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INTRODUCTION

SCENE I. The ocean shore in the realm of Illyria.

VIOLA, from Twelfth Night, stands on the beach. It is an early autumn morning with low scudding clouds. Strong winds drive high surf, and waves pound into the shore. It is reminiscent of the morning the previous spring when VIOLA swam ashore from the shipwreck that separated her from her brother and launched the events of Twelfth Night.

VIOLA’s appearance has changed from those events. Her hair, still too short for a ponytail, is chin length now. When the wind whips it into her face, she gathers it with a hand that now bears a wedding band. She wears a woman’s woolen sweater over a tunic fitted for a female. But after her time disguised as a man, she still occasionally chooses trousers over skirts, as she has done this morning.

Over it all, she is draped in a hooded white-gray cloak, the ends of which flutter in the wind. A few feet away, OPHELIA stands. She is draped in a forest green cloak, pressed closed to her body by the wind.

OPHELIA’s long wavy hair is no longer hidden in a disguise, as it was on previous trips to Illyria. Her locks are free to dance in the breeze. She is dressed in a more martial fashion than VIOLA, with light leather armor and a sword buckled to her hip.

White caps dimple the face of the sea, their crests “smoking” with flecks of foam. The surf is high with breakers piling upon one another to crash on shore in walls of white, higher than a man is tall.

VIOLA stares at the surf. Had it been this rough the morning of their shipwreck, neither she nor OPHELIA—who also swam to shore that morning—would have survived.


VIOLA: The ancient Greeks believed that the horse was given to humanity by Poseidon, god of the seas. [Shakes her head] I never understood it—why a terrestrial animal would be a gift from the lord of the watery ocean. But when I look at the surf on days like these, I can glimpse it, the shape of stampeding horses, a whole herd of them, flank to flank, cheek to jowl, galloping madly in the crashing waters.


OPHELIA: It is a special gift of ours, to impose patterns on what is otherwise chaos, then invent a narrative to go along.

VIOLA: Spoken with the detachment of an objective observer.

OPHELIA: I’ve spent more time with Janine than anyone else. I suppose I take after her habit of outside notation.

VIOLA kneels to take up a handful of sand. She lets it drain from her fist like an hourglass.


VIOLA: [Considering the sand] This seems real enough to me.


OPHELIA: As I explained earlier, in its own paradoxical way, it is. You, me, all this world of Illyria—we’re all real.


VIOLA: But it is not all there is or has ever been [Dusts off hands and turns to face OPHELIA].


OPHELIA: No, not as it appears.

VIOLA turns back to the sea.


VIOLA: “And He saw everything he had made, and behold, it was very good,” Genesis, chapter one, verse thirty-one. [Studies OPHELIA up and down] But he, in this case, was a human, a playwright. And you . . . I, his creations. Thus, we are degrees removed from the first reality.


OPHELIA: To an extent, in time and space, yes.


VIOLA: [Shakes her head] How deep into Plato’s cave are we lost? Because, if you say so, we are but reinventions, the Bard and his first reality, long gone.


OPHELIA: His civilization, yes, lost to space and time. But with the possibility of . . . restoration.

VIOLA: By another entity, with god-like powers, but not a god. A thinking machine, fabricated itself by living beings, then in its turn, fabricating . . . us, this world, a playwright’s rendering of his civilization . . . all for the purpose to determine whether it is worthy of that recreation.

OPHELIA: You understand.


VIOLA: [Laughs] I repeat what you have told me. I don’t yet claim to understand.


OPHELIA takes note of a tiny purple flower growing from the sere grasses along a dune. She bends down to study it with a delicate touch but does not pick it.

OPHELIA: Fair.

VIOLA moves closer to OPHELIA, noting the tiny flower, and (even more so) OPHELIA’s fascination with it.

VIOLA: Gods, reality, the philosophers that lined the shelves of my father’s study are on my mind as you describe all this to me this morning.

