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Act 1 – Scene 1 

 

The lights come up gently to reveal Doyle facing the audience. 

 

Doyle [as though delivering a lecture]: When the human head is severed from the spinal 

column, it is not known if – or for how long – consciousness will remain. Some medics 

argue that any separation between the brain and spine will result in instant black-out, as 

though the victim had been struck by a sudden blow and rendered unconscious. Others 

maintain that a severed head will continue to see, hear, smell and feel – for anything 

between a couple of seconds and three full minutes. The latter view would seem to 

contradict the popular historical belief that beheading was a swift and painless business, 

reserved for those deserving special mercy or honour. In medieval England, decapitation 

with a military sword was considered the privilege of noblemen and aristocrats. In 

ancient Japan, beheading was performed as the second step in ritual suicide to ensure a 

death fit for a warrior. [The lights come up further, revealing Lucy pointing a video 

camera at Doyle.] But some societies also employed beheading as a statement of 

humiliation or disgrace. During the French Revolution, directly after the guillotine had 

fallen, a freshly detached head would be held aloft before the baying crowd – so that its 

final memory would be a sea of laughing, jeering faces. Our own Tower of London has a 

similar story to tell, with the heads of traitors and criminals famously displayed along its 

walls as a grim gesture of degradation and mockery. [The lights come up fully, revealing 

Doyle standing against the backdrop of an archaeological site.] My name is Doyle 

Drake. I am Divisional Leader of the Sutton University Field Archaeology Unit. Over the 
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coming weeks, I will be looking more closely at the macabre subject of decapitation and 

the role it has played in the haphazard history of Britain. From the judicial practices of 

the Celts and Romans right through to the high-profile cases of Mary Queen of Scots and 

Sir Walter Raleigh – this shockingly barbaric act has, in so many cases, changed the 

course of our history. Please join me as I explore this infamous subject further, dispelling 

a few fanciful myths and uncovering some dark new facts along the way. 

 

[The excavation site is now fully lit. It is outdoors, very close to the sea, with the edge of 

a weathered cliff facing the auditorium. Archaeological tools litter the scene: 

wheelbarrows, buckets, mattocks, shovels, boxes, trowels, etc. Several areas have been 

carefully marked out with tape and string. One large trench has been dug in the North-

East corner, but the contents cannot be seen. Smaller test trenches are scattered across 

the site. In one of the test trenches we can see Ollie prodding the earth with a trowel. He 

is dressed like a punk and has bright yellow hair.]   

 

Lucy [switching off the camera]: And cut.  

Doyle: How was that? Was it alright? 

Lucy: It was fine. Sounded great, looked great – although I think Ollie may have 

wandered into shot halfway through. 

Doyle [turns around, spies Ollie and shouts]: Oi! Ollie! 

Ollie [stops prodding, looks around]: Yeah? 

Doyle: Were you just in my shot? 

Ollie: I didn‟t know you were filming now. Was I in the shot? 
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Doyle [to Lucy]: Was he in my shot? 

Lucy [replaying footage]: Looks like it. Yep: here he is, in your shot. 

Doyle: Ollie! Get yourself out of that trench and off the site. I don‟t want this 

introduction embellished with your Day-Glo hairdo! 

Ollie [moving out of shot]: Sorry Mr. Drake. I didn‟t know. 

Doyle: Don‟t call me Mr. Drake, Ollie. Call me Doyle, right? But just stay over there for 

now. Can you do that for me? 

Ollie: Right Mr. Drake – um, Doyle. 

Doyle [to Lucy]: So he‟s the latest student, is he? Why do they always look like Johnny 

Rotten? With the brains to match? 

Lucy: Ollie‟s a postgrad, you know. 

Doyle: Oh yeah? What specialism? 

Lucy: I believe it‟s “The Domestic Pottery of Thirteenth Century Byzantium”. 

Doyle [looks at Ollie and then back at Lucy]: Unbelievable. [Pause.] Come on then – 

let‟s get a shot by the main grave. [Doyle and Lucy move up to the trench in the North-

East corner.] Ready to go? 

Lucy [points camera again]: Yup. Three, two, one – and… action. 

Doyle: I‟m here today way up in the Orkney Isles, off the Northern coast of Scotland. [A 

projection screen, suspended in mid-air, flickers to life displaying a map of the Orkney 

Isles.] To my South West is the Orcadian island of Stronsay and where I‟m standing right 

now is the smaller, uninhabited island of Papa Stronsay. I‟ve come here because recent 

plans to build a new Catholic monastery have uncovered a number of exciting finds. My 

colleague Lucy has been called in to make an initial assessment and has been excavating 
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here for the past two weeks. So far, she has found a handful of pottery sherds [the 

projection screen displays them], over thirty Roman coins [along with these], some 

broken pieces of silver jewellery [and these] and evidence of a large wooden horse-

drawn cart [and this]. But it was the discovery of some human remains, beneath me right 

here, that have proved to be of particular interest. I‟m going to ask Lucy, Project Manager 

on this dig, to go into more detail at this point. [Doyle takes the camera from Lucy and 

they swap places.] Right then. Ready? 

Lucy [tying back her hair]: OK – let‟s go. 

Doyle: Rolling. 

 

[The projection screen displays a map of Papa Stronsay.] 

 

Lucy: Three weeks ago, the Stronsay Redemptorist Church began laying foundations for 

a new Catholic building – the Golgotha Monastery – on their uninhabited sister island, 

Papa Stronsay. As preliminary architectural work was being done, a number of Roman 

coins and a large wooden chariot wheel were unearthed. The surveyors thankfully had 

keen eyes and all construction work was duly suspended. Stronsay Council then 

contacted our Field Archaeology Unit, requesting a professional assessment – and we 

have been excavating here for two weeks now, initially finding coins, fragments of silver 

jewellery and two wooden cartwheels. But, three days ago, I ran a trial trench up in the 

North East corner of the plot, where I unexpectedly cut right across a well-preserved 

human burial. We‟ve only finished cleaning it fully this morning – and the site has 
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consequently taken on a whole new significance. [She holds her hands out above the 

open trench.] This is the burial here. 

Doyle: Wait – let me get an aerial shot.  

 

[Doyle stands next to Lucy at the lip of the trench and points the camera down. On the 

projection screen, we now see a bird‟s-eye-view of a skeleton lying in the foetal position. 

There is an exposed coin within the ribcage. Hopefully, the first detail to note is that the 

skull has been detached from the body and placed next to the feet.] 

 

Lucy: As you can see, what we have are the remains of a decapitated human. We‟re 

looking at a middle-aged man, most likely between 40 and 50 years old. Death was 

almost certainly caused by a fatal wound to the back of the neck. However, looking at the 

numerous targeted blade marks on the bone – and the extensive damage caused to the 

cervical vertebrae – it appears that several blows were needed in order to, ah, sever the 

head completely. [Pause.] Most interestingly, the cranium has then been placed down at 

the feet: a practice that has never, to my knowledge, been seen this far North of England. 

It‟s a rare form of burial ritual that‟s only been observed a few times before, at Roman 

graves found in Yorkshire. Personally, I‟ve never seen anything like it. 

Doyle [pauses camera, points it at the ground]: OK – so we need to explain this for the 

Laymen. Don‟t get too technical on me. Follow my lead. 

Lucy: Alright.  

Doyle [raises camera and resumes]: So this carries all the hallmarks of Roman burial 

practice?  
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Lucy: Well, no – not at all. It‟s widely accepted that the Romans never made it this far 

North. [The projection screen displays a map of Hadrian‟s Wall.] Hadrian‟s Wall serves 

as a good marker for where the Romans came to a grinding halt in Britain. Although 

minor evidence has been found in southern Scotland, no finds have ever suggested that 

the Romans passed through the Orkney Isles. 

Doyle: Right. And can you explain the significance of placing the head by the feet? 

