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Introduction

by Peter Crawley

Some thirty years ago, Tom Swift awoke to discover that most of Dublin’s population had disappeared. He was understandably surprised. In retrospect, the strange exodus had not come without warning. In recent days he had noticed the appearance of mysterious flags, now dangling in yellow and white from the windows of empty houses and closed shops. Swift cycled through the streets, as perplexed as The Omega Man while a short distance away, in the Phoenix Park, Pope John Paul II addressed a gathering of more than one million people, concluding, ‘Young people of Ireland, I love you’.

The experience was not scarring, yet it lingers with the adult Swift still. Long before becoming a writer, he appreciated that a Church of Ireland upbringing made him a member of a minority, an outsider in his own country. Often he would encounter situations that made no sense. ‘Thinking about it’, he told me recently, ‘it has to inform the way you see the world to an extent.’

Outsiders work well in theatre, which requires a slight remove, or a different angle, to transform the familiar into something fascinatingly strange. In part, Swift inherited that perspective from his father, a natural sceptic who warned his children not to take things at face value. It’s a characteristic that informs other roles too: that of the journalist, the satirist and the revealing wit – all of which help to describe Tom Swift.

Some writers are born for the theatre, others arrive by invitation. Swift’s first play, an adaptation of Voltaire’s picaresque novel, Candide, was written at the request of Jo Mangan, who also cowrote and directed the play. If the whirl of hardships, war and death in Voltaire’s novella count as a withering assault against the doctrine of optimism (whose motto, “All is for the best in the best of all possible worlds,” is left in tatters), the inaugural production of Performance Corporation in 2002 matched it with a playful aesthetic and endlessly inventive stagecraft. Each play in this collection was originally staged by the Performance Corporation and though Swift has explored different avenues ever since, such playfulness is a constant. The writing is precise, but leaves room for the discoveries of rehearsals, the flesh of the theatre. All plays are blueprints for performance, but several of these scripts – many of which are site-specific and all of them slyly topical – are documents for something unrepeatable.

It is hard to imagine Dr Ledbetter’s Experiment (2004) conducted anywhere but Kilkenny, for instance. A promenade performance through the medieval city, it equips the audience with headphones and radio receivers to let us hear a 19th Century physician losing his mind. Time seems to soften and slip through the play, the text of words and thoughts gathering in layers, buffeted by anachronistic sound cues, to create a gentle disorientation. It is not quite madness (although we do hear voices) but it provides a shiver of Ledbetter’s own gothic trajectory, torn between the Book of Genesis and On the Origin of Species as his worldview – like Candide’s – is whipped out from under him.

For Drive-By (2006), Swift adapted the technology for a different purpose. Again the text is broadcast directly to the audience, blending live dialogue and recorded soundscapes. But this time we sit in cars watching boy racers whizz by, eavesdropping on verbatim interviews, stern newscasts and the staccato argot of petrol heads (‘Keep her lit.’). Everything is juxtaposed, as though our radio dial is hopping. Dr Ledbetter’s Experiment assigned the audience a new role with almost every scene – a history tour, a Church of Ireland congregation, errant schoolchildren or a prison committee. In Drive-By we belong, at times, to an accelerating subculture, a moralizing mass audience, or confidants to the personal tragedies of bereaved parents. Swift threaded journalistic enquiry into his narrative, aware that road deaths in Ireland attract more uniformed comment than investigation. Role-play, it seems, can be exhilarating, sobering and illuminating.

‘It gets everywhere,’ one character says of sand (and true love) in Lizzie Lavelle and the Vanishing of Emlyclough (2007). Indeed, it will swallow the fictitious town whole, as its two communities – North and South – slip deeper into mutual enmity. Not even the metaphors of casual speech are safe. Lizzie, star player of the game of Ball for Emlyclough South, is ‘purer than driven sand’, insists her father. Michael, star player for Emlyclough North, would have ‘seven shades of sand beaten out of him’ by his fearsome mother were he to fall for a girl from the wrong side of the tracks. ‘There’s bad sand between us,’ both sides agree. In that Swiftian ploy, clichés are exposed and subverted, and received language, ancient grudges and sectarian divides all seem inherently absurd. An archetypal story of sand crossed lovers, it shows – to borrow Philip Larkin’s phrase – how misery deepens like a coastal shelf (‘If you sink in the sand, I’ll sink faster just to spite you!’). But in its thrumming good humour and the escape of its lovers to the bustling metropolis of Belmullet, it suggest that tragedy is not always inevitable.

On the face of it, The Nose (2008), Swift’s adaptation of Nikolai Gogol’s short story, and his business satire Power Point (2009) do not seem closely related. The first is a rare piece intended for a straight-ahead theatre space, based on a proto-absurdist Russian classic. The second is a site-specific piece, played out in the function room of a hotel or a business centre, whose source material – Guy de Maupassant’s Boule de Suif – is buried so deep that a literary forensics specialist would struggle to find it. Both, however, are subtle, salient critiques of a nation in collapse, financially and morally.

Swift’s version of The Nose – in which a Russian civil servant discovers not only that his nose has gone missing, but that it now outranks him – delights in oxymorons and slyly incongruous references. Major Kovalyev is wickedly undercut by his own preposterous sense of status (“Look, I am a self-made civil servant, so I’ll be blunt.”) while the poor but virtuous Olga has seen her dowry diminish in ‘a stupid complex of luxury dachas’. For a contemporary Irish audience, whose own sense of status had begun its worrying descent, the ‘unprecedented economic prosperity’ of this whirligig vision of nineteenth century Russia seemed very close to home. It’s not for nothing that Swift, who once worked as a television journalist, is at his most merciless when he sends up the meaningless patter of rolling media reportage, but for all his surreal frolics and pure comedy there is also a yearning for honesty. ‘A fact is something that will stand up in a court of law,’ points out one character, with a distinctly Hiberno-Russian grasp of irony, ‘whereas the truth is … tricky.” Time and again authority figures are exposed as deceivers and mountebanks – conceited civil servants, careless doctors, fatuous news reporters, craven madams, even drunken barbers – but the play is not cynical. Its conclusion, and its restorative sense of decency, brings Swift’s satire closer to Horace’s ancient definition: to comment with a smile.

