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I GELOSI 
 

PROLOGUE 
 

(The company Gelosi - Francesco, Isabella, Guilio, Simone in a skirt, 

Orazio, Vittoria, Sylvia - are chatting idly while the audience takes 

their seats.  Throughout the entire play these seven characters will 

never leave the playing space.  When not in a scene, each has their 

own area at the side or back of the stage where they wait, drink or 

attend to small matters, and watch the action unfold. Francesco and 

Isabella come forward to address the audience.  The company joins 

them at the front of the stage.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  Signori, my name is Francesco Andreini, and I am 

dead. This is my wife: 
 

ISABELLA:  Isabella Andreini. I am also dead.  
 

FRANCESCO:  This is our company of actors. The Gelosi. They’re 

all dead too. Everyone here has been dead for several hundred years. 

Now let’s put that behind us, and we’ll show you what we can do. 
 

(Francesco and Isabella clap their hands.  The company brings out 

musical instruments and play.  They clap again. Various acrobatics.)  
 

FRANCESCO:  Tragedy, pastoral, comedy, the Gelosi does it all. 

Guilio here can improvise in four languages. Orazio extemporizes 

verse at the drop of a hat. Vittoria can make an audience fall in love 

with her in the flash of an eye. And my wife… My wife can appear 

before you stark raving mad, and you won’t know whether she’s pre-

tending or not. The Gelosi.  
 

ISABELLA:  We were the first.  
 

FRANCESCO:  We were the greatest.  
 

ISABELLA:  In Paris, they spoke of us for hundreds of years.  
 

FRANCESCO:  We came from all over Italy to perform for one pur-

pose alone. 
 

GUILIO:  Profit. 
 

VITTORIA:  Fame. 
 

ORAZIO:  Love. 
 

SIMONE:  Food. 
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SYLVIA:  Rebellion.  
 

ISABELLA:  Poetry. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Revenge. We came for revenge. 
 

(Disagreement among all.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  We’re going to tell you our story.  
 

ISABELLA:  You’ll meet Kings and Dukes and hangmen.  
 

FRANCESCO:  You’ll witness adultery.  
 

ISABELLA:  You’ll marvel at true love.  
 

FRANCESCO:  And when you leave the theater tonight, you will 

crave one thing, and one thing alone.  
 

GUILIO:  Profit. 
 

VITTORIA:  Fame. 
 

ORAZIO:  Love. 
 

SIMONE:  Food. 
 

SYLVIA:  Rebellion.  
 

ISABELLA:  Poetry. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Revenge. 
 

(Disagreement among all.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  Places, everyone, we mustn’t keep them waiting. 
 

(The company drift off to prepare.) 
 

SIMONE:  My bones ache. 
 

FRANCESCO:  It is March, 1568. The scene is Milan. It is six 

months since we were liberated from the Holy Wars and returned 

home to form the Gelosi. It is not a glamorous life. We do skits and 

farces outdoors to passers-by. We don’t have two coins to rub to-

gether. These are desperate times. But I am about to have an idea that 

will change the theatre forever. 
 

ISABELLA:  What did you say? 
 

FRANCESCO:  I said I am about to have an idea that will change the 

theatre forever. 
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ISABELLA:  It was your idea? 
 

FRANCESCO:  Of course it was my idea. 
 

VITTORIA:  I think it was her idea, sweetie. 
 

ORAZIO:  It was her idea. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Excuse me – neither of you were there – Guilio, 

whose idea was it? 
 

GUILIO:  It was our idea, actually. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Our idea? 
 

GUILIO:  Yours and mine. 
 

FRANCESCO:  No it wasn’t. 
 

ISABELLA:  You’re both wrong. 
 

(Disagreement among all.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  All right, that’s enough. We are about to have an idea 

that will change the theatre forever. Satisfied? (To audience) My 

apologies. (To Gelosi) Are we ready? 
 

(Mutterings of consent.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  It is 1568. Begin! 
 

(Francesco and Isabella clap their hands.) 

 

PART 1 - ITALY 

 

1. THE GRAND IDEA 
 

(Guilio and Simone are rehearsing a scene.) 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO) :  ‘Flaminia? Won’t you stand a little 

closer, my precious Flaminia?’ 
 