OPHELIA: It does stretch the mind.


VIOLA: Precisely. I recall philosophers interrogating the nature of reality, in that reality is what we see and observe, empirically, as opposed to the things unseen that we—intuit.


OPHELIA: That was the contribution of what this civilization, in time, would call the “Scientific Revolution.”

VIOLA: Something after your time and mine.

OPHELIA: Yes.

VIOLA: But available to us to learn from, if we choose.

OPHELIA: From the records that have survived, yes. It makes for . . . valuable reading.

VIOLA: I look forward to it. But I recall another theory from my father’s philosophers, one opposite to the supremacy of the empirical and observations of the material world which I objectively measure with my senses.

OPHELIA: Which is?


VIOLA: That the mind is a valve of reduction. That indeed the world of the unseen, the gnostic, the spiritual and transcendent—the magical—is real, but that if ever our beings were to truly comprehend it, to behold its majesty, the enormity of it all would crush our lilliputian souls. So, instead, the mind does us the favor of limiting our experience. It acts as a filter [Picks up sand again] to keep us grounded in the material. [Tosses the sand into the wind] Yet when the body that is woven together as the vessel for the mind is placed in extremis—the stress of fasting, the exertion of dance, the influence of medicinal herbs as the mystics, ascetics, and oracles have done for centuries, like weirding women who drinking their arcane potions, then briefly, the valve of the mind is opened and so the wider reality, the weirder reality, beyond is glimpsed.



OPHELIA: [Quiet for a moment] Having had my own period of madness, I can’t say for sure deeper mysteries I learned, except that I can identify with the overwhelming nature of it, even the yearning for oblivion in the face of it. But to that I’ll say no more. [Pulls a strand of hair from her face to wrap behind her ear] To what ends do you bring all this up?



VIOLA: Only to say that I am swayed by your argument: that this [Gestures to the world around them], as convincing a reality as it is, may not be all there is.
 


OPHELIA: I see.

VIOLA: And yet, the writers of those opening books of the Bible said, “He looked upon his creation and said it was good.” Perhaps the writer of your story and mine, the creator of all this, looked upon it and also declared it “very good.”

OPHELIA: It is good—this place, the people in it.


VIOLA: My people. My brother, his wife. My husband. [Looks at her wedding ring] But you infer that it is all at risk, due to a villain from . . . a tragedy.



OPHELIA: Iago, who would turn all stories to tragedies if he could. He is an agent of chaos who, left unchecked, is a variable that threatens this whole enterprise.



VIOLA: [Self-conscious] My story was not a tragedy.


OPHELIA: No.

VIOLA turns to regard OPHELIA.

VIOLA: Yours?

OPHELIA breaks eye contact to look out at the sea.

OPHELIA: It did not have a resolution like yours, no.

VIOLA: I am sorry.


OPHELIA: [Nods in acknowledgement] I wouldn’t want to see your world come to that.


VIOLA: Nor I, which is why I consider your offer. But I still wonder, why me?


OPHELIA: [Regaining some steadiness with the change of topic] Because you’re quick on your feet, silver-tongued, and already skilled at hiding in the wide open. These are skills we need to observe and not disrupt the flow of these plays.


VIOLA: As you have said. And you were well disguised, even alongside myself during the events of my story, which let me tell you, while I was living them did not feel scripted at all.

OPHELIA: And that is the contradiction of our experience here. Nor did it feel so in mine.

VIOLA gestures to OPHELIA’s sword.

VIOLA: You do remember my trepidation at being “unmanned” in any course of combat. If forced to fight, anyone watching will see I fight like a girl.


OPHELIA: [Attempts to hide a flash of discomfort] We have someone who can help with that—a highly trained Moor, a general from his own time and place.


VIOLA studies her wedding ring once more.

VIOLA: If my friends and family are at risk, then it is no choice at all. I accept your invitation.