Lucy: If this actually is a Roman burial, we can read it in a certain way. The Romans 

were deeply superstitious and believed that the head, or the caput, was the seat of the 

soul. It‟s definitely possible that the head was removed in order to prevent the deceased 

from haunting the living. In the other few cases I‟ve heard of, the head had been removed 

after death. Last year, a mass Roman burial was found in someone‟s back garden in York. 

It contained the bodies of 30 headless skeletons. [Images of this true case appear on-

screen.] In each case, the head had been removed and placed between the knees or by the 

feet. But this had been done after death. [Pause.] Here, however, removal of the head is 

our cause of death – and I can only guess that this must be a one-off act of capital 

punishment, meted out to a criminal or perhaps a prisoner of war. It‟s puzzling though; 

the Romans had no real tradition for decapitation, especially in Britain. 

Doyle: So perhaps this isn‟t Roman? 

Leon: That‟s what my gut tells me, but the radiocarbon dates say otherwise. We‟ve been 

given a date range of 200-220AD – and this is fully corroborated by all 30 coins we‟ve 

unearthed so far. The Roman Emperor during that period was a man known as Septimius 

Severus. [Severus appears on the projection screen.] We know that during these years, 

Severus was defending Roman Britain against the Celtic „barbarians‟ of the North. One 
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of his projects was the rebuilding of Hadrian‟s Wall – over 350 miles south of where we 

now stand. How a Roman execution occurred all the way up here in the North Sea, I can‟t 

explain. It‟s unprecedented and serious food for thought.  

 

[The aerial shot of the skeleton returns on-screen.] 

 

Doyle: And I can see there‟s a coin in the ribcage? 

Lucy: Yes, we‟ve yet to remove that one, but the upper side is also showing the Severus 

mintage. 

 

[Ollie has approached silently from one side.] 

 

Ollie: Mr. Drake? 

Doyle [switching off camera]: Shit! We‟re still filming, Ollie. What is it? 

Ollie: I just went down to the dock to dump my soil samples and I saw that man again. 

The priest. He was sailing by in his motorboat. 

Doyle: What priest?  

Ollie: He said he wants you and Lucy to meet him at The Herring Jar Inn when you‟re 

done for the day. Lucy knows who I mean. What‟s his name? 

Lucy [with disdain]: Ah – you mean Reverend Wilson. I thought we‟d be hearing from 

him again. 

Doyle: Who‟s Reverend Wilson? 
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Lucy [with mocking pomp]: “The Chief Superior of the Transalpine Redemptorist 

Church”. He runs the big monastery over there on Stronsay and he commissioned the 

new one they‟re building over here. He probably wants to know when we‟re leaving. 

Doyle [snorts]: Leaving? Does he know what you‟ve found? 

Lucy: Yes. He knew about it more or less as soon as we uncovered it. He‟s been over 

here every day since, snooping his way around the island. Doesn‟t seem too impressed by 

it all, especially not when I told him you‟d be arriving today. I‟m not sure how he‟ll take 

it when we tell him we‟re staying for another month. 

Doyle: He‟ll be fine.  

Lucy: You think so? 

Doyle: Yeah. He‟s building a new monastery, right? We‟ll get it into the local papers. 

Lucy: I‟m not sure that would please him, actually.  

Doyle: We‟ll soon have him on our side. 

Lucy: Ever the optimist. Tell you what, when we meet him tonight, I‟ll let you do all of 

the talking. 

Doyle: Bit of a firebrand, is he? 

Leon: Let‟s just say he‟s... full-on. They‟re very pious up here, you know. The monastery 

on Stronsay probably holds more sway than the police station. 

Doyle: Well that won‟t do. [Ollie starts walking away.] Ollie – you‟ve met him. What‟s 

the deal with this Reverend Wilson Redemptorist guy? 

Ollie: He‟s a certified Fruit n‟ Nutter. 
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[Doyle and Lucy laugh. Faintly in the distance, a weird howling picks up on the wind. It 

is all at once the whining of a dog, the growling of a bear, the deep snorting of a gorilla 

and the haunting note of a coyote. Very hard to place it, unless you know what it is.] 

 

Doyle [looks at his watch]: Right, we‟d better pack up. The day‟s more or less over. 

Load up that wheelbarrow, will you Ollie? 

Ollie: Sure thing, Mr. Drake. 

Doyle: Ollie – I said call me Doyle. 

Ollie: OK Mr. Doyle. 

Doyle [under his breath]: Good grief.  

 

[Ollie puts on headphones and begins banging his head to extremely loud heavy metal 

music. He carelessly throws shovels and mattocks into the wheelbarrow with great clangs 

and clatters. Doyle watches with gritted teeth as Ollie pushes it away offstage.] 

 

Doyle [to Lucy]: You go ahead and get the boat loaded up, I‟ll cover up the main trench. 

Lucy: Okey dokey. [She makes to leave.] 

Doyle: Lucy – what is that noise? 

Lucy: It‟s the North Sea seals. You wouldn‟t think it, would you? Whenever the mood 

takes them, a whole pack climbs up onto that rock out there [she points into the 

auditorium] and howls away at the horizon. I didn‟t know that seals could make a noise 

like that. [Lucy and Doyle look out to sea.] They just sit there and call out across the 
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water, for hours. I haven‟t managed to figure out why yet. [Pause.] Be sure to fasten that 

tarpaulin down tight. We get gale-force winds over here at night.  

 

[Lucy leaves. Doyle moves up to the North-East trench and fastens a tarpaulin down 

over the exposed burial. As he does so, he removes a Dictaphone from his coat pocket, 

hits a button and speaks into it.]  

 

Doyle: I‟ve decided to record notes on this thing so it‟ll be easier to write the final 

narrative when the time comes. I‟ve just seen Lucy‟s burial for the first time. It‟s a 

decapitation, like she said – and a brutal one, at that. [Pause.] It‟s always strange finding 

remains with evidence of foul play. You simply don‟t expect it, when you‟re digging 

away, when the shovel first hits bone and you stop what you‟re doing – you don‟t know if 

it‟s going to be anything at all. Could be an animal if you‟re lucky. Or just a rock if 

you‟re not. It‟s only when you push the trowel into the earth and start clearing away the 

soil, shifting the dirt away grain by revealing grain, that the realisation slowly starts to set 

in. You‟re looking at someone‟s final resting place. And in this case, the scene of 

someone‟s murder. [Pause.] It sounds silly, but with cases like this, I sometimes feel 

guilty, as though I‟m intruding on something unspeakably private: opening up a grisly 

episode from the past, best forgotten and not to be tampered with. [He looks at the 

remains, spreading his fingers above them.] When I jab my fingers into places where 

flesh once was, where warmth and blood and skin and hair once existed, I get a sense that 

I‟m being watched. Watched and… judged. As though I‟m indulging in something truly 

indecent. Playing with something deplorable. [Long pause.] Multiple blows to sever the 
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head. I can‟t truly imagine it. With the head removed… the terrifying idea that he could 

still see and hear… and was fully conscious of what had happened to him. [He moves to 

the cliff edge and looks out to sea.] It‟s an unsettling sound those seals make. Almost as 

though they‟re crying out for help. [He switches off the Dictaphone and leaves the stage.] 
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Act 1- Scene 2 

 

The interior of The Herring Jar Inn, a dingy but cosy pub with low crossbeams and thick 

wooden benches. All electric light sources are covered with deep red lampshades, 

lending the room a warm but faintly claustrophobic glow. In the far corner, clutching a 

pint of ale and smoking a pipe, sits The Harbour Master. In the other corner, Reverend 

Wilson is sitting at a table fingering a small beaker of red wine. Doyle, Lucy and Ollie 

enter from a door at the side. 

 

Rev. Wilson: Ah, the intrepid archaeologists have returned. A very good evening to all 

three of you. 

Lucy: Evening, Reverend. [Awkward pause.] This is Doyle Drake, Divisional Leader of 

our Field Unit. 

Doyle: Good evening Mr. Drake. 

Doyle: Please, call me Doyle. 

Rev. Wilson: Good evening to you… Doyle. I‟m certainly glad that you‟ve finally 

arrived. A good journey, was it? 