FLAMINIA (SIMONE):  ‘Oh Pantalone. I don’t know if I should.’ 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘Give me a kiss, my sweet little Flaminia.’ 
 

FRANCESCO:  (interrupting) Just a moment. Simone, what’s the 

matter? 
 

SIMONE:  Nothing. 
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FRANCESCO:  You’re supposed to kiss him, not sniff him. Try 

again. 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘Flaminia? Won’t you stand a little closer, 

my precious Flaminia?’ 
 

FLAMINIA (SIMONE):  ‘Oh Pantalone. I don’t know if I should.’ 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO): ‘Give me a kiss, my sweet little Flaminia.’ 
 

FRANCESCO:  You did it again. 
 

SIMONE:  I can’t help it. He smells of garlic. 
 

GUILIO:  I don’t. 
 

SIMONE:  Yes you do. It makes me hungry. I can’t concentrate. 
 

FRANCESCO:  You have to stop thinking about your stomach. 
 

SIMONE:  When’s lunch? 
 

GUILIO:  We ate lunch. 
 

SIMONE:  What did we have? 
 

GUILIO:  We shared an apple. 
 

SIMONE:  When’s dinner? 
 

FRANCESCO:  Simone. If this scene isn’t funny, there won't be any 

dinner. And there won't be any breakfast tomorrow. How many coins 

do we have left, Guilio? 
 

GUILIO:  Three. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Three coins left. We’re about to go broke.  
 

SIMONE:  We’re always about to go broke. I’m sick of this life. I 

want to go back to Bologna. My mother makes a rabbit pie to die for. 

I used to eat it on the steps. A pretty girl wanders past. Hello! Can I 

sing you a song? 
 

FRANCESCO:  Rehearsal. 
 

SIMONE:  All right, all right. 
 

(They are about to begin.) 
 

SIMONE:  You know she’s watching us again. Over there. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Never mind her. 
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SIMONE:  Every day, rain or shine. I think she’s got a crush on you. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Lots of girls have crushes on me, it’s not important. 
 

SIMONE:  She’ll get into trouble if she isn’t careful… (Calling out) 

Shoo! Go on, this is no place for you. You’re too young and too pretty 

to mix with the likes of us. (Turns back) I think she’s listening.  
 

GUILIO:  Simone, will you shut up? We have to rehearse. We have to 

be funnier. We have to draw bigger crowds. I refuse to scrounge 

around like this for the rest of my life. 
 

SIMONE:  You see? You’re sick of it too. This is worse than the 

army. Six years in a Turkish prison was better than six months as a 

player. Somebody threw a stone at me yesterday and yelled ‘Show us 

your tits!’  
 

FRANCESCO:  Rehearsal. 
 

SIMONE:  All right, all right. 
 

(They are about to begin.) 
 

SIMONE:  Why is it always me that has to dress up as the woman? 

Every play that we do I have to be the woman. I’m your lover. I’m his 

lover. I marry you. I marry him. This old skirt is getting raggedy. I 

want to play in a mask. 
 

FRANCESCO:  There aren’t any stories with three men and no 

women.  
 

SIMONE:  But I look so ridiculous. 
 

FRANCESCO:  You’re supposed to look ridiculous. Ridiculous is 

funny. Ridiculous is big crowds. Ridiculous is money in hat. It is nec-

essary that you look ridiculous. 
 

SIMONE:  And you told me playing would give me back my self-

respect. 
 

FRANCESCO:  It will. Be patient. First we have to make our mark, 

and Rome wasn’t built in a day. So put that skirt back on and show us 

your tits.  
 

SIMONE:  Hey. If we only had an apple for lunch, how come you 

stink of garlic? 
 

GUILIO:  I don’t stink of garlic. 
 

SIMONE:  Have you been eating pie? 
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GUILIO:  What pie? 
 

SIMONE:  Any kind of pie. Pie with garlic in it. 
 

GUILIO:  I don’t know what you’re talking about. 
 

FRANCESCO:  So he had some pie, what’s the difference? 
 

SIMONE:  He did have some pie? 
 

GUILIO:  I did not have any pie.  
 

(Simone is taking off his skirt.) 
 

SIMONE:  Right. That is it. I’m not going on. 
 

FRANCESCO:  What? 
 