OPHELIA: [Nods] I am glad to have you among us. If you will—


OPHELIA opens her cloak and draws out a dagger with an owl-shaped handle. She tosses it into the air. It transforms into an owl—ALI.

VIOLA: What marvels!

OPHELIA: Viola, meet Ali. She acts as our guide, our source of information, and importantly, one who helps open portals from one place to the next.

ALI: Good morning, Lady Viola.

VIOLA: Oh my. Well met. It is a pleasure and a wonder to meet you.

OPHELIA: Ali, portal please.

ALI: Of course.

ALI flies in a tight loop, her wings tracing a golden circle in the air. Once the ends meet, the inside swirls, glowing like an opaque cloud before it becomes clear. Once clear, it opens to the Gallery with its high domed ceiling and all the doorways to the other thirty-seven plays.

Waiting on the other side is JANINE, flanked by MONTY and OTHELLO.

VIOLA wears an expression of amazement.

JANINE: Viola, I’m so pleased you will join us.

OPHELIA gestures for VIOLA to step through with her. Together, they do. JANINE takes VIOLA’s hand. VIOLA’s attention darts from JANINE to MONTY to OTHELLO, and then to the giant features of the room she has just entered.


VIOLA: [Trembling] Thank you. It’s a pleasure to meet you . . . again I suppose . . . in your undisguised form.


JANINE: We’ve all been impressed with how you conducted yourself. We’re so glad you have accepted our invitation to join us.


VIOLA: [Turning to OTHELLO] You must be the Moor I heard about.


OTHELLO bows.

JANINE: General Othello will see to your training and protection. We are fortunate to have him.

OTHELLO: I am at your service.

OPHELIA does not look at or acknowledge OTHELLO.

JANINE turns to MONTY.

JANINE: This is Monty—not a character like you, Ophelia, or Othello. He is one of this . . . hub reality if you will.

VIOLA: Like yourself.

JANINE: Yes.

VIOLA takes MONTY’s hand.

MONTY: A pleasure.

VIOLA: I have much to learn.

MONTY: We will certainly see to it.

JANINE: Let us show you around.

OTHELLO: And fit you for a sword . . .
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PROLOGUE

SCENE I. The Dukedom of Cauland.

It began with a falcon, beating her wings on a course south. Behind her, the Bay of Fleur lay crowded with the sails of invading ships from the north. This falcon, released by the falconers of the City Watch, bore on her leg a message of invasion and a plea for aid.

She kept a sure path, as she had been bred and trained to do. She crossed the wastes of the Great Gorge, then soared above the abundant fields of North Cauland, where year upon year farmers reaped golden wheat, the dukedom’s true treasure. She strayed only to snatch the occasional vole or rabbit, or to stoop to a stream to slake her hunger or quench her thirst, before resuming her southward flight.

On the evening of the second day she glided down to the roost in which she had been hatched: a high eyrie in a tower of Cauland Castle. The fortress crowned the citadel rock that presided over the sprawling riverine city and the glittering delta to which it owed its prosperity.

There, her keepers—counterparts to the men who had first loosed her—tended her lovingly, welcoming her home. Yet their ministrations were cut short when they unbound the message from her leg and read its dire news.

No time was spared. A court counselor rushed to DUKE FERDINAND with word that the realm was under siege. The DUKE roused his captains and lieutenants, who in turn spread word to the barracks and throughout the city: the army would march at sunrise.

By dawn, the ranks of cavalry and infantry had assembled outside the city gates, the DUKE at their fore. Riding along their lines, he called them to prepare for the march that would mark their lives forever.

They forsook the trade roads—meandering ways that wound through market towns and posts of commerce. Instead, the DUKE led them north along the coast, with the sea in sight and the salt wind in their faces. He rode ahead with his cavalry, flanked by his most seasoned warriors and capable lords. The foot soldiers pressed double-time in their wake, with plans to close the distance in the days to come.