Doyle: Not too bad. About a day and a half by train. And then, of course, the ferry rides. 

Rev. Wilson: Yes. I‟m glad the crossings weren‟t cancelled, you know. They often are at 

this time of year. I gather you‟re here to make a film, as well. 

Doyle: More of a mini-series, really. A documentary. If I can get the funding. 

Rev. Wilson: Yes, yes… 

Lucy: And I believe you‟ve met Ollie once or twice already. 
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Rev. Wilson: Indeed, how could I miss this boy with his [looking at Ollie’s dyed hair] 

colourful character. Tell me young man, exactly what shade is that you‟re sporting? 

Ollie: Erm, “Satanic Sulphur”.  

 

[There is an awkward pause.] 

 

Rev. Wilson [laughs with strain]: Delightful. Can I get you all something to drink? 

Doyle: Oh no, that‟s fine, don‟t put yourself out Reverend. The Unit covers all of our 

expenses. [He fishes for some money and gives it to Ollie, with the aim of removing him 

from this conversation.] Ollie, get the beers in will you? 

Ollie: OK. 

 

[Ollie goes offstage. Lucy throws Doyle a look, as if to intimate that he‟s been rude. 

Doyle is indifferent.] 

 

Rev. Wilson: Well. Let‟s take a seat. [They all sit at a table, Doyle and Lucy facing Rev. 

Wilson.] So: how was your day on Papa Stronsay? 

Lucy: Very fine, thanks. No rain today, so we got a fair bit done. 

Rev. Wilson: And Mr. Drake – how was your first day on the island? 

Doyle: Very, very good. Lucy‟s been running a tip-top operation, as usual. 

Rev. Wilson [pause]: As I understand it, we have a new development. 

Doyle: Yes.  

Rev. Wilson: And quite a serious one at that. 



 16 

Doyle: Significant, yes. Lucy has found a very unusual human burial. 

Rev. Wilson: So she said yesterday. 

Doyle: A very odd burial for this part of the world.  

Rev. Wilson: Odd? 

Doyle: We think we‟ve found new evidence of a Roman presence in Orkney. 

Rev. Wilson: Romans? [Gives a weird titter.] In Orkney?  

Doyle [pause]: It may not sound very likely, but that‟s what we think we have. Along 

with a strange decapitation, very rarely seen before. It‟s the sort of project that comes 

around once or twice in a career. We think… 

Rev. Wilson [cutting in]: Mr. Drake, you are going to have to excuse me. I do have an 

avid interest in our history, I really do. [Waving his hand in the air.] Boudicea, King 

Arthur, King Alfred, the Romans. It‟s all truly fascinating and is, trust me, the sort of 

knowledge expected from a man of the cloth. No doubt what you have discovered is very 

exciting and probably not what you expected to find all the way up here. Especially on 

such a small island floating in the North Sea, eh? But I must make it clear right from the 

start that I am here to talk about my Golgotha Monastery – and how much longer we‟ll 

now have to wait before we see it standing finished on our sister island. 

Doyle [slightly taken aback]: Well, Reverend… that all depends on what else we find. 

Rev. Wilson: Surely… [fumbles for name]… Doyle, now that you have the „big‟ find for 

your television show, excavations can start drawing to a close? 

Doyle: Well, a „big‟ find usually means bigger finds to come.  

Rev. Wilson: Really. [Pause.] Mr. Drake.  

Doyle: Call me Doyle, please. 
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Rev. Wilson [huffs]: Doyle: there really is no point in beating about the bush and so I 

must be perfectly upfront with you. I feel I should tell you that the Catholic Church 

considers Papa Stronsay to be holy ground. Not just my parish and not just the Orcadian 

community but the Catholic Church itself. It is an island that has been put aside for 

reflection and prayer since the 16
th

 century. Tearing it up with shovels and pickaxes is not 

a thought to be savoured. The prospect that you may be digging further is a real distress 

to me. It will mean distress for us all. Perhaps, with this bizarre human burial, you‟ve 

found more than you could have originally hoped for. Perhaps we should all be satisfied 

with this dark discovery as it stands. As St. Paul so appositely said: “I have learned, in 

whatsoever state I am, to be content.” It may be the case that you find nothing else at all.  

Doyle: We‟ve found a considerable amount already. I have a logbook upstairs, if you‟d 

like to take a look. More than thirty Late Roman coins, fragments of even earlier silver 

jewellery, significant parts of two wooden chariot wheels…  

Rev. Wilson [waves this evidence away]: Papa Stronsay is uninhabited and has been for 

hundreds of years. You surely know this. Few people actually visit and if they do, only 

for a matter of days – when they‟re in mourning, for example. Or when seeking closeness 

with God. We have a small stone cottage over there for the sake of safety and warmth, 

but quite literally nothing else. Unless you wish to spot seagulls or collect nettles to brew 

tea. 

Doyle: Reverend, with respect, you‟re talking about 400 years. I‟m talking about 2,000 

years – and if there‟s one burial of note, the chances are excellent there are going to be… 

Rev. Wilson [cutting him off]: And these human remains you‟ve found. [Lowers voice.] 

This headless body. I hope you both realise how very small our island is. There are just 
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over 100 people on Stronsay and believe me, news travels fast. Or should I say, has 

travelled fast. People are already talking about the horrific evidence. You uncovered this 

corpse, what – yesterday? 

Lucy: Yesterday morning. Reverend, it‟s not a corpse. 

Rev. Wilson: And already rumours are spreading like wildfire. I‟ve had non-stop visitors 

at my door ever since. Some mistakenly believe that a local resident has been found… 

[searches for the right phrase]… disposed of. Others are convinced you‟ve opened up 

some sort of mass grave. Today, one of our young schoolgirls came up to me and asked if 

Stronsay was now going to have its very own Headless Horseman. She was terrified! We 

are all in a state of acute shock. [Crosses himself.] What an affront to our Blessed Mary, 

to find the stain of murder soiling the spot where we intend to honour her name. [Pause.] 

Of course, we must conduct a decent burial as soon as possible and amend the wrong 

visited so badly upon that nameless child of God. Left in such a state for so many years, 

why, Mr. Drake, it is such a sin. We‟ll put that poor soul into what will become our new 

monastery graveyard. 

Doyle: Reverend… 

Rev. Wilson [incensed]: And then we must proceed with the monastery construction. 

The building must be finished in time for Easter. We have four new monks travelling to 

the island and a new priest from Inverness. Our friends, family and loved ones: the entire 

community is depending on it, so very much. We are already a month behind! I tell you 

both, I am under immense pressure from every family spanning this island and the 

Almighty Himself. I hope I can count on your co-operation. Now, I‟m afraid I can‟t sit 

here any longer. I must go and prepare Mass. Please, please, please give some thought to 
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what I‟ve said. [He stands.] Tomorrow I will be sailing over to the monastery plot to say 

a founding blessing. [A thought occurs to him.] Ah – Mr. Drake. As you‟re recording a 

television series, you must have a video camera with you. 

Doyle: Yes… 

Rev. Wilson: I wonder if you would be so kind as to record the blessing for me? I think it 

would be very beneficial to replay it on the big screen at my next service. It will soothe 

some troubled consciences. I‟ll be over first thing in the morning, at 9am. Will this be 

convenient? 

 

[Doyle is about to decline, but Lucy intervenes.] 

 

Lucy: Yes, that will be fine. 

Rev. Wilson [conscious that Doyle did not answer]: Well, thank you so much. I hope 

your rooms are to your liking. Goodnight. 

 

[Rev. Wilson strides away. On his way out he stops and tries to share a few quiet words 

with The Harbour Master, who turns away on his chair and ignores him. Rev. Wilson 

leaves with a sour look on his face. Ollie returns with three pints of beer.] 

 

Ollie: What happened to His Right Royal Weirdness? 

Doyle: He clearly had to make it to Mass. [Pause.] Lucy – what the hell was all that 

about? 

