THE ANGEL
A NOH PLAY BY NIGEL FRITH

[The scene is an authentic Noh stage, except that a pilanist takes the
place of the flortist and two drummers

[The stagehand comes out and puts on the floor near the front of the stage
a small platform with a box-shape and a leafless branch.

[The opening phrases of Rachmaninov's Piano Sonata No 1 in D are played.

[There come on the MOTHER and her HUSEAND who advance to the beginning of
the stage. They speak in unison)

MOTHER AND HUSBAND
An anxious time in Oxford.
After the night’s frost
the day is murky with fog.

CHORUS
After the night’s frost
the day is murky with fog.

L The mother comes forward and addresses the audiencel

MOTHER
I am a mother from abroad. My husband is a visiting fellow at St Mary’s
College, Oxford. I and my children are staying at the nearby Eastgate
Hotel. Unfortunately my four-year-old son has become very ill. He has been
in intensive care for two days at the John Radcliffe Hospital, high on a
hill overlooking Oxford. Leaving my sister with the children, I have
passed two anxious nights at his bedside. But this morning his fever seems

to be abating.

HUSBARD
They say he 1s better.. Wife, [ think you should go back to the hotel, and
get some rest. 1 will phone down if there is any change.

MOTHER
Very well. Perhaps it would be best.

[ The husband goes and sits at the witnessing-place at the side of the
stagel

[ The mother after facing front for a while, turns to the side and
+continues)

: - MOTHER
[ take a taxi down to Oxford. Down Headington Hill the mist thickens and
the fumes of cars breed in the streets. It seems that the towers and



colleges have disappeared, and all that is left is traffic. I arrive at
the hotel, and make my way up to our room.

[ The SISTER comes on from the sidel -

SISTER
Is he any better?

MOTHER
He seems to have pulled through.

SISTER

You look ill yourself. Do-you think you will sleep?

HOTHER
No.

SISTER
Then go take a walk. Your little daughter is at last asleep. So it would
be best not to disturb her. Just round the corner from here is a beautiful
garden. Go and walk there. I will come and get you if there is any urgent
news.

HOTHER
I think I will. ["m glad you are here with us. I don’t know whal 1 should
have done.

SISTER

[ think they call it the Botanicgh Gardenf.
[ The mother moves away, and the sister goes to sit with the husband)

MOTHER
All held in the fog,
frosty beeches in grey walks.
By the fuming bridge,
balustrades shadow the stream,
and an archway leads to mist.

But what is this? Before you enter the gate, you find a rose-garden.
It is laid in rectangles of box-hedges, with varied rose-bushes in
between. [Walking in rectangular fashion] Round and round the paths go,
like a maze. Round and round, deeper and deeper. [She stops worriedly]
Suppose 1 am needed and cannot get out!

[ The piano plays the next few more urgent phrases from the Rachmaninov No
1 Piano Sonata, and there enters the SHE-GARDENER. She is dressed in
somber but rich robes and carries a rakel

SHE-GARDENER
In the beginning
Adam was the gardener.
A She-Gardener _
. now attends the town-Eden,
raking the twigs and the leaves.

Epiphany dawns.
Today unlike the three kings



the trees bear no .gold.
Drab and drear the cold flower-beds,
and the ice is on the pond.

This desertion comes
from returned Olympians.

[ To the mother] Vhat are you doing standing in that hateful place? Are you
blind? '

MOTHER
I"m sorry. Is this a hateful place?

SHE-GARDERER
Can you not read notices?

MOTHER
[ did not see any notice.

SHE-GARDENER
[pointing to the box-shape by the branchl So what is this?

HOTHER
I must have missed it. [She goes and reads it at first silentlyl This is
not what I expected. [She looks at the She-gardener then turns back and
reads] "This rose-garden was given in honour of the research workers in
this university who discovered the clinical importance of penicillin. For
saving of life, relief of suffering and inspiration to further research
all mankind is in their debt. Those who did this work were:

E.P. Abraham, E. Chain, C.M. Fletcher, H.V. Florey, M.E. Florey, AEDRGE
Gardner, N.G. Heatley, M.A. Jennings, J. Orr-Ewing, A.3. Banders.”
[ thinks, puzzled) There is no mention of Alexander Fleming.

SHE-GARDENER
Summer in London,
dusty wind and sash windows.
On circular germs
a mouldy visitor sits
and heaven is bankrupted.
These are the devious works
of returned Asclepius:
of mother, child and soldier
are the angels starved.

Love”s fever is quenched.

CHORUS
Love”s fever is quenched.
The rash hues in the garden,
once reaped by angels
with their silver secateers:
hectic scarlet in baskets,
pale yellows in wheelbarrows,

. SHE-GARDENER
are snatched from the messenger!



“Where I once with scythe

would cull the spotted and wild,
heaping my bonfires

with the sweat-dew and the pox,
perfume from the musty earth,
now the garden is stripped bare,

CHORUS
and the petal and the flame
are denied their wry embrace,
are denied their wry embrace.

MOTHER
The things you Speak are both frightening and wiuked I have a son {11 in
hospital. He would be dead, if it were not for the efforts of these men!

, SHE-GARDENER
You have a son in hospital? What, in the place on the hill? And is he
beautiful? And is he frail? Beautlful cheeks of rose and the look of
innocence!

[ She begins to glide outl

~ CHORUS
And as the mist flees the sun,
the She-gardener stands and fades.

[ The She-Gardeners goes off. A stagehand brings on a small trolley of
shining chrome, puts down on the central spot a damask scarf and takes
away the box and bare branch.)

MOTHER
The woman gardener has just faded away! She was indeed a malevolent ghost!
This has been a fearful walk, and a fearful encounter!

[Enter DR TRENCH and MR T_RENCH]

But look, there are Dr and Mr Trench going to their car, which is outside
the garden library I will ask if they can take me straightway back to the
hospltal Dr Trench, Mr Trench.

MR TRERCH
Ah, hallo there.

DR TRERCH
Hallo indeed.

b DR ARD KR TRERCH
We are taking books up to Headington.

MR TRENCH
May we ask how your son is today?
_ MOTHER
["m afraid 1 am now very worried about him. I don”t know if you have the

time, but could you give me a 1ift back to the hospital in Headington?