The DUKE’s haste and choice of road proved wise. For though the invaders from across the Britany Passage had taken the city of Halfleur, they had not done so without resistance. Delayed by the fight, the northern army had only just begun its march south.

Thus the DUKE and his vanguard met them in the badlands of the Great Gorge: that vast rent in the realm’s face, running west from the Arden Mountains to the sea, tearing open steppes and grasslands alike. There, seasonal storms carved mazes of wadis and crags, while looming bluffs overlooked narrow passes choked with bracken and the bones of beasts drowned in flash floods.

A desolate scar upon the land, the Gorge marked the border between heartland and hinterland. To the invaders it was strange and perilous, but to the DUKE and his men it was well known. Even outnumbered, they harried the enemy columns with ambushes, feints, and sudden strikes. Ever at the fore was the DUKE himself, hindering the enemy until his foot soldiers could arrive from the south.

In five days’ time the troops came. Then, with their ranks whole, the full hammer of Cauland struck. The already wearied invaders broke formation and fled northward, back to Halfleur. But there they found their rearguard too small to rally them or hold the DUKE at bay.

They sought the refuge of their ships, raising sails for a swift retreat across the sea.

In their flight, the retreating officers had ordered all correspondence, reports, and records to be destroyed in bonfires.

It was in the wreckage of the abandoned camp that LORD AMIENS spied a letter in one of those fires, its edges curling like an autumn leaf. Any other scrap he would have left to burn—but this scrap bore a melting wax seal bearing the signet of the DUKE’s own house.

AMIENS snatched it from the flames. The seal, though half-destroyed, was genuine. The text was lost, yet he brought the letter before the council. All the DUKE and his lords could surmise was that some message of theirs had been intercepted; the recipient unknown, the contents a mystery.

Had fate granted AMIENS his discovery sooner, they would have known its true nature: no intercepted missive, but an invitation. It was a summons sent by the DUKE’s own brother, FREDERICK, calling the northern tribes to plunder the poorly defended towns and draw FERDINAND far from his seat in the capital.

But FERDINAND would learn of this treachery too late.

With the northern threat still fresh, the DUKE dispatched footmen to the sentinel towers that for generations had watched the Britany Passage. Many had fallen into ruin or neglect, relics of forgotten wars. To such places he sent double garrisons—to rebuild as well as to man them.

So it was that only a small force remained loyal at his side when DUKE FERDINAND returned to his city some weeks later.

Only then did he and his lords grasp the full scope of betrayal. For as they entered the throne room, they found FREDERICK seated upon the high seat. This was expected, for the younger brother had been left as steward.

But when FERDINAND approached, FREDERICK rose—not to yield the throne, but to usurp it.

The brothers resembled one another, their kinship never in doubt. Yet where FERDINAND’s hair was long and silver, FREDERICK’s was black, as was his cropped beard—and some said, even his heart. Since youth he had been jealous, a scowling shadow in the halls, while his brother grew in grace and favor.

FERDINAND had been blind, softened by a lifetime’s pity for his unloved sibling. Now, faced with betrayal, he stood agog, unable to comprehend.

But his lords understood. They marked the dark-armored men who closed about them in the hall: FREDERICK’s guard, clad in black and gold. They measured their chances—outnumbered, weary, surrounded—and they saw how the invasion itself had been a lure, every step foreseen by the usurper.

They knew they would be fortunate to escape alive.

FREDERICK, though, still shrank from fratricide. He had hoped the northern tribes would do his work, and had offered rich bounty for FERDINAND’s death. In its place, he chose exile.

His guards closed in. FERDINAND’s remaining lords formed a shield about him as he was struck dumb by grief. Ringed by the steel of the usurpers men, they were herded through the halls and into the streets, and down to the banks of the river. A shocked people watched as their sovereign was paraded like a criminal.

The usurper sent all of his men into the city streets, lest the people resist while the rightful DUKE was forced down to the docks. There a modest vessel lay waiting, just as FREDERICK had arranged. It would bear the DUKE upriver to the the source of the river, at the Vale, those desolate, wild moors that led into the wilderness of the mountain forest of Arden. There, FERDINAND would dwell, lost, forevermore.