Lucy: I told you, didn‟t I? He‟s highly strung. 
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Doyle: He‟s acting like we‟ve uncovered the gateway to Hell. 

Lucy: Shhh, keep your voice down. He‟s overreacting but like I said, they‟re seriously 

Catholic on Stronsay. This kind of pagan stuff shakes people up. 

Doyle: They don‟t know it‟s pagan. We don‟t even know if it‟s pagan yet. We could be 

getting into a fuss over a headless Christian. 

Lucy: Doyle, keep your voice down. 

Doyle: The Romans did enjoy killing their Christians, eh? 

Lucy [giggles]: Stop it.  

Doyle: But then they‟d love that, wouldn‟t they. If it was Christian. Reverend Dark Ages 

even seems to think that the remains are his property. The remains of an utterly unknown 

person, who had no concept of his Blessed Virgin. I need to have words with him 

tomorrow. Let‟s not discuss it anymore, it‟s ruining my appetite. We‟ll have a few more 

of these [indicates his pint], grab a bite to eat and hit the hay. [He raises his glass.] 

Here‟s to tomorrow‟s finds on Papa Stronsay.  

Doyle/Lucy/Ollie: Cheers. 

 

[They all clink their glasses and the lights fade out.] 
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Act 1 - Scene 3 

 

The lights come up in The Herring Jar Inn. A couple of hours have passed and there are 

empty glasses on the table. All three archaeologists are looking tipsy. The Harbour 

Master still sits in the corner, drinking steadily, sucking heavily on his pipe. 

 

Ollie: I thought we were only having a couple. 

Doyle: We‟ve only had three each. 

Lucy: No, I make it four each. And I think Ollie‟s had five. 

Ollie: I‟m the student – I‟m supposed to behave like this. [Pause.] How do you get a 

Highlander onto the roof of a pub? 

Doyle: What? 

Ollie: It‟s a joke. How do you get a Highlander up onto the roof of a pub? 

Lucy: Don‟t know. How? 

Ollie: Tell him drinks are on the house 

  

[It takes a second to realise that this might just be funny. The beer has got the better of 

them: they all snigger.]  

 

Ollie: How do you disperse an angry Scottish mob? 

Doyle: How? 

Ollie: Start taking up a collection. 

Doyle [laughing]: Enough!  
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[Ollie drains his pint and stands up.] 

 

Ollie: Right, that‟s a wrap. I‟m going to bed. I can‟t lug a wheelbarrow with a hangover. 

It seriously sucks. 

Lucy: Goodnight Ollie. 

Doyle: Night, then. You‟d better not snore tonight. These walls look thin. 

Ollie: Hold my nose if I do. 

Doyle: Do those rings stay in your nose at night? 

Ollie [wryly]: Yeah, but I normally pull out my Prince Albert. It gets caught on the 

sheets. 

 

[Ollie goes upstairs to bed as Lucy giggles like a schoolgirl.] 

 

Doyle: What‟s a Prince Albert? 

Lucy: You don‟t want to know. 

 

[The pub bell is rung for „Time‟.] 

 

Lucy: I think that‟s the signal we‟ve been waiting for, isn‟t it? 

Doyle: Yeah, I guess so. Let‟s call it quits. 

 

[They start to get up and leave, but are stopped by the rasping tear of The Harbour 

Master’s voice calling across the room. He is weathered as a rock, wearing a battered 
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cap and seaman‟s coat. He has the thickest of Highland accents, made thicker by the 

smoke around him and the amount of booze he has consumed.] 

 

Harbour Master: Are you‟s the scientists that come up here from down South? 

Doyle [pause]: Sorry? 

Harbour Master [with irritation]: I said are you‟s the scientists that come up here from 

down the South? 

Doyle: We‟re archaeologists. 

Harbour Master [growls]: Eh? 

Doyle: We‟re not scientists, we‟re archaeologists. 

Harbour Master [ignores this]: Are you‟s the ones over on Papa? The ones got their 

hands on a dead body? A dead body wi‟it‟s head cut off? 

Doyle: That‟s right. 

Harbour Master [takes stock of this]: Well – what‟s the matter with you‟s people?  

Doyle: I‟m sorry? 

Harbour: You stop apologisin‟ to me. You got somethin‟ to say sorry for? 

Doyle: No. 

Harbour Master: Then you stop sayin „sorry‟ to me. [Pause.] What you doin with it? 

You just gonna dig it up? Break it to bits? 

Doyle: I‟m sorry – who are you? 

Harbour Master: I‟m the one who‟s askin you‟s a question. A question for you‟s! You 

think you got the right to mess around with it? 

Doyle: We‟re trying to learn from it. 
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Harbour Master: Eh? 

Doyle: We‟re studying it. 

Harbour Master [pause]: Messin‟ about with someone‟s dead body. Messin‟ about wi‟ 

a chopped off head!  

Doyle: Have you been over to see it yet? You‟re quite welcome, you know. 

Harbour Master [reacts vehemently]: No I havnae seen nothin! I don‟t need to see 

nothin. I don‟t want to see nothin. They‟re building the Golgotha. Right there. Building 

the Golgotha Monastery. And you‟ve got no right, you hear? You people got no right! 

 

[The Harbour Master and Doyle stare at each other for a moment.] 

  

Doyle [to Lucy]: Let‟s go. [To The Harbour Master.] Good night, mate. 

Harbour Master: You come up here! We live up here! It‟s ours, see? Not yours. We 

know what you‟ve found and you‟re gonna give it back! [Doyle and Lucy have gone. 

The Harbour Master takes a long slug from his pint and mumbles to himself in anger.] 

You‟re gonna give it back.  

 

[The lights fade.]  
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Act 1 – Scene 4 

 

Doyle is sitting up in bed with papers and books, talking into his Dictaphone. 

 

Doyle: Probably didn‟t need four pints of beer tonight – and definitely didn‟t need a 

drunken Scotsman hurling abuse at me. He looked like a nasty piece of work. Has 

probably never been off the island. I know it‟s isolated up here, but Jesus: what a 

reception we‟re getting. Before I go to sleep, I want to make note of a passage I found 

last week on the internet. It‟s taken from a French medical journal dating back to 1905, 

called the „Archives d‟Anthropologie Criminelle‟. It‟s a first-person account written by a 

French surgeon named Dr. Beaurieux, who made a bizarre personal experiment with the 

severed head of a man named only as „Languille‟. Languille was a convicted murderer 

and condemned to death at the guillotine on the 28
th

 June at 5:30am. 

 

[Doyle becomes Dr. Beaurieux as he delivers his medical report.] 

 

Dr. Beaurieux: I consider it essential for you to know that Languille displayed an 

extraordinary sang-froid and even courage from the moment when he was told that his 

last hour had come, until the moment when he walked firmly to the scaffold. It may well 

be, in fact, that the conditions for observation, and consequently the phenomena, differ 

greatly according to whether the condemned persons retain all their sang-froid and are 

fully in control of themselves, or whether they are in such state of physical and mental 
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prostration that they have to be carried to the place of execution, and are already half-

dead, and as though paralysed by the appalling anguish of the fatal instant.  

 

[Pause. A French voice calls out “Silence!”. We hear the expectant hush of an excited 

crowd and a skittering drum roll. The drums cease and a guillotine falls, followed by a 

sickening thud. Languille‟s head suddenly rolls onto the projection screen, staring out at 

the audience in transfixed horror.]  