SIMONE:  I’m not going on. I’m hungry, you bastard. We’re sup-

posed to share everything. 
 

GUILIO:  I’m telling you I did not have any pie.  
 

(Francesco draws his sword.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  Get back in that skirt and rehearse. 
 

SIMONE:  Oh, so that’s how you treat me, is it?  
 

FRANCESCO:  Get back in that skirt, fool, or I will run you through 

with pleasure.  
 

GUILIO:  Hey, Cesco, calm down. 
 

SIMONE:  Go on then, kill me. I hope I go to hell, it can’t be any 

worse than this. 
 

FRANCESCO:  You are an ungrateful little shit – I ought to carve my 

name on your balls. 
 

GUILIO:  Hey, hey, hey. Cut it out. 
 

SIMONE:  For six months we’ve been wasting our time. We’re penni-

less, we’re starving, and our play is a joke. I quit. 
 

(He throws down the skirt. Isabella enters.) 
 

ISABELLA:  Signori. This is the boldest moment of my life. I have 

watched your performances ever since you arrived in Milan, I have 

watched them faithfully, if you will forgive me, and I do believe that 

you are, all three of you, most excellent players with the finest timing 
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and the most diverting senses of humor… And yet – far be it from me, 

a mere face in the crowd - and yet I cannot help but wonder whether a 

little, and I mean a fraction, more of the Lyrical would serve your 

purposes well; for an audience, though easily reduced to fits at the 

sight and sound of frolicking, also has, though it may not know it it-

self, a higher purpose, a desire to be enlightened, transported, I be-

lieve, by a discipline that could be dearly executed by the right player 

on the right stage - I speak of poetry. I contend, signori, there is a seed 

within the human heart that only poetry can nurture, and its growth 

and flowering is the wish, however distant and unknown, of every 

humble crowd that gathers about the trestle. 
 

SIMONE:  Oh she’s beautiful. 
 

ISABELLA:  To that end, signori, though I hardly dare to confess it, I 

have here composed a speech for your play, and humbly I offer it to 

you as a token of my admiration. It is for the buffoon who portrays 

the woman. 
 

(She hands a parchment to Simone.) 
 

SIMONE:  I can’t read. 
 

ISABELLA:  Perhaps the signore will read it for you. 
 

(Simone hands the parchment to Francesco.) 
 

FRANCESCO: (reads) 

‘Though woman is mere flesh and blood, 

Her heart is a star; it follows a course  

In the skies. You cannot capture this heart 

Unless you, too, leave the earth behind, 

As if in a dream. This is the impossible truth, 

Delivered in the language of truth; a poem.’ 

(to Isabella) 

What is your name? 
 

ISABELLA:  Isabella Canali, signore. 
 

GUILIO:  Guilio Pasquati, at your service. This is Simone di Bologna. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Where did you learn to compose like this? 
 

ISABELLA:  The poetry composes itself, signore. I am merely the 

messenger. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Do you live here in Milan? 
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ISABELLA:  Yes, but my father does not know I am talking with 

you. He disapproves of players. 
 

SIMONE:  Signorina, your speech is a marvel. But I could never learn 

it, I have no more brain than a sausage. Besides, I’m going back to 

Bologna. The Gelosi has lost its only woman. 
 

(Francesco and Guilio are studying Simone’s skirt.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  The right player… 
 

GUILIO:  On the right stage. 
 

(Francesco takes Guilio aside. Simone follows.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  Are you thinking what I’m thinking? 
 

GUILIO:  People will come from all over Milan.  
 

SIMONE:  What’s going on? Who’s thinking what? 
 

FRANCESCO:  They’ll come from all over the country.  
 

GUILIO:  We’ll be playing to thousands within a week. 
 

FRANCESCO:  It’s audacious.  
 

GUILIO:  It’s unprecedented. 
 

SIMONE:  Hey. You’re not thinking – Cesco, no. Have you gone out 

of your mind? A woman on the stage? It’s madness. We’ll be kicked 

out of Milan.  
 

FRANCESCO:  Then we’ll go somewhere else. 
 

SIMONE:  What if the church hears about this?  
 

FRANCESCO:  I don’t give a damn about the church. 
 