The DUKES most loyal men, LORDS JAQUES, AMIENS, CALLAIN, and POHL boarded with him. They had no choice. Their families had already been rounded up and forced at sword point onto the vessel. At the gangplank FERDINAND at last found his voice, crying, “My daughter! My daughter, Rosalind!” A gentle answer came from LORD LE BEAU, a minor courtier overlooked in the purge but a man still loyal to the DUKE that had followed him to the shore:

“Fear not, my Duke. Your brother keeps her as a royal hostage, yet not without kindness—for she will remain with her cousin Celia, his own daughter. You know the two are dear companions. Rosalind shall not be alone.”

At this FERDINAND faltered, undone. LE BEAU promised to watch over the girl as best he could, soothing his Duke until the sailors drew in the gangplank and the moorings were loosed.

The sail snapped to the wind. To the DUKE, the sound might as well have been the slamming of a prison door.

The exile had begun.


SCENE II. A balcony overlooking the docks.

As DUKE FERDINAND’s ship sets sail to carry him off into exile, two brothers, OLIVER and OCTAVIUS, watch from a rooftop balcony.

OLIVER is dressed as an affluent merchant and aspiring lord. OCTAVIUS wears the black armor with gold trim of the usurper’s men.

OCTAVIUS: No good comes of one brother turning against another. That is a lesson you might learn from.


OLIVER: [Snorts] Do you not grow tired of beseeching me on our younger brother’s behalf?


OCTAVIUS: I beseech because he is my brother, and I must remind you that he is also yours.

OLIVER: If only I could forget. Shall I remind you of the colors you wear? You match the uniform of those denizens marshalling against the oldest brother and rightful heir, sending him into an exile we both know to be unlawful.

OCTAVIUS: And I rue the day of my assignment to Frederick’s guard and not Duke Ferdinand’s. While you take pleasure in making reminders, let me raise the point that, in this moment, I am here with you, at your side, my blood brother, as an onlooker. I chose this rather than to be alongside my brothers in arms as they shepherd our poor Duke onto a skiff. This insubordination is no small risk to me, but one I’d rather take than to participate in this betrayal.

OCTAVIUS regards his own armor with an expression of disdain.


OCTAVIUS: [Places hand on breastplate] These colors are the livery of the day. I serve the throne, the family, and the individual in that order. [Turns to face his brother] So when I speak to you of the tragedy of one brother turning against another, I speak as someone all too familiar with the unfolding of that tragic play.


OLIVER: So much you love the sound of your own voice, I sometimes wonder how you became a soldier and not a troubadour or a politician.


OCTAVIUS: [Impatient, exasperated, irritated] The unions of politics and power are complicated and capricious and suffer for being so calculated. The fraternity of soldiers is simpler—that of true brothers simpler still, and I prefer it. [Pauses to stare at OLIVER under a lowered brow] We disregard those most basic bonds at our peril.


OLIVER gives no response except a slight sneer as he looks back to the ship slowly putting space between itself and the docks. OCTAVIUS makes to leave, turning his back on the drama reaching its resolution at the riverside as well as his callous brother.

ACT I

SCENE I. An orchard on the de Boys’ estate.

WORKERS are picking apples from rows of well-tended trees, filling up bushels, and moving them into a long brick building for storage. ORLANDO, youngest brother of the de Boys family, enters, dressed modestly and working alongside the staff.

Despite being a member of the family that owns the estate, its lands, all its buildings, and the fruits of the orchards, ORLANDO has no elevated position. ADAM, one of OLIVER’s servants, enters. He is dressed in finer clothes than ORLANDO.

When the field WORKERS take a break, ORLANDO rests with them. He gets water from the well and serves all the WORKERS before he takes a drink himself.

