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CHARACTERS

JOSEPH SEVERN: Male, 27 years old.

JOHN KEATS: Male, 25 years old.

FANNY BRAWNE: Female, 20 years old.


SETTING
Exterior: Top deck on the English sailing ship, the Maria Crowther, port of Naples, Italy.

TIME
31 October 1820, just after sunset.



(Dark. Then spotlight on SEVERN, down center.)

SEVERN
Medical student turned poet John Keats was born October 31, 1795, in London, England, and died at age 25 of tuberculosis on February 23, 1821, in Rome, Italy, where he is buried. In a letter dated November 1, 1820, while still on ship at the port of Naples, Keats writes of being let out of quarantine for the first time on his birthday, October 31. But what is noteworthy in this letter is his declaration that his imagination of his fiancée, Fanny Brawne, torments him. 

KEATS
(in the dark, center)

My imagination is horribly vivid about her – I see her – I hear her.

SEVERN
There is no record of what Keats’ last birthday, ill and isolated --except for his friend, Joseph Severn –

(SEVERN touches his heart.)

on a strange ship on a strange sea, was like.

(Spotlight goes dark. SEVERN exits. Spotlight center stage on KEATS, sitting huddled in blankets on a deck chair on ship. Light expands to show more of the deck. A cabin with a door is behind him. He stares out to the audience.)

KEATS
Bright star, siren of my mind, no less my
Body, I see you shining through the veil,
This waking life, this death of earth and sky.
I call life death, for alive, death I hail,
Before he steals upon me in surprise.

Yet, steeled as I am, my thoughts still surmise,
While huddled in dark blankets, sweating heat,

KEATS (cont.)
And sought within the wine-dark seas demise
Of all my sins, this sweat and blood, this seat
Diseased and broken, harvested too soon,

I swear I must be mad, but not in swoon.
To glance upon the waters’ swollen wave,

(KEATS rises, stumbles forward to the ship’s rail, and grabs it, leaning forward.)

And see your image walk, a lifelong boon,
In radiance, all fair and cruelly grave,
I tear my hair out, strand by strand, and cry,

“This is too much, this is too much!” My cries

(KEATS has a coughing fit, coughing in a cloth handkerchief. When it subsides, he sees the blood on the cloth.)

Are rattles, specked with blood, a fine mist spray,
Imagination made incarnadine.

(KEATS drops the cloth from the side of the ship, watching it float away to a dark stage right.)

You speak, with naked arms stretched towards my face,

BRAWNE
(in the dark, downstage right-center)

My dear, the marriage date is set, my gown –

I know it breaks tradition – bought in town
In nearby Rome. See, I await you there.
My voice will be my song for you, sweet sound
Echoed before the Spanish Steps. Beware
Of other-worldly hopes, for there is no

BRAWNE (cont.)
[bookmark: _GoBack]One but you and I.

KEATS
(still staring to the dark spot, downstage right-center)

But, sweet siren, O!
Bright star of my body, no less my mind,
Feverish dreams are only sighs.

(KEATS returns to his chair and blankets.)

I know
My dearest girl remains in England,

(Spotlight downstage right-center on BRAWNE sitting at a writing desk in England. She writes furiously and then pauses. She looks up and then looks center stage, at KEATS. KEATS’ and BRAWNE’s eyes meet.)

kind
And fair and young, my true star incarnate.

She’ll wear a dress of blue. Smiling, she’ll sit
Before yon desk and wrest the rough embrace
Into a winging word, released.

(Cabin door opens. KEATS breaks eye contact with BRAWNE as SEVERN enters onto the deck with an oil lamp and letters. BRAWNE returns to her writing. SEVERN sets down the lamp next to KEATS, gives KEATS the letters. SEVERN and KEATS exchange inaudible words. SEVERN exits through the cabin door, closing the door behind him.)

Here, lamp lit
Reverses dark sunset on a birthday
Ill-conceived. Dear Severn hands me letters

KEATS (cont.)
One of which is hers. Ah, perhaps better –
I look upon the seas,

(KEATS looks to BRAWNE as the spotlight on BRAWNE goes dark. BRAWNE exits.)

and you are gone.
Happy, shining gift! I look upon her 
Word,
(KEATS glances down at a letter.)

and you are there. Passion, soul, all run,
Bright star!
(KEATS struggles to stand up but does. He stares at the spot where BRAWNE was and then looks into the audience.)

But body only stands and waits.

CURTAIN