Where Maupassant chose to provoke, thrusting his reader into the moral expedience of French society with the exploitation and repudiation of a prostitute during the Franco-Prussian War, Swift’s very loose adaptation of Boule de Suif enlists his audience as coplayers in a parody of corporate culture, where values may plummet as well as rise. Attending a business seminar whose motivational excess is almost evangelical and jargonistic mantras spool out of our gurus Jack and Jill like a liturgy, in its own modest way the play anticipated the crumbling of Ireland’s financial cathedrals and the bankruptcy of a nation. Powerpoint, though, works less like a narrative and more like a musical composition, from a galloping sardonic overture (‘PANIC is the NUMBER ONE tool for SUCCESS in business today.’) to incantatory recitations (‘In the future the Internet will die… unloved and alone in a bed-sit.’) to a purging, wild finale. Having punctured the illogic of corporate cant, it finally seeks truth not in art, but unadorned reality, Swift’s final unscripted scene letting the actors share genuine personal mementos and reminiscences. (In performance, director Jo Mangan injected some uncertainty: the photographs we were shown were blank.)

If that gesture suggested a conjuring trick – Swift as the disappearing writer – Swampoodle (2011) brought the idea further. A show about a show – which the audience may have just missed – it aims to tell the history of an Irish ghetto in Washington DC, paralleled with the declining fortunes of its performance space, the gargantuan, dilapidated Uline Arena. Once an historic venue, where the Ice-capades, Malcolm X and The Beatles all made appearances, it now boasts to be ‘one of the city’s premiere parking lots’. The American idioms and Irish voices here may be arch, but they also seem persuasive, unmediated speeches given by actors performing versions of themselves within a ‘devised physical-slash-visual spectacle exploring the boundaries of what and how theatre can be’. That description staggers with self-reference and self send-up, but – as is the habit with Swift – it contains some truth. The playwright makes his own cameo here – as ‘a clueless feckin’ drunk’ – as though Swift’s anti-authoritarianism has now extended to himself, and through Shakespearean lifts and a frequent exhortation to seize the day he seems to be writing himself out of Swampoodle.

The play ends with the audience as writers of their own destiny, the real world beckoning them forth, waiting beyond a frame of parted curtains and fluttering jazz hands. We may be guided – through headphones, in cars, or along the freshly hacked trail of satire – but the experience of Tom Swift’s theatre asks us to realise our own agency, to see things differently. Viewed from a slight remove, life seems more fresh, more comic, more honest. Or, as the cast of Swampoodle puts it, ‘It’s a wonderful show!’





DOCTOR LEDBETTER’S EXPERIMENT



AUTHOR’S NOTES

Locations

Dr Ledbetter’s Experiment is a site-specific promenade work written for the Parliament Street area of Kilkenny City. The play begins in the lower medieval courtyard at Rothe House. The audience then moves to the upper courtyard, returns to the lower courtyard before being brought to the adjoining Gaelic League Hall. They then travel across the street to the Smithwicks Hall where a number of scenes are enacted. Finally, the audience walks along Parliament Street and into the City Gaol under Kilkenny City Courthouse.

Sound Design

At the start of the play, audience members are given personal headphones and an FM radio. During the play they listen to all the live dialogue, sound effects and original music through these headphones.

Recorded Dialogue

Where dialogue appears in brackets { } this denotes recorded dialogue, and is sometimes used to express a character’s unspoken thoughts.



Doctor Ledbetter’s Experiment premiered at the Kilkenny Arts Festival, August 2004. It was produced by The Performance Corporation and Kilkenny Arts Festival. In August 2006, the play was performed in the Edinburgh Festival Fringe as part of the Traverse Theatre programme.

Original Cast

Niamh Daly

Damien Devaney

Fergal McElherron

Aoife Molony

Rory Nolan.

Director: Jo Mangan

Sound Designer: Paul Brennan

Designer: Almha Roche

Lighting Designer: Kevin Treacy

Costume Designer: Suzanne Keogh

Composer: Rob Canning

SCENE 1

The lower courtyard of Rothe House, Kilkenny. The audience put on their headphones: They hear a quiet high-pitched tone, then the sound of the narrator’s laboured breathing.

NARRATOR. It is peaceful here now. The walls and windows of Kilkenny show no signs of what went on here almost 150 years ago. The reflections in the windows, these stone walls which surround us, the very light of the sun itself yield no clues. But if you listen hard, you may hear echoes. They are memories or thoughts waiting to be released – waiting to be witnessed once more.

The sound of a light wind and the whisper of indecipherable voices.

Can you feel that? An echo from the shadows of a man who once traversed these streets: A good man, a bad man, a physician, a brute. What do you perceive?

Church bells, crowd sounds, tramping feet and the shout of a town crier.

TOWN CRIER. {Come see the blackguard Brennan meet his maker! Come see the blackguard Brennan meet his maker!}

Florence Ledbetter enters the lower courtyard.

FLORENCE. Saul! Saul! Hurry we shall miss it.

Dr. Saul Ledbetter follows, staring at his cupped hand.

LEDBETTER. Amaurobius Ferox! Is not the spider the most perfectly formed of God’s creatures? I have this moment witnessed him pounce on his prey and drag it into his lair. He is all but blind and yet his remarkable sense of touch allows him to thrive in the darkness.

Lets the spider walk on his hand. The doctor becomes dreamyeyed.

God’s perfect creation. [Produces a copy of Darwin’s On the origin of species] And yet this Dr Darwin would tell us that this spider has some prehistoric dragon as its ancestor.

LEDBETTER. {A man of science must maintain an open mind. Yet a Christian must denounce such ideas as blasphemy!}

He crushes the spider in his hand with a frown and throws it aside.

FLORENCE. [Laughs] Saul, I really wish you would not conduct your experiments in the public street. Now, please I wish to see the sentence announced.

LEDBETTER. I can tell you now he will be condemned to die. The poor know the taste of injustice only too well my dear. You know that I cannot and will not applaud the taking of another’s life.

FLORENCE. Is it not plain to you – as it is to me – that this Private Brennan is the man who murdered those women and so he must pay the price. Even the novice at phrenology can see the man’s features, the shape of his shaven skull are those of a murderer.