 

The head fell on the severed surface of the neck and I did not therefore have to take it up 

in my hands, as all the newspapers have vied with each other in repeating. I was not 

obliged even to touch it in order to set it upright. Chance served me well for the 

observation, which I wished to make. Here, then, is what I was able to note immediately 

after the decapitation. [Languille‟s head responds in keeping with the following 

description.] The eyelids and lips of the guillotined man worked in irregularly rhythmic 

contractions for about five or six seconds. This phenomenon has been remarked by all 

those finding themselves in the same conditions as myself for observing what happens 

after the severing of the neck. I waited for several seconds. The spasmodic movements 

ceased. The face relaxed, the lids half closed on the eyeballs, leaving only the white of 

the conjunctiva visible, exactly as in the dying whom we have occasion to see every day 

in the exercise of our profession, or as in those just dead. It was then that I called in a 

strong, sharp voice: "Languille!" I saw the eyelids slowly lift up, without any spasmodic 

contractions – I insist advisedly on this peculiarity – but with an even movement, quite 

distinct and normal, such as happens in everyday life, with people awakened or torn from 
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their thoughts. Next Languille's eyes very definitely fixed themselves on mine and the 

pupils focused themselves. I was not, then, dealing with the sort of vague dull look 

without any expression that can be observed any day in dying people to whom one 

speaks. I was dealing with undeniably living eyes which were looking at me. After 

several seconds, the eyelids closed again, slowly and evenly, and the head took on the 

same appearance as it had had before I called out. It was at that point that I called out 

again and, once more, without any spasm, slowly, the eyelids lifted and undeniably living 

eyes fixed themselves on mine with perhaps even more penetration than the first time. 

There was a further closing of the eyelids, but now less complete. I attempted the effect 

of a third call; there was no further movement – and the eyes took on the glazed look 

which they have in the dead. [Languille‟s eyes crystallize and the image fades away into 

blinding white.] I have just recounted to you with rigorous exactness what I was able to 

observe. The whole thing had lasted twenty-five to thirty seconds. 

 

Doyle [long pause]: It is profoundly unsettling to think about such things for too long. 

Such an offence against nature. I think I‟m getting morbidly obsessed with beheadings. I 

may be a bit drunk, but I must admit: it really is fascinating. 

 

 [He turns the Dictaphone off and lays back in thought. Lights down.]  
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Act 1 – Scene 5 

 

It is 9am at the excavation site on the following morning. Rev. Wilson stands next to 

Doyle, holding a Bible and some papers. Ollie is working hard in a trial trench. Lucy is 

widening a new trench next to the human burial. 

 

Rev. Wilson: Now then, Doyle – this morning I am going to bless the foundations of our 

new Golgotha Monastery. In light of recent events, I‟d also like to say a few words over 

these human remains. Will you record this, so that my congregation can rest assured that 

the deceased has at least been blessed before the proper burial takes place?  

Doyle [sighs]: I‟m fine to record it for you, Reverend, but about your burial plans… 

Rev. Wilson: First, the blessings. Alright? 

Doyle: OK, the blessings. Then the burial plans. [Pause.] Just one more thing… 

Re. Wilson [impatient]: Yes? Yes? 

Doyle: Who was the old powder keg in the pub last night? The old boy sitting in the 

corner? Wore a seaman‟s cap. 

Rev. Wilson: That would be our Harbour Master. 

Doyle: Stronsay‟s Harbour Master… 

Rev. Wilson: Yes. He lives down by the lighthouse. Been with us for decades. 

Doyle: Right. [Pause.] Quite an angry fellow, isn‟t he? 

Rev. Wilson: The old Harbour Master? Never! Wouldn‟t hurt a fly. 

Doyle: He looked like he wanted to hurt more than a fly last night. 
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Rev. Wilson [eager to move on]: He‟s grumpy but harmless. Prone to drink, yes – but 

pay him no mind. Now, the blessings? 

Doyle: Seemed like we‟d upset him somehow. 

Rev. Wilson: The blessings? Please? 

Doyle [huffs]: Right. The blessings. Let‟s go. 

 

[Rev. Wilson stands at the North-East corner of the site and opens his small Bible. 

Doyle begins to record the scene. Offshore, the seals begin to howl and moan. It swells 

quickly on the wind and is growing louder.] 

 

Rev. Wilson: Let us pray to our Heavenly Father for His blessing on this monastery and 

all who will live here. Loving Father, we gather here in the name of Jesus Your Son and 

ask You for Your blessing. Bless this monastery and make it a house of prayer. Bless all 

who live here in Your love and deepen their spirit of service to Your people. We ask this 

grace, Holy Father, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. [Reverent pause.] Goodness, 

those seals are putting up a real racket. Could you hear me properly? 

Doyle [smiling to himself]: I‟m not sure, the microphone on this thing isn‟t great. 

Rev. Wilson: I‟ve never known them to be so noisy. [Points over to the main trench.] 

This is the burial spot, isn‟t it? 

Doyle: That‟s the one. 

Rev. Wilson: Right. I‟m now going to deliver a blessing for the dead. Can you turn that 

microphone up at all? I‟ll have to try and drown the seals out. [They move over to the 

buried remains.] Recording? 
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Doyle: Recording. 

Rev. Wilson [as he delivers the blessing, the seals grow louder and louder, so that he 

has to raise his voice in visible irritation]: In His great love, the god of all consolation 

gave man the fight of life. May He bless you with faith in the resurrection of His Son and 

with the hope of rising to new life. To us who are alive, may He grant forgiveness and to 

all who have died a place of light and peace. As you believe that Jesus rose from the 

dead, so may you live with Him forever in joy. May almighty God bless you, the Father 

and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen. [Voices must be raised to be heard now.] Could 

you hear that? 

Doyle: What? 

Rev. Wilson: Did you get all of that? 

Doyle: Most of it. Listen, Reverend – I need to speak to you about this burial.  

Rev. Wilson: What? 

Doyle: You do realise that these remains are the responsibility of my team? 

Rev. Wilson: Speak up. 

Doyle [louder]: These remains are going to come back with us when we leave. 

Rev. Wilson [looks long and hard at Doyle]: No. That‟s not possible. 

Doyle: It‟s standard policy for all excavations. There‟s work to be done back at the lab. 

Rev. Wilson: Mr. Drake, I thought we agreed on this. We‟re burying the remains here, 

beneath the monastery.  

Doyle: I didn‟t agree to that. 

Rev. Wilson: It‟s been arranged. 

Doyle: With whom? 
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[Lucy’s head pops above her new trench. She ducks down again, shuffles around and 

then jumps back up, tugging excitedly on Doyle’s trouser leg.] 

 

Rev. Wilson: With the Stronsay Council. And the Church. And myself. These bones 

must be put to rest. 

Doyle: Reverend – this is archaeological evidence. 

Rev. Wilson: It is also a sacrilege! 

Doyle: Yes, to bury them again would be. 

Rev. Wilson: They won‟t let you. 

Doyle: Who won‟t? 

Rev. Wilson [slowly, with a smile]: You have no authority here. 

Doyle: Yes, I do. These are documented finds recorded by my team. Ultimately, they will 

belong to a museum. But for now, we‟re their custodians. 

Rev. Wilson: I can‟t make myself any clearer. We are going to re-inter that body. 

Doyle: You‟d better speak to the Institute personally. I can phone them tonight and we 

can discuss this at length. I‟ll arrange a meeting with Reggie, my Senior Director. [He is 

distracted by Lucy’s tugging,] What is it, Lucy? 

Lucy [points exuberantly with her trowel]: We‟ve got another one. Beheaded. Right here 

alongside. 

 

[Doyle and Rev. Wilson take stock of this. Their eyes meet with hostility. Lights down].    
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      Act 1 – Scene 6 

The interior of the local Stronsay convenience shop. At the counter stands Grandma, an 

old lady with a mean, pinched face. Stocking the shelves at one end of the shop is Caer, a 

handsome, fresh-faced young Scotsman. Lucy enters through the shop door and a tiny 

bell pierces the air shrilly. 

 

Lucy: Good afternoon. 

 

[Grandma does not answer. Caer looks at Grandma for a moment, before casting a 

friendly glance at Lucy.] 

 

Caer: Afternoon, miss. 

Lucy: I‟m so glad you‟re still open. I passed here yesterday and everything was shut. 

Caer: Aye, we close up early on Saturdays. 

Lucy: Well, I‟m glad I caught you today. 

Grandma [hoarsely]: You‟ll have to be quick. We‟re closing now. 

Lucy [glancing quickly at Caer]: Alright. I just need a couple of things.    