(They return to Isabella.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  Signorina, we have discussed your offer carefully, 

and we are delighted to insert your verses into our play, on one condi-

tion. You will deliver the speech yourself. You, signorina, will play 

the woman in our play.  
 

ISABELLA:  Oh – signore – 
 

SIMONE:  Hey. Who am I going to play? If she plays the woman, 

who am I going to play?  
 

GUILIO:  I thought you quit. 
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SIMONE:  Yes, but that was – not any more – you didn’t believe me, 

did you? 
 

FRANCESCO:  You can play in a mask.  
 

SIMONE:  Now you’re talking. 

 

2. THE OPPORTUNITY 
 

(In the market square. The following ‘scene’ from the Gelosi’s play is 

performed with the actors facing upstage, silhouetted, perhaps, 

against a stage curtain. Downstage of the curtain are Francesco and 

Simone – until he enters the play.) 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘Isabella? Won’t you stand a little closer, 

my precious Isabella?’ 
 

ISABELLA:  ‘Oh Pantalone. I don’t know if I should…’ 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘Give me a kiss, my sweet little Isabella.’ 
 

ISABELLA:  ‘Only if you answer me this riddle.’ 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘Arlecchino!’ 
 

ARLECCHINO (SIMONE) (in mask, entering):  ‘Signore?’ 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘Help me answer this riddle, or I’ll knock 

you into next week.’ 
 

ARLECCHINO (SIMONE):  ‘Yes, signore!’ 
 

ISABELLA: ‘I am strong, but you think I am weak. I am bold but you 

think I am shy. I am old but you think I am young. Now guess who I 

am in one try.’ 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘One try – ah, we’d better think carefully, 

Arlecchino, we only have one try. Don’t be rash, don’t be rash, let us 

ponder this riddle…’ 
 

ARLECCHINO (SIMONE):  ‘A chicken!’ 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘A chicken? What kind of idiot would 

think of a chicken?’ 
 

ARLECCHINO (SIMONE): ‘Chickens are strong...’ (He wrestles 

with a powerful imaginary chicken.) ‘Chickens are shy…’ (He calls 

an elusive imaginary chicken.) ‘Chickens are old – oh, no they’re not. 

They’re chickens.’ 
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PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘You’ve ruined my chance of a kiss, you 

numbskull, you half-wit, you Turk-brain…’ 
 

(Pantalone chases Arlecchino ‘off’. They arrive downstage of the  

curtain and congratulate one another on a successful performance as 

Isabella finishes the play.) 
 

ISABELLA: 

‘Though woman is mere flesh and blood, 

Her heart is a star; it follows a course  

In the skies. You cannot capture this heart 

Unless you, too, leave the earth behind, 

As if in a dream. This is the impossible truth, 

Delivered in the language of truth; our play.’ 
 

(Keen applause. Backstage:) 
 

GUILIO:  (counting money from hat) Two hundred and twelve… two 

thirteen… 
 

SIMONE:  Today, lamb stew with Tuscan potatoes.  
 

GUILIO:  Two fourteen… two fifteen… 
 

SIMONE:  And a bottle of French wine. Our luck has officially 

changed. 
 

GUILIO:  Luck had nothing to do with it - it was a business decision 

and a very astute one.  
 

SIMONE:  The signorina has a magic touch. Such grace, such beauty 

was never seen before on a stage. And she writes like a true poet. 

Even Francesco is impressed, aren’t you, Cesco? 
 

FRANCESCO:  Hmm? 
 

SIMONE:  On Tuesday I saw him kissing her behind the vegetable 

stand. 
 

FRANCESCO:  As a matter of fact, she was kissing me. 
 

SIMONE:  Oh, well that’s different. 
 

GUILIO:  Two hundred and twenty four coins. That’s our best yet. 

Makes our total for the fortnight seven hundred and thirty eight. At 

this rate with, say, eleven performances a week, our annual income 

will be three thousand coins. 
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SIMONE:  I’m going to buy a villa. My mother will come and live 

with me. Casa Simone. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Before anyone draws a wage we have to attend to 

company expenses.  
 

GUILIO:  New props.  
 

FRANCESCO:  Paint the wagon.  
 

GUILIO:  A horse of our own, for travel. 
 

SIMONE:  Travel? Where are we going?  
 

FRANCESCO:  We’re going to take this show to the provinces. 
 