LEDBETTER. Phrenology? How can you believe such fables and fantasy? It is against reason.

FLORENCE. Saul. Come straight away. Let us see justice done.

Florence exits. Ledbetter stares after her.

LEDBETTER. {You bloodthirsty woman.}

Ledbetter reluctantly follows.

[To Audience] Yes that’s right. Good people of Kilkenny. The entertainment lies this way. Can you not smell the hatred and fear? Justice is served at twelve noon, sharp.

SCENE 2

The audience follows Ledbetter into the upper courtyard. The sound of crowd chattering in excitedly. George Goodman and his wife Emily stand surveying proceedings. Ledbetter and Florence join them.

FLORENCE. My husband is too weak-willed to believe in justice. I say if he is guilty, he must pay for his sins. What do you believe, Uncle?

GOODMAN. Firing squad’s too damn good for him, if you will excuse my French. Poor Florence you are not accustomed to such harsh language.

FLORENCE. [Laughs] You must think me deaf. I have heard such words before and much worse.

LEDBETTER. Mr Goodman, are you with the regiment in wishing to dispatch this bothersome matter quickly or do you celebrate with the Fenians in the death of one of the Queen’s soldiers?

GOODMAN. Never quite knocked the Quaker zeal out of you, did I? Can’t you see it’s a practical matter? Separating the wheat from the chaff. [Pause] And Saul, I still expect my charge to show his guardian a modicum of respect.

LEDBETTER. What do you suppose the Lord Jesus Christ would have done if presented with a man like Brennan?

GOODMAN. Death by firing squad, I should imagine.

LEDBETTER. Do Florence and I not sit beside you at church each Sunday? Have I not heard you read the scriptures …

GOODMAN. Eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth.

LEDBETTER. … which tell us that forgiveness is the path of the righteous. Is not this faith in God’s compassion, what makes us different from the beasts of the field, from the animals?

GOODMAN. My point precisely. The scoundrel’s not human. He deserves to die.

A bugle call. A Colonel marches into the courtyard. The sound of the condemned man’s breathing, then a drum roll.

COLONEL. A court martial of her majesty’s army has tried this man, Private Ignatius Brennan …

Angry shouts, the condemned man’s breathing gets louder.

COLONEL. And found him to be guilty of the murders of Catherine Devine, Delia Fagan, May Sheflin, Rose Boylan and Mary Horsman. I hereby order that the sentence of death be carried out forthwith.

LEDBETTER. No! This sentence must not be carried out!

The crowd boos.

FLORENCE. Please Saul, not again. You cannot change the verdict.

Ledbetter leaps onto a boulder in the middle of the courtyard and turns to address the crowd.

LEDBETTER. This is against God’s will! Only He [raises hands up to heaven] can sit in judgement.

The boos grow louder.

Please, listen. Only God, I tell you!

COLONEL. Doctor Ledbetter. Always the dissenter. I know this man to be guilty. I presided over the court martial which found him guilty as charged.

Crowd cheers.

LEDBETTER. Did not our Lord Jesus Christ preach the gospel of forgiveness? Even if this man were guilty of those crimes, the Christian, the moral, the human imperative demands that we should not take his life!

The condemned man’s breathing and heartbeat gets louder.

COLONEL. Doctor Ledbetter. We all know you to be a friend of the poor and the sick but even the Good Samaritan would not dare to declare himself a proponent of murder.

The crowd boos. Ledbetter relents. He goes towards the lower courtyard, roughly dragging Florence with him.

LEDBETTER. I will not bear witness to this butchery. Animals! Animals!

GOODMAN. Ledbetter, leave her be!

COLONEL. Firing squad! Take aim! Fire!

Gunshots. The heartbeat stops. Rowdy cheers, mingled with the sound of wolves howling.

SCENE 3

The action freezes, and again the sounds of whistling wind and whispers are heard. In the distance, the screams of a woman. She pleads to be released.

NARRATOR. {Back and forth, back and forth they go, these echoes, bouncing from place to place through time. Did you hear that one? It might have been a forgotten thought, or an ancient nightmare, or a bad memory – One can never really tell. But don’t let it upset you. Believe you me, these echoes often deceive and confuse.}

Florence confronts Ledbetter at the gateway leading to the lower courtyard.

FLORENCE. I simply fail to understand why you waste your breath on these lost causes. And why do you insist on humiliating yourself in the presence of the entire town?

LEDBETTER. Florence, if I must shout to uphold the sanctity of human life, I will do it. My father taught me: when a man holds a belief he must follow it to the last. When the great hunger came he fed the hungry and the sick till he too was a pauper and on his deathbed. His memory and the grief of his death are what inspire me. Mr Goodman was not so kind to his tenants.

FLORENCE. Without my uncle’s charity you would be languishing in the poorhouse this very day. At least he takes good care of his own flesh and blood. You preach about morality, love, brotherhood and yet …

LEDBETTER. And yet?

FLORENCE. Look within your own four walls. Look within! You confine yourself to your laboratory for days on end, doing I know not what. When you re-emerge your only concern is with rogues and murderers.

LEDBETTER. Have patience my love. I am very close now – close to a discovery which will change all our lives!

FLORENCE. More false promises!

Florence stares hard at Ledbetter.

FLORENCE. {Who are you? You are changing into a creature I no longer recognize.}

Florence exits, followed by Ledbetter. The Colonel ushers the audience through the gateway into the lower courtyard.

COLONEL. Come now, the day’s business is done. God above will do with Private Brennan what He sees fit.

The audience moves to the lower courtyard to the sound of lowing cattle.

SCENE 4

In the lower courtyard, the whistling wind and whispers return. Nora, a young washer-woman appears on the balcony above with a bundle of white sheets. She hangs them up to dry. Ledbetter emerges from a doorway as a younger version of himself, sporting a boy’s cloth cap. He is shy and diffident. He ascends the stairs to the balcony clutching a Church of Ireland prayer book. He coughs to attract attention.

