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History & Setting

	 

	 

	In 1359 a.d. the Khmer king, based in modern Cambodia, sent a great Buddha statue northward with his adopted son. The solid gold statue is known as the Phra Bang & remains a fantastic historic treasure today.

	 

	Its enshrinement in the northern capital (what is now Luang Prabang) marked the establishment of both a new kingdom & a new dynasty – the first great indigenous & independent empire in the footprint of what is now Laos.

	 

	Lan Xang – the Kingdom of a Million Elephants – was officially born with the arrival of the golden palladium statue. The kingdom would eventually become one of the longest-standing empires in the history of Southeast Asia.

	 

	Lan Xang eventually flourished for more than 4oo years. It did not go into decline until the 18oos, finally falling under direct attack from all sides. The Chinese, the Burmese & the Siamese all launched concurrent military campaigns against Lan Xang – at the same time as European colonialists arrived & began claiming ports, conquering small cities & expanding their holdings throughout the region.

	 

	The French, in particular, were already deep into the jungle around Angkor Wat by the 185os. 

	 

	By the late 18oos, they had outrightly taken Lan Xang; sweeping it into an even larger colony, eventually known as French Indochina. The colony also included most of modern Vietnam & Cambodia, as well as parts of China & Thailand.

	 

	…

	 

	 

	This play is set on the other end of Lan Xang’s history – in the early 14oos, when relations between Lan Xang & the Khmer Royal Courts are still at their strongest (& the latter had not yet fallen).

	 

	It is also roughly 15o years after Marco Polo & thus the first trickles of white men have become steady streams, which now penetrate deep into eastern Asia thru its seaports.

	 

	The Khmer remain quite powerful – but after 7oo years of expansion they are also in decline.

	 

	Notably, the Siamese kingdoms situated immediately to their west are rising rapidly & will soon unite into the premier power of Southeast Asia. The Siamese will eventually defeat the Khmer in a series of wars in the mid 14oos.

	 

	At the same time, the very first French forts are being established & reinforced in Euro settlements along the main maritime routes; primarily in cosmopolitan centers connected to the sea, such as Madras & Ayutthaya, Peking & Tokyo.

	 

	French explorers are also making their way deeper inland; venturing ever-further from the coasts into Asia’s interior.

	 

	 

	* * *

	 

	 


the Characters of the Play

	 

	 

	— in order of appearance —

	 

	the QUEEN of Lan Xang

	 

	the KING of Lan Xang

	 

	SERVANT 1

	SERVANT 2

	SERVANT 3

	SERVANT 4

	 

	the FAN GIRL

	 

	the angel of CLEMENCY

	 

	more SERVANTS

	an UMBRELLA CARRIER

	WOMEN

	ATTENDANTS & OFFICIALS

	 

	AURELIAN – a French explorer

	 

	Cambodian ROYALTY

	 

	a MESSENGER

	 

	the PRINCE

	 

	an OFFICIAL

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	ACT 1

	 


[a scene]: a monologue to set the stage

	 

	 

	[scene]: The QUEEN is alone on the stage.

	 

	She is not very tall & she is unadorned.

	 

	Her hair is undone & she is in slippers

	& wearing a simple [but majestic] silk robe

	like she won’t be going out for the day.

	 

	Her skin is caramel coffee colored & she is very beautiful.

	 

	 

	[monologue]

	 

	QUEEN

	 

	Rainy days are so perfect here.

	 

	The mountains fade like watercolors

	& disappear into white washes of mist.

	 

	The skies go grey in one damp blanket over the world

	& there are no mosquitoes & the sun is no longer fearsome.

	 

	Rainy days are so simple.

	 

	I don’t need to pretend at wanting to go outside.

	They are perfect for a thoughtful soul.

	 

	The skies over Lan Xang are torment most afternoons.

	They are very much like this place – big & wide & empty.

	 

	Tho the edges are rough, it is a hollow world

	& at night, that same vast scene mocks me

	with one star for everything I miss about my home.

	 

	I am alone.

	 

	I am always alone.

	 

	But at least on rainy days, it feels like that is the way it is supposed to be.

	 

	 

	* * *

	 

	 


[a scene]: enter the king

	 

	 

	{Dramatic motivation}

	 

	The king is a proud & content man.

	 

	He lives his position & station & is honored to be king.

	He wants nothing more than to keep things as they currently are.

	 

	To him, the queen is just one more duty

	— like ribbon cutting or managing soldiers.

	 

	Mostly he wants to control her.

	 

	Meanwhile, the queen is homesick.