GUILIO:  More towns, more money. 
 

SIMONE:  But if we leave Milan, what will happen to the signorina? 

She can’t start traveling with a bunch of players. She’ll be disgraced. 
 

FRANCESCO:  The thought had occurred to me. 
 

SIMONE:  And without her we’ll be back where we started. 
 

GUILIO:  Which is not an option. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Thus it is, dear Simone, that you will be amazed at 

the solution we have come up with. Yesterday evening, after the per-

formance, I married Isabella. 
 

SIMONE:  What? 
 

FRANCESCO:  A fleeting glance, a stolen kiss, a trip to the priest – 
 

GUILIO:  One witness. 
 

FRANCESCO:  And presto. She can leave home with head held high. 

She’s collecting her things as we speak. 
 

SIMONE:  But you’ve only known her two weeks. 
 

FRANCESCO:  You said it yourself. We can’t leave her behind.  
 

SIMONE:  Yesterday evening? 
 

GUILIO:  You were eating a pie. 
 

SIMONE:  But Francesco – the girl is mad about you. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Yes; that helped. 
 

SIMONE:  But do you love her? 
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GUILIO:  Ha! Listen to him. 
 

SIMONE:  Love is important. 
 

GUILIO:  Strategy is the only important thing in life.  
 

(Isabella enters, with traveling bags.) 
 

ISABELLA:  Francesco. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Darling. 
 

ISABELLA:  When I told my father that I had married one of the 

players from the piazza he threatened to beat me. When I told him that 

I had been appearing on the stage for two weeks already he called me 

a harlot and tried to lock me in my bedroom. But I escaped through 

the window and climbed down the pear tree. I have my quill and my 

parchment – I’m free. This is the happiest day of my life. 
 

GUILIO:  An official welcome to the Gelosi – signora. 
 

ISABELLA:  Thank you, Guilio. 
 

SIMONE:  Allow me to wish you every good fortune, signora. You’ll 

need it. 
 

(Orazio approaches.) 
 

ORAZIO:  Excuse me, signori. You are the company Gelosi, the talk 

of all Milan? 
 

FRANCESCO:  We are.  
 

ORAZIO:  Orazio Padovano, at your service. I wish to speak with the 

signorina, if I may. 
 

FRANCESCO:  The signora. Signora Isabella Andreini, my wife.  
 

ORAZIO:  Signora. I wish to compliment you on the exquisiteness of 

your verse. I have seen many performances in my time; I am an affi-

cionado of the stage; I contend that no other player has ever matched 

your delicacy. Then, of course, no other player shares your advan-

tages... 
 

ISABELLA:  Thank you, signore. 
 

ORAZIO:  Heartbreak brought me to this city; but my heart has been 

replenished by your performance. I can live again.  
 

ISABELLA:  Thank you again, signore. 



18 

 

ORAZIO:  And now, without further ado, I would like to request that 

I join your company. It is not an easy path to tread, I know. Many 

years of hard graft lie ahead, and the small fragments of inspiration 

are outweighed by the chronic burden of poverty. Nevertheless, I want 

to be a player. I have had some experience performing. My uncle has 

a soft spot for the spoken word, and I have read much of Horace aloud 

at certain parties, with fellow students, in the lilac gardens, and I have 

been told perchance that I have a mellifluous delivery. I have prepared 

a short piece; a snippet, if you will. I’ll stand over here, shall I? Oh! 

I’m nervous. I’m just an amateur. Here, then, is my piece: 
 

‘My heart is like the anvil that resists the hammer-stroke 

Of your obstinacy. My breast is marble to withstand your fire; 

My bosom is ice, ice so hard your flames cannot melt it, 

And you are a fury for my torment in the realms of love. 

Argh! I suffer. Argh! I weep. Argh!  

Love is a star; a star is born; you have from me my poor heart torn.’ 
 

(The Gelosi applaud Orazio, uncertainly.) 
 

ORAZIO:  Thank you. I think I might have missed the true passion of 

the last two lines - 
 

FRANCESCO:  Signore, we are honored that you consider us worthy 

of your talents. However, we are a small company, as you see, and 

we’re very sorry… 
 

ORAZIO:  (he has become emotional) Oh dear – I promised myself I 

wouldn’t cry. Speaking as one whose very soul has been shredded, 

torn asunder by the hardships of love - I’ve never felt so liberated - 

reciting before the famous Gelosi… My uncle won’t believe it when I 

tell him. He’s got a soft spot for the stage, you know.  
 