NORA. Master Ledbetter. Have you come to pray for us or pray with us? Let’s see. [Grabs prayer book] ‘The Anglican Book of Common Prayer’. [Laughs] And Saul was blinded by a dazzling light! The glint off Goodman’s shilling more likely. I suppose as long as he pays the bills, its fare thee well to the Quaker meetinghouse.

LEDBETTER. Nora, you know I had no choice.

NORA. The poor little orphan boy. Anyway what’s with you? You’re giving me the strangest look.

Throws the book back at him.

LEDBETTER. You know Nora. You know.

NORA. You want the washing back that I took from the house only this morning? Sure don’t you know them heavy damasks take a day and a half to clean proper?

LEDBETTER. Stop. You know.

NORA. You’ve given the serving girls a day’s rest and you’re dropping off the dirty linen yourself?

LEDBETTER. Nora, I know it is a sin. I cannot help it … I have money.

NORA. Well there’s a new one for you. And there was me thinking Mr Goodman’s paying to send you to medical school above in Dublin with pissybed seeds.

LEDBETTER. Please.

NORA. Money you say?

Nora beckons him to enter.

Let’s have a look at what class of money you’re talking about young Saul Ledbetter. But I’m telling you this is the last time, this week.

They disappear behind the hanging sheets to the sound of monkeys chattering and screaming.

SCENE 5

The Reverend Spencer – an elderly man – emerges from the door of the Gaelic League Hall on the upper side of the courtyard. Inside is a Church of Ireland chapel.

SPENCER. Please come in. You are all so very welcome. I am always gratified to welcome new parishioners to our little church.

The Reverend Spencer hands out hymn books to the audience who sit in the church’s pews. Opposite are seated Goodman and Emily. Ledbetter enters out of breath and gets a withering stare from Goodman.

Please be seated. We shall be commencing the service shortly. If you open your hymnbooks we will start with number 357.

The congregation and audience sing ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’.

All things bright and beautiful. [Sighs] Thank you for joining us as we pray to our Lord Jesus Christ. [Pause] Dear Lord, You created the world, heaven and earth. Lord thank you for all the bright and beautiful gifts of nature you have given us. Amen.

CONGREGATION. Amen.

SPENCER. Beautiful.

He loses himself in religious reverie. Goodman coughs. Spencer comes to, not realising he’s been daydreaming.

And now we shall have a reading from the book of Genesis. Doctor Ledbetter?

Ledbetter walks to the lectern and opens the Bible.

LEDBETTER. And God made the beast of the earth after his kind, and cattle after his kind, and every thing that creepeth upon the earth after his kind: and God saw that it was good. And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth. This is the word of the Lord.

CONGREGATION. Amen

Ledbetter stares at the congregation. He holds up Darwin’s On the Origin of Species.

LEDBETTER. This is the word of the Lord … But be warned. There is another book, which would have us believe an immoral story of creatures that crawled from the mud, millions of years past. Dr Darwin’s On the origin of Species tells us that from the loins of some of these creatures came forth the line of mammals; from others of their kin came forth the fowl of the air and so on.

The sounds of the jungle … The congregation begin to act in an apelike manner. Emily picks a nit out of Goodman’s hair. Reverend Spencer scratches his head. Ledbetter rubs his eyes in disbelief. The congregants return to their normal human form.

And what is more, if you were to read this hateful pamphlet, and I have read it many times, you can only conclude that men are nothing more than first cousins of monkeys! Imagine brethren, the horror this implies. If we are beasts should we not treat our fellow man as we do animals? Should we not scourge them, enslave them, and slaughter them without remorse or pity. That is why I say to you reject this book. It is a Pandora’s box of lies and horror!

Silence. Ledbetter appears flustered as if he’s suddenly snapped out of a dream and meekly returns to his seat.

SPENCER. Lovely. May the Lord protect you and keep you, may he guide you and comfort you from this day forth. Go in peace. Amen.

CONGREGATION. Amen.

The congregation shuffles out apart from Goodman and Ledbetter.

GOODMAN. Shameful, simply shameful. Have you forgotten? You are a medical doctor not a preacher. And as for this ranting about Darwin – you protest too much about this Godless theory which has already been disproved. I told you before, do not dabble in science and theorizing! And if you persist in making a fool out of me I shall cut you off without a penny.

LEDBETTER. I confess I do not know what possessed me, Mr Goodman. I am a little tired of late. My seclusion in the laboratory has had an odd effect.

Goodman smiles weakly, looks about, then offers Ledbetter a pinch of snuff.

GOODMAN. Here, have some. Emily abhors this stuff.

Ledbetter refuses. Goodman takes a sniff, sneezes once very politely but is then wracked by a massive sneezing fit. His gestures and sneezes become animal-like as he writhes about. Ledbetter looks on in horror.

LEDBETTER. Mr Goodman. Mr Goodman. Stop that. Please stop.

Goodman staggers out of the chapel still wracked by the seizure. Ledbetter follows.

Please, Mr Goodman!

SCENE 6

A whistling wind and whispers … A schoolmistress in 1920’s clothing enters and beckons the audience to follow her.

MISTRESS. Children hurry up! We must make haste to the schoolhouse for scripture lessons. Please children this way.

She beckons the audience out into the lower courtyard and onto Parliament Street. The sound of horses and the cries of street sellers.

As your headmistress I expect and demand your attention and obedience at all times. Now children it’s time to cross the road.

The schoolmistress holds the traffic on Parliament Street to allow the audience to cross. She leads them towards the Smithwicks Hall.

Careful! Please pay attention to the horses – They are liable to bolt at a moment’s notice. Quickly now, I trust your parents told you that the black and tans have left Kilkenny barracks. If they don’t get you, then the IRA men will. Henry? Where is Henry, children? Quick children, get inside. But you must have seen him. Oh my dear Lord, you must have seen him.

As the audience enters the Smithwicks Hall the soundscape changes from 1920’s street sounds to the noise of a jungle teeming with wildlife. The Schoolmistress wanders slowly into the darkness muttering a mantra.