	…

	 

	 

	[The KING enters the stage & sees the QUEEN by the window.]

	 

	KING 

	Wishing you were outside my queen?

	How finds our beautiful kingdom on this night?

	 

	[He joins her & looks out the window.]

	 

	KING

	I see how you could be lost in such a dreary, dreadful scene.

	 

	QUEEN 

	The night is beautiful & my kingdom is blessedly not to be seen.

	 

	KING 

	What is so heavy on your heart that you feel this way?

	 

	We live in a palace. We rule a kingdom. We have everything.

	 

	QUEEN 

	I am homesick.

	 

	Lan Xang       [with disgust]

	 

	The land of a million elephants. That & nothing else.

	 

	I hate this place. It is no kingdom

	— just mountains & emptiness.

	 

	The Land of a Million Irrelevants, perhaps.

	 

	[* Laos was given this name during the Vietnam War

	by western journalists  stationed in the East.]

	 

	I never wish to go outside.

	 

	For what? 

	 

	Mosquitoes the size of small birds

	& enormous serpents

	which can swallow children whole?

	 

	To wade thru streets of mud & watch the peasants toil?

	 

	Riding buffalo slowly in the heat

	& hauling sacks like beasts

	& pulling carts full of green things piled high;

	all scraped & ripped & torn from the jungle.

	 

	Ah yes, my kingdom.

	The Land of Infinite Greens.

	 

	Where peasant women snip leaves 

	& weave stems & bands all day

	& sift & sort grains one by one

	because they know nothing else.

	 

	And at day’s end, the men gather

	& lose at petty gambling games

	& get drunk on grain liquors

	to forget it all.

	 

	So the women hide the children

	& bury a few coins, in a clay pot

	& hope for a better day.

	 

	I hate this place.

	 

	I hate my kingdom.

	I hate Lan Xang

	 

	KING 

	But you are the queen.

	 

	You can do whatever you want 

	& you can be anything you wish

	& your will & word are law.

	 

	Use your powers to make it a paradise.

	 

	QUEEN 

	I do not have enough lifetimes to see that thru.

	 

	In this incarnation I am trapped.

	 

	I hate this so-called ‘palace’

	just as much as I hate the outdoors.

	 

	Really? 

	 

	A palace      [thick spite]

	 

	Just one story tall? 

	 

	That is what horses live in, in Cambodja.

	[* a stylistic pronunciation;

	see the Academic Notes]

	 

	Angkor Wat towers to the skies.

	 

	It is an entire mountain of repurposed cut stone.

	 

	That is how royalty should live

	— on the cusp of heaven

	in grand monuments

	to the skies

	amidst the gods

	forever.

	 

	And it was built hundreds of years ago.

	How can Lan Xang be so far in the past?

	 

	The Royal Chambers & the Grand Hall here are small wooden rooms.

	 

	I had a larger bath house in Cambodja.

	 

	It is not even big enough to echo. 

	 

	[She speaks now with thick spite.]

	 

	It only creaks.

	 

	And then the peasants ‘decorate’ it with mosaics 

	made from bits of colored pieces they find in the hills?

	 

	Pictures of blue elephants & green fish & trees 

	& a round yellow ball for the sun?

	 

	It is like a child’s bedroom.

	 

	I miss Cambodja.

	 

	We have stone statues taller than two men.

	 

	And the parties       [nostalgic]

	& the festivals

	& the temples

	& the parades

	& the dresses

	& the feasts.

	 

	It is all so vivid & raw & alive & incredible;

	celebrating for days & even weeks.

	 

	And then, to land here … a city with one avenue

	overtaken at night by barking dogs.

	 

	The day’s excitement – a broken wheel

	& two market women squabbling 

	& shouting over a giant rotten catfish.

	 

	Country Buddhism is still worse.      [She shakes her head.]

	 

	We don’t even have stone temples here.

	 

	Here in Lan Xang, in my kingdom      [thick spite]

	we just sit in hot wooden boxes

	swatting mosquitoes

	hour after hour after hour.

	 

	Hoping for heaven.

	 

	[The KING raises an eyebrow. The QUEEN continues.]

	 

	There is no culture here.

	 

	It is all farm festivals & slaughtered animals & bonfires

	& maybe a xylophone concert – if I am lucky.

	 

	I have fallen backwards in time.

	 

	These people have no art in their souls.

	They have no devotion & no passion.

	 

	Thousands of years in the mountains

	have taught them only 

	not to bother & not even to try.

	 

	Their highest virtue is nothingness.

	The ability to let things blow over;

	to bow their heads & disappear.

	 

	And
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