FRANCESCO:  Yes. Anyway, we’re very sorry… 
 

ORAZIO:  It was uncle who advised me to travel, when he saw how 

my heart had been crushed. I believe that I owe him my life. He’s the 

Duke of Mantua. 
 

(Pause.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  Your uncle is the Duke of Mantua? 
 

ORAZIO:  A man of culture. A man of sophistication. A man who 

loves nothing more than a great feast, with wine, and meats, and 

warm cheese, and a play to follow. You were saying? 
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FRANCESCO:  What? 
 

ORAZIO:  You were saying you’re very sorry… 
 

FRANCESCO:  We’re very sorry… 
 

GUILIO:  We’re very sorry that we didn’t meet you earlier. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Very sorry. 
 

GUILIO:  Because you will make a wonderful addition to our ranks.  
 

FRANCESCO:  Welcome to the Gelosi. 
 

ORAZIO:  Oh sir - I am overcome… 
 

FRANCESCO:  And the timing could not be better. We leave for 

Mantua tomorrow! 
 

GUILIO:  Tomorrow. 
 

ORAZIO:  For Mantua? Tomorrow? 
 

FRANCESCO:  I assume your uncle can be persuaded to receive us? 
 

ORAZIO:  Oh - I am sure he can, but… 
 

FRANCESCO:  Excellent. Then send word of our impending arrival.  
 

ISABELLA:  What is it, Orazio? 
 

ORAZIO:  Oh dear. My poor heart… You see, I left Mantua because 

of - because of a woman… 
 

FRANCESCO:  Signore. Fear no women. You are Gelosi now.  
 

ORAZIO:  Gelosi… Yes… So I am…  
 

GUILIO:  Have confidence, signore.  
 

ORAZIO:  Yes - yes, I will have confidence. I am Gelosi. I am Ge-

losi. 
 

SIMONE:  Are we sure this is a good idea? 

 

3. THE PATRON 
 

(In Mantua, in front of the Duke. As before, the play is performed at 

the rear, in silhouette.) 
 

ISABELLA:  ‘Now guess who I am in one try.’ 
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PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘One try – ah, we’d better think carefully, 

Arlecchino, we only have one try. Don’t be rash, don’t be rash, let us 

ponder this riddle…’ 
 

ARLECCHINO (SIMONE):  ‘A chicken!’ 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘A chicken? What kind of idiot would 

think of a chicken?’ 
 

ARLECCHINO (SIMONE):  ‘Chickens are strong...’ (He wrestles 

with a powerful imaginary chicken.) ‘Chickens are shy… ‘(He calls 

an elusive imaginary chicken) ‘Chickens are old – oh, no they’re not. 

They’re chickens.’ 
 

LEANDRO (ORAZIO):  (entering) ‘I know the answer!’ 
 

ISABELLA:  ‘Leandro!’ 
 

LEANDRO (ORAZIO):  ‘I have heard of this riddle. I shall solve it, 

and claim your kiss as reward. The answer is –’ 
 

(He goes up on his line.) 
 

LEANDRO (ORAZIO):  ‘The answer is –’ 
 

(Nothing. Francesco, from backstage, prompts him desperately, to no 

avail.) 
 

ISABELLA:  (covering) ‘I’m also mindful of my duty / But you love 

me for my beauty.’ 
 

(Still nothing.) 
 

ISABELLA:  ‘Though I’m modest don’t dismiss me / I’m not modest 

when you kiss me./ Can you guess yet? I’ll reprieve you / And my 

verse will not deceive you / Follow, and you will not tell a / Lie when 

you say…’ 
 

LEANDRO (ORAZIO):  ‘Isabella! You!’ 
 

(Isabella and Leandro kiss.) 
 

PANTALONE (GUILIO):  ‘You ruined my chance of a kiss, you 

numbskull, you half-wit, you Turk-brain…’ 
 

(Pantalone chases Arlecchino off.) 
 