You must have seen him. You must have seen him. You must have seen him …

NARRATOR. {Fascinating. As I told you, our friends the echoes are prone to fragment, confuse, ricochet. This is no schoolhouse. We have arrived in a different place altogether. Now quickly stand over there. Yes there where I can see you. Hurry up. Shush, now. Listen or the echoes will become distorted.}

SCENE 7

The smash of breaking glass. The lights go up on the doctor’s lab. Ledbetter is holding the neck of a broken lab container in one hand and inhaling deeply from a smoking beaker in the other. He’s trembling. Behind him are three cages from which comes the squeaking of small animals. He turns to the cages and violently prods the animals with a metal spike. The animals cry in pain. Satisfied, the doctor sits down to write a letter.

LEDBETTER. {Dear Dr Darwin, I trust you have received my previous epistles and await your reply. I recently read with great shock your work ‘On the origin of species’. Your thesis has at its core, an assumption that … }

Ledbetter looks up.

… God himself does not exist! [Pause] I refer you to the book of Genesis and challenge you to find a single reference to ‘natural selection’ or indeed ‘survival of the fittest’. [Pause] On another matter, I am pleased to tell you I am conducting my own research.

A maid, Josephine, enters unseen by Ledbetter with a teapot on a tray.

My thesis does not propose that the creatures evolve into some other species as you do. [Impassioned] Rather, my experiments have found that … Josephine, I did not see you. I have taken to writing aloud, if you understand.

Ledbetter continues writing. She gently places the tray on his desk, her gaze fixed on him.

JOSEPHINE. No forgive me, sir. I’ll be going now, sir.

Ledbetter continues writing. Josephine backs away. She picks up a shard from the broken beaker, hesitates and then cuts her hand. She gasps in pain and the doctor leaps to her side.

LEDBETTER. Quick, hold it like so.

JOSEPHINE. I am so sorry sir.

Ledbetter holds her wrist roughly and wraps a bandage around her hand. He tries to avoid her stare.

LEDBETTER. Now that should be right as rain in no time.

JOSEPHINE. Is it the lines on my face sir?

LEDBETTER. Yes, right as rain.

JOSEPHINE. Sir, is that what it is? Is that why you cannot look me in the face?

LEDBETTER. I think you should retire for the evening, Josephine. You are distressed but I assure you the lesion is not deep.

She grabs Ledbetter’s wrist with her free hand

JOSEPHINE. It hurts sir. Why should it be impossible for two people, such as we are, to be… I know you are a married respectable gentleman and [Bitter] you love your wife. But was I not always discreet? You were happy with me once …

JOSEPHINE. { … happy to whisper your affections in my little ear, happy to lie with me.}

She lets go and begins peering into the animal cages.

I know my face has grown freckled and lined. But a poor girl has no choice. Work and worry; the sun and rain take care of that. Did you not tell me this miraculous cure you were concocting to treat those poor creatures you torment day and night. You told me you were the man who was going to ‘turn back the very hands of time’.

Ledbetter backs away as she moves closer.

Why not make a little guinea pig of me? I won’t bite.

LEDBETTER. [annoyed] I cannot recall any of this Josephine. As I said, you are upset.

JOSEPHINE. It’s you will be upset when Mrs Ledbetter finds out what you’ve been up to with Nora the washerwoman’s daughter! That’ll set the queen bee in a tizzy!

Ledbetter raises his hand to strike her but stops himself. Josephine stumbles backwards in fright, then exits.

LEDBETTER. Forgive me Josephine, please.

Ledbetter takes another drag from the mysterious smoking beaker. Darkness falls.

SCENE 8

A light wind and whispers followed by the muffled sound of 1970’s music.

NARRATOR. {Forgive me. There has been some interference. I assure you this has nothing whatsoever to do with me.}

In another part of the space, a young man in dishevelled clothes is chained to the wall. He’s blindfolded and gagged. He rocks back and forth in a distressed state. The sound of a fuzzy and intermittent radio broadcast …

NEWSREADER. { … has been the driest summer on record. [Pause] The Garda Commissioner … was no link … unsolved disappearances … all went missing during … County Kilkenny … families are demanding a new investigation….}

The light fades further. A dark figure approaches the young man and overshadows him. The young man lets out a muffled scream. Darkness.

SCENE 9

Ledbetter inhales from a smoking beaker in his lab before staggering to a dining table where Florence waits for him. A large silver dome sits on the table. A piano sonata plays somewhere in the distance.

FLORENCE. Saul, why is there no place set for you? You have spent two days in the laboratory with barely a scrap of food. Why can you not tell me what you do in that odious chamber? Saul, are you listening?

LEDBETTER. Yes.

FLORENCE. I do wish you would listen. Did I tell you I received a letter from Dublin this morning, from mother?

LEDBETTER. Precisely.

FLORENCE. Listen. She writes, ‘The gardens at Fitzwilliam are more delightful than ever. I noted on my last visit to Kilkenny that your gardens have fallen into a state of disrepair that reminded your father of Borneo. You really should employ a more dedicated gardener…

LEDBETTER. I see.

FLORENCE. She intends to visit soon.

LEDBETTER. Exactly.

Florence leaps abruptly to her feet and begins to gesticulate.

FLORENCE. You realise I will not be here to entertain her. I will have escaped to Dublin to join the chorus at the Royal Theatre. [Raises her dress provocatively] Every night I shall tease the footlights with a glimpse of petticoat. And no doubt I shall adjourn to a convenient opium house at the close of each performance where I will enjoy the company of burly stevedores and Chinese sailors … [pause] Saul? Saul! Do you know who I am? Please. I am not a dog lying in your path to be stepped over – I am your Florence.

Ledbetter stares vacantly at Florence. There’s a knock at the door, and Josephine enters out of breath.

JOSEPHINE. Dr Ledbetter, Mrs Ledbetter. My mother has taken very badly ill again. She calls for you doctor. Please come, sir.

FLORENCE. The doctor and I are having dinner. I will not have the servants intrude in such a manner.

LEDBETTER. Josephine, I will attend to your mother as soon as I can.

Josephine exits.

FLORENCE. She is ill so often, it is a miracle of medicine that this girl’s mother continues to live at all. You think I am blind to this charade but I am not. You will not go, I command you!

LEDBETTER. The woman needs medical attention. You do not command me. You are duty bound to love, honour and obey me.

Josephine appears in the shadows, eavesdropping.

