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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.


LUDOVIKA


We are not your enemies. We are your own flesh and blood. Born of the same flesh and blood as you intend to marry off your beloved son to one of his own cousins.


SOPHIE


Cousin, yes. I intend for Franzi to marry Helene. (snort) Not the other one. 


LUDOVIKA


Yes, yes, we are in accord that Elisabeth is much too young to marry anyone. At such time as Helene is comfortable and well settled into her new life, Elisabeth can return—


SOPHIE


(sharply interrupting) To the House of Wittelsbach and her drunken excuse of a father? What sort of future is that for any young woman?


LUDOVIKA


(the remark has stung) Duke Maximilian has always been good to his daughters. And to me.


SOPHIE


Always defending him, are you not? Poor little Ludovika. Trapped in a loveless match and no way out. Without my precious and trusted intercession, the same will become of Elisabeth. Is that why you wanted her to usurp her own sister's chance at happiness by parading her before my son?


LUDOVIKA


(beat) Helene does not wish to marry.


SOPHIE


Not wish to marry the Emperor of Austria?! Has she lost her mind?


LUDOVIKA


Helene believes that her true calling is the church. Although it is not my choice for her—


SOPHIE


You do not have a choice, Ludovika. Nor do you have a voice in any decisions of the royal court. Whatever I decree is best for the Emperor—


LUDOVIKA


You are not the Empress of Austria, Sophia, although you have taken to assume that role in the absence of a daughter-in-law. Does the potential of relinquishing the role of placeholder bother you that much that you would spark a senseless battle with your own sister?


SOPHIE


I cannot fathom what has come over you. This was supposed to be a pleasant visit in which my son and your daughter—the right daughter—would be formally introduced and commence the preparations for their wedding.


LUDOVIKA


It was our expectation the visit would be pleasant as well.


SOPHIE


And yet the three of you purposely chose to dress in funereal black, a color which does not suit Helene in the slightest.


LUDOVIKA


I explained to you that not only are we in recent mourning for a departed relative but that we became separated from the carriage containing all of our clothes.


SOPHIE


You would blame a carriage for your lack of appropriate wardrobe?


LUDOVIKA


I expect it will catch up with us at any moment. Perhaps even now our clothes are waiting in the rooms you so graciously provided for our stay.


SOPHIE


One wonders how many other things you may have been careless about...


LUDOVIKA


The lost carriage was not my fault.


SOPHIE


And was it your fault that one daughter—the chosen one—is meek and obedient while the other is willful and undisciplined?


LUDOVIKA


Elisabeth is spirited and happy.


SOPHIE


Yet she has no reason to be.


LUDOVIKA


She has made the best of a difficult situation at home.


SOPHIE


(snidely) As did you?


LUDOVIKA


Excuse me?


SOPHIE


Duke Maximilian is either drunk, in the arms of his mistresses, or both.


LUDOVIKA


And your own husband, Sophie? He appears to have been absent for quite a long time. Does anyone know what occupies his days?


SOPHIE


(ruffled) It was in the best interests of the empire that he step aside in order for Franzi to secure his own place of leadership ... and to find a bride who will produce an heir.


LUDOVIKA


Was it so much stepping aside...or being pushed?


SOPHIE


Your attitude is displeasing, especially since you and your daughters are merely guests.


LUDOVIKA


May I ask you something?


SOPHIE


You are free to speak your mind but do not expect my agreement with anything you say.


LUDOVIKA


(reaches to touch Sophie's hand) You and I are only three years apart. The same age as my daughters. Between the two of them, there is nothing but the deepest love, affection and companionship. They would truly do anything for each other. And yet the two of us—would you do anything for me, Sophie?


SOPHIE


(coldly) I would do anything for Franzi. And for the magnificent empire he rules.

The spotlight goes out on Sophie and Ludovika. It comes up on Elisabeth and Helene who turn around from their eavesdropping. On the platform, Sophie and Ludovika hold their poses until such time as they are conversing again.




ELISABETH



(giggle) Silly, is it not? One would almost think they have both forgotten we are even here.


HELENE


(squeezing her sister's hand) Oh, Sisi! How I wish we could leave this awful place!


ELISABETH


But this place, dearest Néné, is to be your new home forever and ever. 


HELENE


How can it be 'home' when Mamma says we are not to call each other our pet names anymore, even in privacy?


ELISABETH


Well, you are to be a royal empress of all your survey. I shall have to learn how to properly curtsy and kiss your hand in fond adoration.

She tries to kiss Helene's hand but the latter pulls it away.


HELENE


You must not joke.


ELISABETH


I promise that once you are wed to our cousin, I shall take everything very seriously.


HELENE


(shakes her head) I cannot do this.


ELISABETH


Cannot take things seriously?


HELENE


You know what I mean. I cannot marry Cousin Franz.


ELISABETH


But have you not seen how dashing and handsome he is in his uniform? Half of the girls at court are desperately in love with him. You can see it in their eyes.


HELENE


Then let them have him. He does not have eyes for me.


ELISABETH


How can you say such a thing?


HELENE


Because I saw the way he looked at you, Sisi. You're the one he has eyes for.


ELISABETH


Whether he does or does not is beside the point. Aunt Sophie has chosen him for you.

(beat) Besides, as Mamma always says, you could do much worse. You could end up with someone like she did.


HELENE


But you adore Papa!


ELISABETH


As a father, yes. But as a person? Not terribly much. Sometimes I wonder why Mamma agreed to become his wife at all.


HELENE


She had no choice. Aunt Sophie was the elder and so it was her destiny to marry Cousin Franz's father.


ELISABETH


Just as your destiny is to marry Franz. Oh Néné,, just imagine all of the beautiful clothes you can wear and all of the parties you can attend and all of the wonderful dances—


HELENE


(hands over her ears) Stop it, Sisi! Just stop it!


ELISABETH


Dearest heart, forgive me. I was only reminding you of the happy, fairy tale life you and Cousin Franz are about to have as husband and wife. It will be just like all of the stories we used to read where the princess meets her handsome prince. Do you remember? And I promise to come and visit as often as I can. I really will.


HELENE


I suppose that your presence would make Franz happy. 


ELISABETH


Why do you say?


HELENE


Because you are the one he will always wish he had married.

The spotlight goes out on the two of them and comes up on
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