JANINE and OPHELIA are disguised as field workers and sit down among them. ALI is in the shape of a simple wooden pin, carved like an owl, holding the ends of OPHELIA’s tunic together.

When ORLANDO sees ADAM approach, he rises to embrace him and invites him to sit down among him and the WORKERS. After a time, the WORKERS return to their tasks. ORLANDO lingers, speaking with ADAM.

ORLANDO: As I remember, Adam, it was upon this fashion bequeathed me by will but poor a thousand crowns, and, as thou sayst, charged my brother, on his blessing, to breed me well; and there begins my sadness. My brother Octavius he schooled, and report speaks goldenly of his profit. For my part, he keeps me rustically at home, or, to speak more properly, stays me here at home unkept; for call you that keeping, for a gentleman of my birth, that differs not from the stalling of an ox? His horses are bred better, for, besides that they are fair with their feeding, they are taught their manage and to that end riders dearly hired; but I, his brother, gain nothing under him but growth, for the which his animals on his dunghills are as much bound to him as I. Besides this nothing that he so plentifully gives me, the something that nature gave me his countenance seems to take from me. He lets me feed with his servants, bars me the place of a brother, and as much as in him lies, undermines my gentility with my education. This is it, Adam, that grieves me, and the spirit of my father, which I think is within me, begins to mutiny against this servitude. I will no longer endure it, though yet I know no wise remedy how to avoid it.

OLIVER approaches. He is richly dressed and attended to by several ATTENDANTS and SERVANTS.


ADAM: [Warning] Yonder comes my master, your brother.


ORLANDO: Go apart, Adam, and thou shalt hear how he will shake me up.

ADAM stands off to the side.


OLIVER: [To ORLANDO] Now, sir, what make you here?


ORLANDO: Nothing. I am not taught to make anything.

OLIVER: What mar you then, sir?

ORLANDO: Marry, sir, I am helping you to mar that which God made, a poor unworthy brother of yours, with idleness.


OLIVER: [Sniffs with derision] Marry, sir, be better employed, and be naught awhile.


OLIVER turns to walk away.

ORLANDO: Shall I keep your hogs, and eat husks with them? What prodigal portion have I spent that I should come to such penury?


OLIVER: [Turns, adjusting his embroidered cuffs] Know you where you are, sir?


ORLANDO: O, sir, very well: here in your orchard.

OLIVER: Know you before whom, sir?

ORLANDO: Ay, better than him I am before knows me. I know you are my eldest brother, and in the gentle condition of blood you should so know me. The courtesy of nations allows you my better in that you are the first-born, but the same tradition takes not away my blood, were there twenty brothers betwixt us. I have as much of my father in me as you, albeit I confess your coming before me is nearer to his reverence.


OLIVER: [Threatening] What, boy!


OLIVER lunges for ORLANDO, trying to grapple him and strike him, but ORLANDO—forced to live by his wits, on the streets and working in fields to survive—is both quick and strong. He deflects his older brother’s inept attacks with ease.


JANINE: [To OPHELIA] Oh, Orlando has learned a thing or two, even if unschooled.


ALI: A rough life is an education unto itself.

ORLANDO continues to dodge, weave, and deflect his brother’s attacks.


ORLANDO: [Dismissive] Come, come, elder brother, you are too young in this.


OLIVER grows frustrated that his brother so easily defeats his blows. He reaches to grab ORLANDO by the throat, but ORLANDO expertly twists OLIVER’s wrist, locks his arm, and places him in a hold in which the elder brother is helpless to escape. It is a humiliating position for him to be in before all his SERVANTS and ATTENDANTS.

OLIVER: Wilt thou lay hands on me, villain?

ORLANDO: I am no villain. I am the youngest son of Sir Rowland de Boys; he was my father, and he is thrice a villain that says such a father begot villains. Wert thou not my brother, I would not take this hand from thy throat till this other had pulled out thy tongue for saying so. Thou has railed on thyself.
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