FLORENCE. Ha! Love and honour – the very things you would give to all but me. Don’t think I haven’t noticed how nicely you bandaged Josephine’s little hand.

LEDBETTER. Quiet I say! You will obey me!

Ledbetter grabs a carving knife from the table and holds the blade to Florence’s neck.

FLORENCE. Cut away, cut away. What difference will it make? I am already dead to you!{Return to me my love. Look at me.}

LEDBETTER. Stop this blasphemy!

Ledbetter lowers the knife.Florence throws back her head revealing more of her bare neck. Ledbetter trembles with anger and raises the knife to her throat again.

Perhaps, I should do it! At least then I would be rid of your tormenting ways!

Ledbetter drops the knife to the floor and slumps back into his chair.

LEDBETTER. A darkness has fallen over me Florence. A darkness in which I cannot sense the way to go – I have prayed to God to show me the path but he does not answer. I cannot tell if I am dreaming or awake and you are the one thing that tethers me to reality. All I see about me is disease, cruelty and death. Do I commit a sin if I try to end that suffering?

Josephine emerges from the shadows, smiling and reaching towards Ledbetter.

Get out! Go away!

SCENE 10

The sound of clanking engines, steam-powered machines and the excited murmur of a lecture hall. Dr Jenkins – an elderly English professor – enters and stands in the midst of the audience.

JENKINS. Gentlemen, as chairman of the Linnean Society it is my pleasure to welcome Dr Saul Ledbetter, the renowned Irish scientist here to London to address us. Gentlemen, Dr Ledbetter has for some time now been investigating the causes and effects of the ageing process upon the ‘Corpus Humana’. He is confident you will be amazed by his findings.

Ledbetter takes centre stage.

LEDBETTER. Gentlemen, I put to you this evening the proposition that human life is not a finite process.

Murmurs of disbelief from the Linnean Society members.

It astounds you but it is true. Death is by no means a certainty. I tell you now – we have it in our power to turn back the ever-ticking clock of man’s mortality … by returning the body to womb itself!

Gasps of amazement.

It is universally accepted that within the womb the seed of human life thrives as at no other time. And what of the conditions in which this miracle occurs? You will agree that in this cocoon the growing child is denied light, denied sound, denied food in the sense that we understand it. He is in a state of what I term ‘Sensory Denial’. This led me to ponder the possible effects on my laboratory animals if I were to recreate the conditions which foster life itself! For weeks on end, confined in darkened cages, I denied these animals all the normal sensory stimulations. The cages were proofed against sound, their food was minimal and they were administered a particular … medication to dull the sense of touch.

JENKINS. Surely, Dr Ledbetter, this is an inhumane treatment.

LEDBETTER. May I remind you, Dr Jenkins, that these tests were conducted on mere animals. Their lives are of little consequence when weighed against mankind’s advancement. I grant you, those few that did survive appeared greatly disturbed, and yet … And yet these animals had undergone an undeniable physiological metamorphosis. They entered those cages as normal fully grown adults. They re-emerged younger, stronger, more virile than before – Gentleman they had reverted to their juvenile state! I had turned back the clock!

LINNEANS. {Outrageous! Charlatan! Show us your proof, sir. Show us your proof.}

LEDBETTER. Gentlemen, please! With this finding, we shall overcome sickness and infirmity forever!

Goodman enters in an enraged state.

GOODMAN. Saul! What the Dickens are you doing, you beast?

LEDBETTER. Can you not see that I am engaged in a lecture?

GOODMAN. Have you been mesmerised man? Look at you, chattering away to yourself like a baboon. You will hang for this, I tell you you will hang on high!

LEDBETTER. Mr Goodman?

GOODMAN. You’ll be sorry to hear that your wife was still alive – Still breathing when they found her in a pool of her own blood. Your name was all she uttered – your name Saul.

Ledbetter staggers on his feet.

You will come with me. I’ll see to it that the constabulary beat you till you confess.

Goodman leads Ledbetter out in a confused state.

SCENE 11

A light wind and whispers, then a rumbling ominous sound as if we are deep underground. Fluorescent lights flicker on. A man is standing on a chair, his arms in cruciform. His wrists are tied with ropes to the roof beams above. The prisoner wears dishevelled modern clothes. He is scared and squints out into the darkness.

INTERROGATOR. Do we look like total fools? Just tell us what you did with the girl.

PRISONER. I keep telling you … It wasn’t me … It was him … Tricked the both of us … Told us lies … And when we got there it was so dark … Couldn’t see the hand in front of your face and … I was losing my mind trapped in there – the place was full of animals – they wouldn’t leave me alone.

INTERROGATOR. Losing your mind. Yeah. Good description.

PRISONER. What? What?

INTERROGATOR. Lost his sense of hearing and all.

PRISONER. It wasn’t me. He tricked us.

INTERROGATOR. This fairytale again! You were the last one seen with her, you turn up weeks later, in this state, with no sign of the girl. And you can’t even give a description of this ‘zookeeper’.

PRISONER. It’s the truth!

INTERROGATOR. I know your sort. You really don’t deserve this – to have me asking you this and asking you that; begging you – tell me what happened, tell me the truth. Because you don’t hear me, and you don’t understand.

The interrogator kicks the chair rhythmically. The prisoner panics trying to maintain a foothold.

You’re on a lower level. You’re a dumb, sick animal. And there’s only one language animals understand.

The lights flicker and go out. The prisoner screams as we hear him being savagely beaten. This is suddenly interrupted by radio interference.

SCENE 12

Funereal music and the distant rumble of thunder. Goodman and Emily stand around uneasily in the parlour of the Ledbetter house. Ledbetter sits apart from them. He has changed physically. He is stooped and bruised about the face.

LEDBETTER. {Behold, thou hast driven me out this day from the face of the earth; and from thy face shall I be hid; and I shall be a fugitive and a vagabond in the earth. [Pause] I see the way you regard me. You do not see the man who healed and tended you – you see a monster.}

Laughs bitterly to himself drawing stares from the mourners.

GOODMAN. [Whispers] I raised a viper! The very sight of his false tears makes my blood boil.

EMILY. George dear, please. Won’t you let him grieve? Saul was questioned. That is all. He has been charged with nothing.