 

[Lucy moves quickly around the shop. She picks up a newspaper and a bag of oranges, 

then approaches the front counter where Grandma leans grumpily.] 

 

Lucy: Just these, please. And some First Class stamps. 
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Grandma: Haven‟t got no stamps. And those oranges are on the turn. What you doing 

reading the Orcadian newspaper, anyway? 

Lucy: Excuse me? 

Grandma: Why you got to come in here and ask for things we don‟t have? 

Lucy [offended]: If you don‟t have stamps, then fair enough, but… 

Caer: We do have stamps, just not First Class. Right Grandma? 

 

[Caer slips behind the front desk, taking Grandma lightly by the arm.] 

 

Grandma: No we have not. Got no stamps left until next week and we‟re not gonna give 

them out to just anyone. Especially not this lot! 

Caer: All right, Granny. You go upstairs and check on Dad‟s supper. Don‟t want it 

burning, do we? You let me finish up down here. [He leads Grandma through a rear 

door as she mumbles her discontent.] I‟ll bring you up a cup of tea in just a minute. 

Grandma [offstage]: Never seen nothing like it. They‟re thieving us, boy! 

Caer: That‟s right, in just a minute.  

Lucy: Is she OK? 

Caer: Yes. Sorry you had to hear her like that. She‟s getting dementia and some days 

she‟s just proper nasty to everyone she sees. Don‟t take it personally. Yesterday it was 

me she was griping at. 

Lucy: No offence taken. She lives upstairs? 

Caer: Aye, with me and my dad. Between the pair of them, there‟s never a moment‟s 

peace. Bickering and fighting. But that‟s old people, I guess. 
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Lucy: I guess. 

 

[They look at each other and try to speak at the same time.] 

 

Lucy/Caer: About those stamps… 

Caer [with an embarrassed smile]: Sorry, you go ahead. 

Lucy: Did you say you have some stamps? 

Caer: We do. I tucked them away „cause we were running out. Is Second Class OK? It‟s 

all we‟ve got until next week. 

Lucy: Second Class is fine. These oranges aren‟t really off, are they? 

Caer: They look fine to me. Not sure about the newspaper, though: it‟s last week‟s. [He 

lays out some stamps.] Altogether that‟s four pounds, please. [Lucy hands over a £5 note 

and Caer studies it for a moment.] Don‟t see English notes too often. They look funny. 

Lucy: I‟ve got Scottish pounds. 

Caer: No, no – that‟s fine. It‟ll be one more thing for Grandma to whinge about. Can‟t 

have her being happy, can we? [He opens the till and passes change to Lucy.] 

Lucy: Thank you… [she strains to see his name badge]... Caer. That‟s an interesting 

name. C-A-E-R. Am I pronouncing it right? 

Caer: That‟s right, Caer. Don‟t like it much myself. 

Lucy: Is it Scottish? 

Caer: Not exactly. Celtic, or so my dad says. It means “Blessed Sword”. 

Lucy: “Blessed Sword”. Some would say that‟s quite a cool name to have. 

Caer: Aye, if you‟re an elf from Middle Earth. Can I ask your name? 
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Lucy:  Sure. It‟s Lucy. 

Caer: Lucy. I like that. 

Lucy: Really? It always reminds me of that girl who bosses Charlie Brown around. 

Caer [uncomprehending]: Charlie Brown? Is he on your team? 

Lucy: No, he‟s – you know, the comic strip. Those cartoons from the 80s. 

Caer: Must be a bit before my time. I‟m 18. 

Lucy: You don‟t remember Snoopy? 

Caer: I remember Droopy. He‟s from Charlie Brown, right? 

Lucy: No.  

 

[Caer is keen to move on.] 

 

Caer: And what does your name mean? If you don‟t mind me asking. 

Lucy: Not at all. Let‟s see… Lucy is taken from “Lucia”, which is Latin for “light”. And 

it‟s also the name of a Christian saint who had her eyes gouged out. Lucky me. 

Caer: Aye, then she was stabbed through the throat by her angry bridegroom. 

Lucy [surprised]: That‟s right. You know the story? 

Caer: Aye, she wouldn‟t marry a pagan Roman so they had her eyes cut out. I was 

always good at that sort of stuff in school. [Pause.] I mean history, not cutting people‟s 

eyes out. 

 

[They both give a nervous laugh.]   

 



 36 

Lucy: Well, I‟m impressed.  

Caer:  They still celebrate Saint Lucy‟s Day over there on the mainland. 

Lucy: But not out here? 

Caer: Not so much. 

Lucy: Do you visit the mainland often? 

Caer: Aye, some. Couple of times a year. 

Lucy: And what takes you over there? Clubs and bars? 

Caer: Not really. I go over with my dad most times. Stay a few nights. Come back. I 

prefer it over here, to be honest. 

Lucy: I can see why. Stronsay‟s beautiful. 

Caer: If you‟re visiting, maybe. I don‟t exactly find this island beautiful. But I do need 

my space. And I love the people here. 

Lucy: Hmmm. The people.  

Caer: The people?  

Lucy: The people. Do you think you could get them to love us?  

Caer: How do you mean? 

Lucy: I just get the distinct feeling that we‟re not really… welcome. 

Caer: Who gave you that idea? 

Lucy: Well, your grandma didn‟t seem too keen on me. 

Caer: Oh, that‟s just old folk. They‟re a doddering bunch round here, stuck in the Dark 

Ages. Strangers are few and far between – and they sort of prefer it that way.  

Lucy: There was one old guy over in the pub, a really angry guy in a fisherman‟s hat…  



 37 

Caer [suddenly cutting her off]: I think what you‟ve found over on Papa is amazing. 

Really amazing, to find bones as old as that. And Roman, too. Must be really exciting.   

Lucy [pause]: Yes, it is. I‟m glad you think so. No one else seems to. You should come 

over and see the site sometime. 

Caer: Yeah, I‟d like that. It‟s such a desolate place, Papa Stronsay. I used to spend a lot 

of time over there, when I was younger. Have you been out to Harbour Point yet?  

Lucy: Where‟s that? 

Caer: It‟s right near the docks as you approach the island from this side. Got a big cliff 

edge. 

Lucy: Sounds like where we‟re digging.  

Caer: Really? You‟re digging up Harbour Point? I used to muck about there, all the time, 

as a kid. It‟s where all the seals come out to lie in the sun.  

Lucy: Yes, we‟ve seen those seals. And heard them.  

Caer: Aye, they‟re loud. We call „em Harbour Seals. The cliff‟s named after „em. 

Lucy: I see. When they‟re not howling, those seals just float silently on the surface of the 

water. They watch us. You can see their heads bobbing on the waves… and they‟ve got 

black eyes. It‟s eerie. You can feel them staring.  

Caer: Well, Harbour Point is haunted. It‟s not the seals watching you. 

Lucy: It‟s the ghosts, is it?  

Caer: Something like that. [Lucy can‟t tell if Caer is joking.] My grandma used to say 

that those seals are Papa Stronsay‟s spirit guardians and when they start making noise, 

they‟re trying to scare away devils. 

Lucy: And I bet that gave you nightmares.  
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Caer: Och, no. It was just one of those old wives‟ tales. Never kept me away from 

Harbour Point. Maybe I should have done some digging myself when I was last there. I 

might have been as lucky as you. 

Lucy: Maybe.   

Caer [pause]: What‟s it like, then, being an archaeologist? 

Lucy: Cold and muddy most of the time. 

Caer: But you get to travel, right? Go to hot places. Temples in India, Egyptian tombs, 

lost cities of gold? 

Lucy: You‟ve seen way too much Indiana Jones. 

Caer: Aye – and Time Team. Great stuff, that. 

Lucy: Time Team? Don‟t get me started. They edit out all of the boring bits and they 

don‟t use shovels, they use JCBs.  The rest of us hack away at the soil for a fortnight and 

find nothing. It‟s 99% hard toil and 1% luck. But Time Team make it look like they‟re 

shooting fish in a barrel. [Pause.] Sorry, I‟m ranting. What I‟m trying to say is that when 

you do make a find, when you do finally stumble on something special… 

Caer: It‟s totally worth it. 