ISABELLA: 

‘Though woman is mere flesh and blood, 

Her heart is a star; it follows a course  
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In the skies. You cannot capture this heart 

Unless you, too, leave the earth behind, 

As if in a dream. This is the impossible truth, 

Delivered in the language of truth; our play.’ 
 

(Keen applause. Backstage:) 
 

ORAZIO:  I thought perhaps I was a little nervous… 
 

FRANCESCO:  Maybe a little. 
 

ORAZIO:  But your wife kept the inspiration alive.  
 

FRANCESCO:  We are all indebted to my wife. Gelosi, bravo. Even 

you, you old goat. 
 

GUILIO:  Thanks. 
 

FRANCESCO:  He just needs a bit more rehearsal. 
 

SIMONE:  I’ve never performed inside in my life. We don’t even 

have to hold out our hats. Who was that big fellow in the front row? 

Couldn’t stop chuckling. 
 

ORAZIO:  That was my uncle. 
 

(Enter the Duke of Mantua.) 
 

DUKE:  May I offer my sincerest congratulations to the company 

Gelosi. 
 

ORAZIO:  Hello uncle. 
 

DUKE:  Orazio. An unforgettable debut. Your wages, signori. 
 

(The Duke gives a bag of money to Francesco.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  We are your grateful servants, signore. 
 

(Francesco tosses the money to Guilio.) 
 

DUKE:  I must kiss the hand of this magnificent creature. Some of us 

were a little skeptical when we heard that a woman was to play. You 

have proved a great many nobles wrong, signora. Yours was an illus-

trious display of the heart. 
 

ISABELLA:  My heart is full of love, signore. 
 

DUKE:  So I see, so I see. Your success has made some of our 

women quite jealous too. 
 



22 

ISABELLA:  That was not my intention, signore. 
 

DUKE:  Of course not. Signora, signori. Make yourselves at home, 

please, for the rest of the evening, there is plenty of food and wine.  
 

(He exits. He returns.) 
 

DUKE:  Oh! One other thing: I have a business proposition for you. 
 

FRANCESCO:  What’s that? 
 

DUKE:  I have heard that the Duke of Venice is adopting a theater 

company as his own. I have decided I would like to do the same. If 

you agreed, you would play in Mantua at my command. Six weeks in 

the Spring, six weeks in the Autumn. At other times you would be my 

ambassadors abroad. I’ve had a contract drawn up. See what you 

think. 
 

(He exits, leaving the contract with Francesco.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  (reading) ‘On the day of Mercury, 25th of the month, 

at the Palazzo of Vincenzo, 12th Duke of Mantua. Clause 1. We the 

undersigned companions, collectively known as the Gelosi, agree to 

form a company of players under the patronage of the aforesaid Duke 

of Mantua, for such time as both parties find it mutually convenient. 

Clause 2. The Duke hereby agrees to pay the Gelosi the sum of one 

thousand coins a month’ – one thousand coins! – ‘until such time as 

this contract is declared null and void… Clause 3. The company may 

decide internal conflicts by means of the majority… Clause 4,5, 6…’ 
 

(He turns the pages.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  ‘15, 30’ – it’s very thorough. It’s going to take all 

night to read. 
 

GUILIO:  Patronage. Patronage, Cesco! 
 

ORAZIO:  I knew uncle would come up trumps. 
 

FRANCESCO:  We sign. 
 

SIMONE:  I can’t write. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Put a cross. 
 

(They sign. The Duke enters.) 
 

DUKE:  And what have we decided? 
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FRANCESCO:  We have decided to accept your most generous offer, 

signore. 
 

DUKE:  Excellent. I will look after the Gelosi, and you will perform 

for the glory of Mantua. It will be mutually beneficent. Next week, as 

it happens, Mantua plays host to His Serene Majesty Charles, King of 

France, and his mother Catherine, of Medici. The King is a discerning 

theater-goer; I shall offer them a command performance. 
 

FRANCESCO:  We are going to play to the King of France? 
 

DUKE:  Precisely. Now rest well and eat well. I want you in top form 

for the King. 
 

(He exits. He returns.) 
 

DUKE:  Oh! One other thing. As permitted by the terms of the con-

tract, I have decided to add one to your number. A new player awaits. 
 

FRANCESCO:  What? 
 

