s a thought in your brain


  In a world that’s insane


  How to offer them a life


  (Mother/daughter/slut/whore/TikTok trad-wife – ugh – no!)




  How’d you grow a girl


  In this world / in this world


  How’d you grow a girl




  There’s a thought in your head


  I want her brave and fierce and well read


  Have the world as her own


  But it’s not (she’ll see that once she’s grown)




  MARY. My baby. God. There’s so much I want to tell you. Ask you.




  MARY S. And I you.




  MARY. You will never know me. Ten days. You won’t remember me. You won’t remember me at all.




  MARY S. But I read. I read every word you ever wrote again and again and again. I want so much to know you. I try.




  MARY. And you. What are you like? I will never know what you’re like.




  MARY S. No. No, but on my best days, I hope, I hope I’m like you.




  MARY. There’s so much I still need to do. For all of you. The world –




  MARY S. Yes, yes but that’s why we’re here. You just have to tell us what to do.




  They reach out to each other across the bed. Almost touching.




  HYENAS.


  How’d you grow a girl


  In this world / in this world


  How’d you grow a girl




  There’s a battle in your soul


  Do I tell her about a world that’s out of control?


  Where disparity exists


  That’s the patriarchy’s wish




  There’s a cold hard fact


  She’ll be told how to act


  And you prepare her for war


  With her heart as her sword




  How’d you grow a girl


  In this world / in this world


  How’d you grow a girl
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