GOODMAN. He’s the man all right. They simply did not beat him enough.

Reverend Spencer enters and commiserates with the Goodmans and then with Doctor Ledbetter.

LEDBETTER. Tell me this Reverend, if God is love then why should he choose to destroy love, and put in its place pain and anger? He has taken her from me just as He ripped my mother and father from me when I was a boy. I am no Job! Why does He test me thus?

GOODMAN. Do you question God’s will sir?

The thunder gets louder.

SPENCER. No please Mr Goodman, he is upset. Do not vex him further.

GOODMAN. Do you question God sir?

LEDBETTER. Yes I do question him, sir. Every night I pray to him – imploring him to tell me why men act like beasts, why the strong dominate the sick and the weak, why the rich enslave the poor and why they cast out those who speak the truth. I question Him, but my only reply is the echo of my own voice; an empty echo!

There’s a crash of thunder and a blinding flash of lightning. In unison, the mourners crouch in fear. They take on the form of cowering apes, then slowly ‘evolve’ back to their upright human form. Ledbetter is transfixed. He takes a copy of Darwin’s book from his pocket. He flicks manically through the book to a marked page. He stares in amazement at the book, then at the mourners and then back at the book. A slow smile of understanding creeps across his face. Blackout.

SCENE 13

A sudden loud knocking on a heavy door, and then more frantic knocking, as if someone is trying to escape. A big wooden door creaks open and we hear coughing and moaning.

VOICES. {Please Doctor, please Doctor. For the love of God, she’s dying – will you not help. Please Doctor will you cure her, please.}

Ledbetter is in his lab. He looks ill and his body seems wracked with pain. He is inhaling from a glass beaker, while staring wide eyed at a pair of scissors in his other hand. He puts down the beaker and slips the scissors in his pocket. The sound of circus music. Suddenly the doctor adopts a showman persona. Josephine enters. Ledbetter twirls her around.

LEDBETTER. Enter! Enter the sick and the lame and the leper! Who am I, you ask? I am one of you. Come and be healed. Place your trust in me and together we shall evolve to a new state of well-being. Welcome to the Ledbetter Infirmary!

An old woman and her timid adult son enter. Josephine greets them with a flourish of mock ceremony.

JOSEPHINE. Sir, Madame, come this way. You seem quite sprightly. What is it that ails you?

MR KEOHANE. No it’s not for me ma’am that I’ve come. My old mother is the one who is full of old maladies and …

MRS KEOHANE. I’m 76!

JOSEPHINE. Well then, you need urgent attention, don’t you? What exactly ails you ma’am?

MRS KEOHANE. I’m old and wrinkled and my bones ache with the years. Is that not enough, girl?

MR KEOHANE. Up and down Parliament Street they’re all talking about the doctor’s healing gift. Is it … Is it true?

MRS KEOHANE. Is it for free the fool wants to ask! Well? How much is it, girl?

LEDBETTER. Here, no one pays a penny. I embrace the poor and the sick – and reject the rich, as they have rejected me. Josephine please tend to the lady.

Josephine leads her away with a wicked smile. Ledbetter circles Mr Keohane, looking him up and down.

Sir. You are ill.

MR KEOHANE. I am?

LEDBETTER. The outward manifestations are only perceptible to a trained eye but you are a very sick young man and in need of immediate treatment. The ravages of age are already apparent on your face.

MR KEOHANE. But, but … Mr Tehan will be looking for me back at the shop. If I’m late…

LEDBETTER. Don’t worry my boy. You will be eternally grateful to me when the job is done. Josephine direct him to the anteroom – And Josephine I wish to speak with you.

JOSEPHINE. Doctor Ledbetter, this man does not need treatment. You burden yourself with too much work.

LEDBETTER. He shall undergo a new type of treatment. It is a process only the healthy and the deserving can withstand. Do you deserve it, Josephine? You told me once you wished to be my guinea pig. Is that still your desire? You said you loved me, that you would do anything for me.

JOSEPHINE. Saul?

Ledbetter advances on Josephine.

LEDBETTER. You loved me so much that you plunged a pair of scissors [Produces scissors] into the breast of my beloved wife and watched life drain from her body. If you love me that much then you will do what I ask. You will submit to my experiment. Yes, there will be pain and yes, you will cry out to God himself for mercy. But you will get no reply.

Ledbetter grabs Josephine by the wrists and drags her away.

SCENE 14

Ledbetter’s lab is in disarray. It looks as if it is covered with a layer of dust. A dour middle-aged man, the coroner, enters. He walks about the lab taking notes and occasionally inspecting its contents through a magnifying glass. He turns to address the audience.

CORONER. It is the finding of this coroner’s inquest that the nine souls who perished in the house of Dr Saul Ledbetter died from starvation, unsanitary conditions and opiate consumption during periods of incarceration of up to six months. May the Doctor spend 20 times as long rotting in jail for his crimes!

Picks up a letter from the writing desk and examines it.

I shall read this into the record of my report. It is dated August of last year. Dear Dr Darwin, The experiment continues successfully and it is now 5 months since the volunteers first entered their cubicles. I confess, they complain daily about their conditions but it was they who demanded a cure, for man’s greatest sickness – the ageing process itself. I remind my patients – or as I call them my pets – that I am duty bound to administer the full course of sensory denial and feel certain they will thank me in the end. Unfettered as I now am by the fables of Christian thinking I feel, for the first time, a true man of science and my research has become an end in itself. Having tested the treatment myself, I have concluded that the process cannot and should not benefit all the patients. Some have become weak and may not stand the test. It is indeed the process of Natural Selection at work in my own laboratory.

The coroner drops the letter in disgust.

Kind Regards, Your Faithful Servant, Dr Saul Ledbetter. Take the survivors hence from this terrible darkness. Take them into the light!

SCENE 15

The door of the Smithwicks Hall bursts open, letting in the light. We hear a light wind and whispers. A nervous-looking police constable in an early 20th century uniform beckons the audience to the exit door. The constable leads them along Parliament Street. He speaks only in whispers and tiptoes so as not to step on the cracks in the pavement.