Lucy: Right. 

Caer: Well, I hope you find what you‟re looking for. It sounds like you‟re on a roll. 

Lucy: I‟m not really sure what we‟re looking for yet, but with two amazing burials 

already… I‟ve got a hunch it‟s going to be big. 

Caer: Aye: all important omens come in pairs.  

 

[There is a pause. Grandma begins shouting angrily from upstairs.] 
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Caer: I‟m coming Granny! Just a second! [To Lucy.] I‟d better lock up. 

Lucy: Of course, no worries, I‟ll be on my way. Nice to meet you Caer. 

 

[Lucy reaches over the counter and extends her hand. Caer shyly wipes his hand on his 

apron, laughs nervously and shakes her hand.] 

 

Caer: Aye, pleasure to meet you too. 

Lucy: Bye! 

Caer: Be seeing you. 

 

[Lucy leaves the shop and the doorbell tinkles above her. Caer walks across to the 

window and leans on a nearby shelf, watching Lucy recede down the street. He stands 

still for a long time. The lights fade.]  
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Act 2 – Scene 1 

 

Doyle is sitting up in bed in his room at The Herring Jar Inn, recording notes into his 

Dictaphone. The partially uncovered new skeleton appears on-screen. 

 

Doyle: The inimitable Reverend Wilson is not going to be pleased. At 11am this morning 

Lucy found another set of human remains, just six feet to the south of the main trench. 

We‟ve uncovered half of the burial and we‟re certain of two things. One: the bones 

belong to an adult female. Two: we have an almost identical case of decapitation. 

[Pause.] The neck wounds in this instance are largely the same. Extensive damage to the 

cervical vertebrae, caused by a moderately sharpened sword or axe. In other words, the 

murder weapon was blunt. Several blows were again needed to complete the job and we 

also have spinal splintering, usually the result of a forceful [pause] sawing action. [Doyle 

runs a hand through his hair. He pauses the Dictaphone to have a think, then starts 

recording again.] I know I am an archaeologist. And I know that my job is the study of 

death. Death is the keystone of our work. We study dead languages, dead beliefs, dead 

customs, dead people – and try to breathe life back into them, so we can stand them up 

against ourselves. So we can hold them up alongside our own image and say: „Look: this 

is us. This is what we once were. These are our forgotten selves, buried deep in the dark 

dust. These creatures are our fathers and mothers, our brothers and sisters – our long-lost 

memories, whispering their brutal, guilty secrets‟. When I look at these cold remains, 

devoured and picked cleaned by the earth, I see a blueprint for life. But it‟s the horrifying 

side of life that archaeology can never confront. We view it from a safe distance, with a 
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critical eye – running our trowels along the vicious grooves of blade wounds, with no 

true conception of the death we‟re fondling. Pain, suffering, flesh, blood and the raw 

spectacle of murder: this is the legacy of our past. I ask myself how much has changed. 

[Pause.]  I remember in Sunday school, studying Genesis. The Bible said that Abel‟s 

freshly spilt blood screamed out to God from the ground. I wonder if the blood of the 

departed calls up to us, as we stand – poised with a mattock – eager to stab at the earth. 

 

[The lights fade as Doyle drifts off to sleep. Low atmospheric music begins. We return to 

the site of the excavation – or rather, the exact same spot of earth 1,700 years ago. The 

spot can be a grassy plain or bare earth: either way, a freshly dug pit sits in exactly the 

same position as Doyle’s burial trench. In a mound of earth alongside, a shovel is 

sticking up into the air. Just beyond it is an unattended wooden chariot, without horses, 

leaning down into the ground. The lighting has the clear mauve-like quality of very early 

morning: dawn is on its way, but the sun is not yet over the horizon. Birds chirp 

intermittently. Some distance away, a shout is heard. Soon after, an answering call. More 

voices are heard. There is the sound of people approaching – the ring of steel; the 

whinnying of a horse. As they draw nearer, it is evident that they are hurried and 

animated. They arrive brusquely, breathing heavily and speaking very loudly. First on 

the scene is a Roman Centurion. He is not dressed as a classical Roman soldier, but is 

probably wearing light armour and furs. He is dragging along a middle-aged Celtic 

Man, bound and gagged, who he throws roughly to the ground.] 
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Centurion: Get down and stay down. [Turning back and motioning offstage.] Optio! 

Hurry up, damn you. Bring them over here! 

 

[Optio arrives dragging a Celtic Woman and a Celtic Boy, both bound and gagged. He 

throws the Celtic Woman next to the Celtic Man. They both protest through their gags. 

Optio keeps hold of the Celtic Boy.] 

 

Optio [glancing back, aware of pursuers]: We should make this quick, Centurion. 

Centurion: I‟d scourge and crucify if we had time. Take off his blindfold. 

 

[Optio removes the blindfold of the Celtic Boy. The Centurion removes the blindfolds of 

the other two. He pulls the Celtic Man up to the open pit and removes his gag.] 

 

Centurion: I know you speak Latin, sheep-fucker, so don‟t lie to me. Do you speak it? 

[No answer from the terrified man. The Centurion hits him hard across the face, 

knocking him over, then immediately pulls him back up.] I said do you speak it? 

Celtic Man: Yes. Yes. I understand it. 

Centurion: Good. Civilization has spread further than I thought. [Points to the Celtic 

Boy.] Does your boy speak it? 

Celtic Man [stutters]: Yes. 

Centurion: Very good. You barbarians have one thing to be proud of. [He draws a short 

sword and approaches the Celtic Boy.] Now, try to listen carefully. Your father is 

directly responsible for leading us onto this shit-hole of an island, where I just lost half 
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my Centuria. [Turns and walks back to the Celtic Man.] Fifty men! In half an hour! You 

are an enemy of Emperor Severus, you are an enemy of my men… you are an enemy of 

the gods, you wretched son of a bitch. And you have just become an enemy of yourself. 

[His sword touches the Celtic Man’s throat].  

Celtic Man [offers a cloth sack, heavy with money, from his shirt]. Centurion: please! 

Not the boy! Not my wife! Take this. All of it. You don‟t understand. 

Centurion [taking the sack, removing a coin]: Ha! Look Optio, he offers us our own 

coins! [He tosses the coin to Optio, then inspects the contents of the bag. Sighing, he 

throws it sharply across the stage and gold scatters in all directions.] I am already rich, 

you mongrel – and I didn‟t get that way by accepting money from traitors like you! 

 

[The Centurion proceeds to behead the Celtic Man. It is brutal, shocking – and not 

necessarily quick. The Centurion kicks the severed head into the open grave. The now-

crazed Celtic Woman makes a break for it. The Centurion gives chase. There are 

sounds of a brief struggle offstage, before she is dragged to the same spot. Her necklace 

is torn off and thrown to the ground in pieces. She is then beheaded, in keeping with the 

“sawing action” documented by Doyle. The Centurion kicks her head into the grave. A 

lengthy period of silence follows, punctuated by the Centurion reclaiming his breath and 

the Celtic Boy whimpering and shaking. Optio stands on in silence, holding the boy firm. 

The Centurion approaches the Celtic Boy and wipes blood from both sides of his blade 

onto the boy‟s face.] 
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Centurion [sheathing the sword]: Freezing as hell up here, but you people still have hot 

blood. Eh? [Smiling, he smears some blood onto his thumb and plants a dot on the boy‟s 

forehead.] Go back – and tell everyone exactly what you saw. That is what will happen to 

every man, every woman and every child your miserable little tribe of thieves has ever 

known. Go!  

 

[The Celtic Boy runs away in floods of tears. The Centurion rearranges himself. Optio 

stares on at the headless bodies, with a bored look on his face.] 

 

Optio: Capitulatio. It‟s a messy business. 

Centurion [pause]: Beheading? There are worse ways to go. The messy business is yet 

to come. Why did we ever agree to come all the way North?  

