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CAST OF CHARACTERS

Archduchess Sophie - An intimidating dowager (late 40s), the mother of Emperor Franz Joseph of Austria

Duchess Ludovika - Sophie's unhappy younger sister (mid 40s)

Duchess Helene - Ludovika's shy older daughter (18)

Duchess Elisabeth - Ludovika's spirited younger daughter (15)

CIRCA AND SETTING; 1853, The Imperial Palace, Austria

The staging for this one-act production is minimalist. It consists of two high-backed chairs downstage and facing the audience. Placed directly behind the chairs is a three-foot high wooden platform. The spotlight focus goes back and forth between the two young women seated in the chairs and the two older women standing on the platform behind them and facing each other. It should be noted that when the action shifts to the chairs or the platforms, the other two characters assume the pose of mannequins and do not move.

With the exception of Archduchess Sophie, the other three women are dressed in high-necked funereal black dresses without ornamentation. Sophie, in contrast, wears a regal gown of velvet, brocade and satin (befitting her high station) as well as a crown and no shortage of jewelry. The older women wear their hair in upswept buns; the younger girls wear their hair long and flowing. Though the young sisters are both attractive, it is Elisabeth whose beauty and vitality will always turn heads ... and who caught the attention of the handsome Emperor.

AT RISE: ELISABETH and HELENE (unmoving) are seated in the chairs but turned inward to face the platform as if listening in on the heated conversation in progress between their mother and their aunt. 

A spotlight comes up on LUDOVIKA and SOPHIE who have squared off and are currently facing each other, occasionally pacing in anger and frustration.
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SOPHIE



(pointing an accusatory finger) How can you—my own sister—stand in the face of the Roman Catholic Church, The House of Habsburg-Lorraine, and beneath the very roof of The Imperial Palace and insist that this was not your cunning plan from the very beginning?!


LUDOVIKA



I made no such plan, Sophie. It was you who sent for us.


SOPHIE



I specifically sent for you and Helene. Your younger girl with her frivolous manners and unrestrained laughter has no business being at court!


LUDOVIKA



I will not argue that Elisabeth still has much to learn. Have you forgotten that she is only 15?


SOPHIE



She should not have come here and made an immediate distraction of herself to my son.


LUDOVIKA



I brought her because she is such a comfort to Helene. Did you not see how terrified Helene was when we arrived?


SOPHIE



Pfft! There is nothing in all of Austria that should strike terror in one so young.


LUDOVIKA



(amused) Except perhaps you.


SOPHIE



What was that? Did you mutter something just now, Ludovika?


LUDOVIKA



Respectfully, Sophie, your persona has never projected a modicum of warmth and kindness, even to your own nieces. When I was Helene's age, I confess that I was a bit terrified of you myself.


SOPHIE



Might I remind you yet again that we are The House of Habsburg-Lorraine? One must project a fierce strength and fortitude at all times to be taken seriously by our enemies.
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