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Setting


This piece is imagined broadly for a bare stage.


A tree may be worth exploring.

























THE HEART OF ROBIN HOOD






















Prologue





 Pierre at the foot of an English oak, singing.




Pierre






And when the swifts do come again


From winter in the south







And when the bluebell starts to spring


Inside of April’s mouth







Will you come back to me, my love?


Will you come back to me?







And when the honey sun does melt


The snow from on the path







And when the honey sun does melt


The ice from in my heart







Will you come back to me, my love?


Oh will you come back to …








Oh hello. You caught me in mid flow. My name’s Pierre. Once of the highest court of the Duke of York. Never seen but in satin. Hair puffed like a fresh meringue. Not any more. Looks? Vanity? Civilisation? Forget it. You see before you a man of nature.


The countryside. Try it. Countryside. Marvellous.


Just hear those birds.


Bird song.


Wonderful.


Yes, the leaves are back on the trees. It’s spring again. And here I am, a minor god of the greensward. Rural man. Pastoral Pierre. The champain. Arcadia. Cheese. Fish. Plums.


But how did I get here? Whence this remarkable change?


The answer’s up there.


In the oak. The English oak.


He contemplates the oak. A carriage appears in the mists of another time.


How I found my heart.


And Robin Hood found his.






















Act One





SCENE ONE


A storm. Thunder. Lightning. A carriage hurtling through the forest. A driver, Little John, cracks the whip on the horses as fast as he can.




Aristocrat Faster!


Wife Faster!


Little John This is as fast as I dare!


Aristocrat Call this fast?!


Wife Call yourself a horseman?!


Aristocrat We must be at York by dawn! We have letters for the Duke’s court!


Little John I can’t go faster in this storm, sir. This is Robin Hood country. We crash here, we come out with nothing!


Aristocrat Coward!


Wife Take the reins, George.


Aristocrat Give me the whip. I’ll show you speed.


Little John These horses are newly broken, they won’t take to roughness.


Wife Then why in heaven do we have new horses?


Little John Because the old ones died of your beatings.


Aristocrat Give me that whip!


Little John Your honour, please!


Wife Give it to him!


The Aristocrat seizes the whip and reins and wildly lashes the horses.


Aristocrat I’ll show you speed, you lackey! Ha! Ha! Ha!


A crack of thunder. The horses panic and the carriage suddenly turns, throwing the passengers. The horses bolt into the forest.


Our horses! Get them back!


Wife Call them.


Little John You call them.


Aristocrat They won’t answer our call.


Little John Then run after them. I won’t bring the poor devils back to this misery.


Aristocrat You whoreson villain. You will pull the carriage yourself.


He whips John.


Pull it. Pull it, lackey!


He whips him.


Wife Harder. Whip him harder.


They whip Little John, but as they do so are slowly surrounded by Robin Hood, Will Scathlock and Much Miller in the trees around them.


Robin One more lash on his back and I’ll tear your skin from your shoulders, hang it from this tree, dry it, cure it, and use it as a gourd for my mead. And with every swig I’ll toast the raw flesh of its owner that I left alive hanging for the crows to peck at, with the white breasts of his lady there as soft sweet dumplings for afters. Your choice.


Pause.


What is your name?


Aristocrat George LeBrun. Landowner.


Robin Where do you travel?


Aristocrat To the castle at York. I have letters of highest importance for the Duke’s daughter. For which reason I demand you set us free!


Robin The Duke’s daughter must of course receive her letters. Leave the carriage here. You may take them on foot.


Wife But the carriage … contains …


She stops herself.


Much Contains what?


Aristocrat Matters of the highest intelligence!


Robin Then you will have no objection to pulling it yourselves.


Wife How dare you?


Aristocrat Margaret. Do what the man says.


Robin Hood and his men tie the reins to the Aristocrats. They pull.


Will It won’t move, chief.


Robin T-t-t-t. We must lose some weight from the carriage.


He takes out gold and silver from the carriage.


This gold and silver weighs you down.


Aristocrat That is my gold …


Robin What’s gold compared to the letters you have for the Duke’s daughter? Pull again.


They pull but to no avail. Robin takes furs and coins.