CONSTABLE. Ladies and gents of the prison reform visiting committee, you might like to take a moment to compose yourselves for I know your visit to the house of the villain Ledbetter will have caused severe upset to you – especially the ladies. You know, it’s thirty years to the day since his torture chambers were discovered but those who visit the place still swear they hear echoes from its wicked past. We mustn’t linger any longer, as you’ll want to inspect the place where Ledbetter remains imprisoned for those crimes.

The constable arrives at the door of the Gaol. He seems to shake with fear.

Now, I know the committee has seen many hellish gaols in its time but I’d say even you are a small bit nervous about this one, given its reputation. Of course I am used to it, so it doesn’t take a feather out of me, not a feather. There was a time when I’d be shaking like a leaf before entering the dungeons, I mean the city gaol as it’s more properly called, but not anymore, oh no. Right so, here we are, the gates o’ hell – sorry ladies, a very poor jest. Stand back now, stand back!

The constable heaves the door of the gaol open with a massive creak. The sound of moans emanates from within. The constable enters the darkness of the gaol and beckons the audience to follow him.

SCENE 16

CONSTABLE. Welcome to the home of Dr Saul Ledbetter. The inspection won’t take too long as he’s the only prisoner left in here. Got the run of the place [laughs nervously] and so there’s no need for more than just the one gaoler.

Ominous creaks and distant moans.

[Whispers] Mr Hughes? Mr Hughes! Please follow me, follow me. But don’t step on the cracks, don’t step on the cracks, don’t step on the cracks.

He beckons the audience to follow him down the gloomy central corridor of the gaol. His voice starts to distort, then he vanishes from sight. The door of the gaol slams shut with a bang.

HUGHES. I’m here, I’m here – over here behind you.

Hughes – a pale stooped man in disheveled clothing – appears from behind the audience. He carries a lantern and a stool. He hops up on the stool.

I wasn’t expecting you this early, but sure we’ll make the most of it. I have totally lost track of the time and you people will want to be getting on, isn’t that right. Of course it is. Busy people. I’m terribly sorry. [Shakes his pocket watch] What time is it? This thing is broken. You get terrible lost without the watch, don’t you? Of course you do. Sure at this stage I wouldn’t even know what year it is – Could be the 23rd century for all I know. Well listen, I won’t keep you. We must press on. Come this way.

He turns and starts off down the corridor. Then stops suddenly and turns to face the audience.

Stop! Listen. Don’t you love the silence of it all? Of course you do. No listen hard.

VOICES. {Help, let me out. Please let me out!}

HUGHES Silence is golden, isn’t it? You heard something? Nonsense, that does not make the slightest bit of sense. There’s nothing to see, nothing to hear, nothing to … It’s all in your head. Take a look around. It’s all in your head. Take a look around…

Hughes bows, then retreats, backwards down the corridor, bowing all the while. As he does so he points with a flourish to each cell door he passes.

Take a look around. That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it?

VOICES. { … and she was such a beautiful girl, so beautiful. Cathy if you can hear this, we love you … He always kept in touch, he was such a good lad, such a good lad…You can never give up hope, you know. You’ve got to keep looking … and her coat was still hanging under the stairs and you could smell the scent she used to wear (starts crying) … of course I’m bitter. I’ll never see him again. That bitter taste never goes away. It lasts forever. }

Through peepholes in the cell doors the audience see a series of bizarre installations. In one cell baby dolls hang from the ceiling bathed in red light. On the door of another cell we see a looped film projection of a woman posing with her grandchild outside a terraced house. In one cell there appears to be someone inside. All we can see when we peer through the hatch is a staring eye. In one of the corridors off the main area a woman in Victorian dress wears a leather mask covering her entire head. She rocks back and forth groping in the dark. We hear a light wind and whispers. As if from nowhere Hughes again appears, frantically checking his broken watch.

HUGHES. Has anyone got the time? Do you know I’ve completely lost track. Well at least tell me what year it is?

He elicits an answer from an audience member.

What?! No, that doesn’t make a blind bit of sense. I’ve kept you here too long, haven’t I? Of course I have, too long entirely. And you haven’t even seen himself. Come follow me.

Hughes frantically beckons the audience to follow. Hughes peeps into a cell and reels back in shock.

Eek! He promised me. He did now, honest he did. He said it wouldn’t happen this … Ladies and gents there’s been an … irregularity. Please, now we’ve no time to lose. Ladies and gents, for your own safety, you come with me this way. Into the cell!

Hughes ushers the audience into a cell which is dark apart from a small light illuminating a hanging doll in the corner. The door is slammed shut. Hughes is visible through the cell door hatch, outside the door. We hear the narrator’s laboured rasping voice – this time he seems to be close by.

NARRATOR. I thought I heard an echo, I was sure I heard an echo. Was it vanity or curiosity that brought you here? No matter, after so many years I cease to ask questions. Those before you sought what fools have always craved – eternal youth. They were the ones least equipped to stand the test.

A light gradually illuminates the speaker. It is the stooped figure of Doctor Ledbetter standing on a ledge above the audience.

I have survived because I am a man of science. I entered this without selfish pretensions. I do this for the benefit of all mankind – so perhaps one day we may suffer death and disease no more. My adaptation under conditions of sensory denial – my evolution if you will – surprised even me. Imagine, eighty years, then one hundred, then one hundred and forty years added to the natural lifespan of the human animal. How they mocked when I said human life is not a finite process. I can tell that you do not come here to mock, you are here to learn. You are here to offer yourselves to science – to pursue an ideal, whatever the pain, whatever the price.

Hughes shuts the cell door hatch with a bang.

Thank you Hughes. I note you have already given my volunteers their hearing deprivation devices – an excellent way to commence the process of gradual and complete sensory denial.

Ledbetter leaps off the ledge towards the audience. As he does so, the cell is plunged into total darkness. He rushes out of the cell, slamming the door shut. He peers through the hatch.

Now my pets, remember, some of you will evolve and be strengthened by the experiment – but the weak will perish. Do not fear – it is an unfortunate but unavoidable process – what Dr Darwin would call ‘survival of the fittest’.

The audience is left in complete darkness. The sound of shrieking monkeys is all that remains.
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