DUKE:  Clause 33. Decisions regarding the hire and release of com-

pany members rest with the patron. You won’t be disappointed. You 

can come in now, peachblossom… 
 

(Vittoria enters.) 
 

DUKE :  Signora, Signori. Allow me to introduce Signorina Vittoria 

Piissimi of Padua. 
 

VITTORIA:  Good evening. 
 

SIMONE:  Oh she’s naughty. 
 

VITTORIA:  Thank you, Vincenzo. I can manage from here. 
 

DUKE:  I’ll leave you to it, then. Signora, signori. Peachblossom.  
 

(He exits. Vittoria goes straight to Isabella.) 
 

VITTORIA:  Signora. Please accept my compliments on a magnifi-

cent performance. I was deeply moved. 
 

ISABELLA:  Thank you, signorina. I am honored to have impressed 

one as beautiful as you. 
 

(Vittoria goes to Francesco.) 
 

VITTORIA:  Signore. You have made a modest woman blush, and 

blush again. 
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FRANCESCO:  Delighted, signorina. 
 

(Vittoria goes to Guilio and Simone.) 
 

VITTORIA:  You, signori, are the essence of comedy. 
 

GUILIO:  We aim to please. 
 

(Vittoria goes to Orazio.) 
 

VITTORIA:  Signore Orazio. 
 

(Orazio starts crying.)  
 

FRANCESCO:  What’s the matter with him? 
 

(Orazio is pointing at Vittoria.) 
 

ISABELLA:  Oh no… 
 

VITTORIA:  I am told that I have no lack of talent, and I am prepared 

to work hard. On stage, I believe I will complement your company 

beautifully. Above all else, I can look after myself and I won’t meddle 

in any of your affairs. And now, signori, signora, I believe we have 

the honor of playing to royalty next week: shall we rehearse? 

 

4. THE ACTRESS 
 

(In the foreground, Guilio is counting money. Simone is asleep.  

Isabella is writing. In the background, sounds of a rehearsal.) 
 

ISABELLA:  I’ll wear a hole in this parchment if I’m not careful. I 

can’t seem to write them down fast enough. 
 

(No reply.) 
 

ISABELLA:  Verses. For the King. I’m writing a new epilogue. 
 

GUILIO:  Hmm? 
 

ISABELLA:  For the King of France.  
 

GUILIO:  Yes.  
 

ISABELLA:  One day I hope that my plays will be published by the 

Academy of Letters. It’s my secret vanity. My father told me hell 

would freeze over before a woman was published. 
 

(Pause.) 
 

ISABELLA:  Guilio? 
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GUILIO:  Yes? 
 

ISABELLA:  Tell me, have you and my husband always been so  

single-minded?  
 

GUILIO:  Single minded? 
 

ISABELLA:  In your ambitions. 
 

GUILIO:  We just want to make a good life for ourselves. 
 

ISABELLA:  You fought in the Holy Wars together, didn’t you? 
 

GUILIO:  Pope Gregory’s army. 
 

ISABELLA:  And you were captured by the Turks? 
 

GUILIO:  Six years. 
 

ISABELLA:  Francesco doesn’t tell me anything about it. 
 

GUILIO:  Perhaps he doesn’t remember. 
 

ISABELLA:  Oh, I have a feeling he remembers.  
 

GUILIO:  They kept us in a prison in the middle of the desert. They 

starved us within an inch of our lives. They strapped us to the walls 

for weeks at a time while the rats ate the slop in our bowls. They 

boiled lamb outside our window till we began screaming at the smell. 

One night Francesco dreamed he was eating a fresh peach. When he 

woke up he had gnawed his fist to the bone. Perhaps he doesn’t want 

to remember. 
 

ISABELLA:  No. 
 

GUILIO:  It’s all behind us now, anyway. We have a new life. 
 

ISABELLA:  I wake up at night and he’s sitting on the edge of the 

bed, talking to himself. I think he’s plotting something.  
 

GUILIO:  Plotting something? There’s nothing to plot. 
 

(Francesco arrives.) 
 

FRANCESCO:  Guilio, your turn to rehearse. 
 

GUILIO:  We’re up five hundred and seventy seven coins. After  

expenses. 
 

FRANCESCO:  Perfect. 
 

GUILIO:  Is she good? 