These furs are too weighty. Your path will be easier without them.


Wife But …


Robin What’s fox and sable compared to the news you must carry to the castle?


They pull again. The carriage starts to move.


There, what did I say? It is scarce twenty miles to York. If you run you’ll be there by sundown. Now go. Go! Ha! Ha! Ha!


He whips the ground and the Aristocrats pull the carriage away and into the forest.


This is our camp. Take rest a while.


Little John Thank you, sir.


Robin Your name?


Little John John Hardy, sir. Ostler.


Robin Robin Hood. Gangster.


Will Will Scathlock. Thief.


Much Much Miller. Liar, cheat and poet. In that order.


Robin Will you join us, Little John?


Little John stands.


Little John I will join you. For you cannot be bigger thieves than these I have served these last years.


Robin Read the oath, Will.


Will




Do you, John,


Swear to be faithful to the order of the oak,


To steal what you can steal, 


To obey no law of God nor man,


To be free, under no king’s orders,


No lord’s edicts and no church’s summons,


Only dancing to the music of your own soul


And the forest beneath your feet?





Little John I do.


Robin One more thing. Tell him.


Will Chief …


Robin Tell him.


Will Do you promise at no time to bring a woman into our company?


Little John What, never?


Will Never.


Much Ever.


Little John Why?


Robin A woman causes storms in the heart of man. This forest is our fortress. Make your heart one too.


Will Swear it.


Little John I swear.


Robin Follow us.





SCENE TWO


Two peasant children, rough clothes, playing in the fields. Distant thunder.




Jethro It’s dawn in the forest. There’s fairies in the trees. Can you see them? The Green Man in the oak. Hearne the Hunter smiling from the branches. They’ll protect us, Sarah.


Sarah I can hear the fairies dancing. They’re getting closer, Jethro.


Jethro listens.


Jethro That’s no fairies.


They hide. They see a procession. Soldiers. Flags. And the King’s brother’s carriage, the occupants hidden by a covering.


Sarah Who was it, Jethro? Was it the Green Man?


Pause.


Was it the devil?


Jethro Let’s go home.





SCENE THREE


The Duke of York’s palace. Marion, daughter of the Duke of York, in a furious argument with Makepeace, her guardian.




Makepeace You will marry Geoffrey of Shrewsbury.


Marion Geoffrey of Shewsbury is an asparagus.


Makepeace A wealthy and connected young man …


Marion Lacking only a brain and two legs of similar length.


Makepeace You choose to defy me?


Marion My father has not given you the power to decide my future husband. He will return from the crusade and he will decide who I marry.


Makepeace You are already sixteen years old. Your father could be away for years longer fighting the infidel. Who will have you then?


Marion Then I shall die a maid.


Makepeace And what if, God forbid, your father dies? On the field of battle? Your mother already in heaven?


Marion You have no need to remind me.


Makepeace Then officially, as your guardian, I, Arthur Makepeace, will own you. I will do what I like with you.


Pause. A threat.


Marion My father will not die. He will return within the month.


Makepeace How do you know that?


Marion I have it in his own hand in this letter.


Makepeace Show me.


Marion It is not for your eyes.


Makepeace I will make known to Geoffrey your decision.


He leaves. Marion buries herself in her letter. Her sister Alice enters.


Alice What are you reading, sister?


Marion Nothing.


Alice If it is nothing, then there is nothing to hide. (Looks closer.) You are crying!


Marion Not at all. An Aquitainean onion came close to my eye, that’s all.


Alice Let me see.


Marion The letter is for me.


Alice Let me see!


Alice grabs the letter. Reads.


Marion Don’t read it.


Alice Oh look. It’s from Father!


Marion Don’t read it, Alice.


Alice ‘Dearest daughter Marion. Our crusade is delayed here at Acre. Months doing nothing, our king angrier by the day. I shall not be back this next year. Be warned. In his absence, King Richard has given fiefdom of our lands to his brother John. John will soon make a visit to York with his men.’


Oh how exciting! The King’s brother coming to our castle. I’ve heard he’s terribly handsome.


Marion John? He is as ugly as a frog.


Alice He will flirt with us, of course. Gaze longingly into our eyes.


Marion If he can find a stool to stand on.


Alice There’s more. (She reads.) ‘Marion, do look after your sister. You know how her empty brain can be turned by power and money.’


Pause.


Daddy’s just being funny. I need a new dress. Lace trimming in the corsage. French style.


Marion Sister, did you not read? Father will not be back for a year!


Alice Oh, you’re missing him. Me too.


Marion Without Father, this house has no life. For two years it has been filled with pretenders to his position, lickspittles, fawners and flatterers. And now the greatest pretender of them all, John, is set to sully our walls.


Alice Marion. That is treason. Prince John may one day be king of this country.


Marion Then truth will finally have fled its shores. We live in the age of shallowness.


Alice Marion, stop it.


Marion All purity shed in the landgrab. Kingdoms sold for a song, forests stolen and turned into game parks, entertainment for the chattering classes …


Alice Is that the time? I must say my prayers and then the lute.


She leaves. Marion continues. To herself. To us.


Marion All principle and integrity sacrificed on the altar of preferment. Only my father stood strong against the raging torrent of ambition. He refused false favours, took no bribes, made no deals. Now he fights for his country in some faraway war that seems to make less and less sense to him. And I am left here on the ramparts of a castle whose stones can only stare and weep. Will he ever return?


Pierre enters, hair like a meringue.


Pierre Ah, the uplifting tones of my mistress. I have been asked to enquire whether you would prefer the salmon or the whiting for lunch –


She throws something at him.


– whether you prefer dahlias or mild thyme in the courtyard garden –


And something else.


– and whether you will consider marrying Geoffrey of Shrewsbury.


Marion AAAAAGH! Take this stick. Fight me.


Pierre Madam, I am no fighter. As you know.


Marion Fight me!


Pierre Should you desire a chanson, or a silly jig …


Marion Stand and fight.


Pierre Madam, I really … Ow! That hurt.


Marion Come on then! Fight!


Pierre Fight a mere girl? Never. Ow! Right, that’s it.


He tries to fight her, but he is rubbish and she is brilliant. She beats him, pinions him to the ground.


Marion If you were John, brother of the King, I would take this stick to your neck and with one slice …


She makes to behead him.


Pierre I’m not him. I’m your talented, slightly overweight, peace-loving servant Pierre.


Marion I will die in this castle!


Pierre This’ll cheer you up. Did you hear what happened to Thomas LeBrun? He was riding through Sherwood forest on his way here to deliver your letter. And who should stop him in the forest but a certain Robin Hood.


Marion I thought he was dead.


Pierre Apparently not. LeBrun and spouse were by all accounts stripped of their clothes and gold and made to pull their own carriage all the way to York. Ha ha ha!


Marion But of course. (Beat.) That’s it.


Pierre What is?


Marion Pack me a suitcase. One change of clothes.


Pierre Where are you going?


Marion Into the forest.


Pierre Explain.


Marion My father will not return for a year or more. Until he does I can no longer stay in this corrupted castle. I will join Robin Hood and his men.


Pierre Are you mad? He’s a ruffian. A criminal.


Marion I hear he steals only from the rich.


Pierre Romantic nonsense. He steals from anyone who’s stupid enough to come across him.


Marion Well, we are about to find out. Tonight, after sundown, we will take the back path out of the kitchens and flee into the forest.


Pierre Hold on …


Marion We will meet this noble savage … and we will question him …


Pierre Just a minute.


Marion If he is, as I suspect him to be, a good man with a heart brave and true, we will join his merry men and until my father returns we will not step one foot into this godforsaken …


Pierre WE?!


Marion Well, of course you’re coming with me.


Pierre Do I strike you as the forest type?


She looks at him.


Marion You’ll need to do something with your hair. Meet me outside the charnel house at midnight.


Pierre I refuse!


Marion Imagine, sleeping under the stars, waking with the deer, swimming in rivers, and setting wrongs to right.


Pierre I’m telling your guardian. This is the deranged workings of an under-employed female imagination.


Marion Brave, faithful Pierre.


She kisses him.


Pierre I’ll regret this.


Marion The good man never regrets.
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