Optio: Come now, you speak as if you had a choice. 

Centurion: I had a choice, brother. So did you. Turns out we made the wrong one. 

Optio: How many years do you have left? 

Centurion: Just less than ten.   

Optio: You‟ll be home then, in time. 

Centurion: I don‟t believe it myself. 

 

[They both stare out to sea for a moment, in thought. Something catches the Centurion’s 

eye and he points at it.] 

 

Centurion: Look there. Two owls, at daybreak. A bad omen.   
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Optio: I‟ve seen worse omens than that. 

Centurion: Don‟t tempt fate, soldier. 

Optio [sighs]: We‟d better get back to the boat. 

Centurion: If it hasn‟t sunk already. [Points to the bodies]. Bury them in disgrace. Let 

them kiss their own feet. [Optio nods. Centurion spits on the floor.] We curse this place 

with Jupiter‟s blessing. May it rot with their treacherous bodies. 

Optio [looking about at the scattered coins]: Do you want any of this money? 

Centurion: No. Grab some if you must, but hurry up. [He leaves quickly.] 

 

[Optio picks up two of the coins and walks over to the open pit. He gazes down at the 

contents for a moment, then tosses both coins inside.] 

 

Optio: One for each of you. May Charon ferry you safely to Hades. 

  

[He stands, leaning on the shovel. We look at the scene for perhaps ten seconds more. 

The lights go down.] 
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Act 2 – Scene 2 

 

It is morning. Doyle sits at a table in The Herring Jar Inn with a cup of coffee. He speaks 

into his Dictaphone as he pores over a stack of papers and folders. Wherever possible, 

case-specific imagery will appear on the projection screen to support the following 

monologue. 

 

Doyle: Lucy and Ollie have gone on ahead this morning. I‟m spending a few hours going 

over some material. I‟m going to address the history of decapitation and look into the 

fictions that led to the terrible facts. So, let‟s start by listing some of the notable things I 

want to include. Firstly we have the allegorical takes on beheading. Take for example the 

Old Testament tale of David and Goliath, wherein a young shepherd boy takes on a giant 

Philistine warrior who has been terrorising the Israelites. Armed with a slingshot, five 

stones and a zealous belief in God, David manages to hit Goliath between the eyes, 

felling him to the ground. As Goliath meets the earth, David draws his sword and 

beheads him. When the advancing Philistines see their legendary warrior decapitated, 

they panic and flee. David then carries Goliath‟s head to King Saul‟s court in Jerusalem 

as a spoil of war. Jumping forward to the New Testament, we have the case of John the 

Baptist – who had the misfortune of angering King Herod‟s wife. Queen Herodias, 

displeased with John‟s criticism of her incestuous past, tricks Herod into granting her 

daughter – Salome – anything she may desire. Salome duly asks for the head of John the 

Baptist on a silver platter; a request that Herod is bound by promise to honour. John‟s 

decapitated head is later delivered as a gruesome court gift and a chilling warning to all 
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other outspoken critics. In ancient Greek mythology, Perseus decapitates the fearsome 

Gorgon Medusa and carries her head back to the island of Seriphos as a token of his 

virility and devotion. Herakles, a demigod blessed with superhuman strength, removes all 

nine heads of a terrifying reptilian beast called the Hydra – one of Twelve Labours 

assigned to him to prove his courage and might. The Romans preferred a more literal 

approach to the symbolic tales of the Greeks. Cicero, the aristocratic orator and 

outspoken critic of Mark Antony, was famously decapitated by a lowly soldier and had 

his severed head put on display in the Roman Forum. The eccentric emperor Caligula 

reputedly kept a servant whose speciality was the art of beheading. This servant would 

decapitate prisoners indiscriminately, purely on the emperor‟s whim: a truly horrifying 

indulgence in bloodlust. Moving back to our own shores, it is generally accepted that 

decapitation arrived as official practice in Britain from Normandy, courtesy of William 

the Conqueror. The first unfortunate soul to lose his head was a man named Waltheof, 

earl of Northumberland, in 1076 – a decade after the Battle of Hastings. This tradition 

carried on for almost 700 years, ending with Lord Lovat in 1747 – the last man to be 

decapitated in England. In between, there are several notable cases. Sir Thomas More, 

author and lawyer, is perhaps most famous for his theory of a perfect world called 

Utopia. He was beheaded in London in 1535 before a crowd of spectators. On his way to 

the gallows, he was reputedly heckled by those who had lost lawsuits before him when he 

was Lord Chancellor. To one particular woman he shouted: “I very well remember the 

case and if I were to decide it now, I would make the same decision!”. His decapitation 

was a quick but bloody one. It has entered legend that his last words to the executioner 

were: “I am the King‟s good servant, but God‟s first.” In 1541 the Countess of Salisbury, 
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Margaret Pole was convicted as a traitor and suffered the most horrific execution at the 

hands of an inexperienced axeman. We are told that the 67-year-old woman was 

particularly frail and ill, but refused to lay her head down willingly on the block. The 

chief executioner was away on this occasion and his younger deputy was called to act in 

his place. Unaccustomed to the heavy and unwieldly axe, the panicked young man was 

forced to hack at Margaret whilst she struggled. The first blow failed to kill or 

incapacitate her, opening a wide gash in her shoulder and sending Margaret running away 

in a shocked craze. The executioner was ordered more than once to chase and subdue her, 

which he duly did with 11 clumsy and inaccurate blows. This was all observed by a 

private audience of 150 appalled witnesses. We then have Mary Queen of Scots in 1587, 

whose public execution was so badly carried out that it has remained stamped on the 

national psyche forever. It is said to have taken three blows with a butcher‟s axe to 

complete the job. The first blow missed the mark and hit the back of her head with 

shocking force. The second blow struck her shoulder, cutting through the subclavian 

artery and releasing an uncontrollable flood of blood. It took a third blow, with Mary still 

alive and fully conscious, to take off her head. Some stubborn gristle remained, which 

was cut using the axe as a saw. [Pause.]  Sir Walter Raleigh, the Elizabethan explorer, 

was beheaded in London in 1618. Many experts believe that Raleigh is responsible for 

introducing and popularising tobacco in Europe. Some sources say that on the day of his 

execution, he was allowed to have a final smoke, thus establishing the tradition of a 

cigarette for the condemned man before death. It is said that he joked with his 

executioner to the end and even gave the signal for the axe to fall by calling out: “Strike, 

man! Strike!”. In Shakespeare‟s Richard III, the English monarch memorably cries out 
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“Off with his head” when condemning his former ally Lord Hastings to death in the 

Tower of London. [Pause.] Such barbarity seems far removed, the sort of spectacle 

relegated to ancient times, when ancient people committed ancient sins… and the 

religions of old condoned them. But in this last year alone, I‟ve seen things that have 

chilled me beyond measure. [On the projection screen, we see snapshots of the British 

and US citizens beheaded live on camera in the Middle East. Daniel Pearl; Jack 

Hensley; Kenneth Bigley; Eugene Armstrong; Nicholas Berg. Each image shows the 

tragic last moments of these men, seated on the floor in orange jumpsuits, with their 

captors standing behind.] Innocent men, beheaded like dolls. Terror as old as the Earth. 

Watching those poor, terrified victims was like reaching back 1,000 years… across a 

gutter of human cruelty, infinitely deep. Such a shameful display of hate in the name of 

ignorance, arrogance and rage.   

 

[The images disappear. There is the sound of a motorboat approaching outside. Doyle 

looks to the window.]  

 

That sounds like the the noon crossing, so I‟ll wrap up here. If you miss the midday boat, 

you don‟t get to Papa Stronsay at all. [He packs up his papers.] I‟ve got to take a look at 

that new burial. There‟s no telling how important it‟s going to be. 

 

[Doyle leaves hurriedly through the front door. Lights down.] 
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Act 2 – Scene 3 

 

It is morning on the island of Papa Stronsay. Lucy is excavating her new burial. Ollie is 

working on another trial trench. Doyle arrives onsite with a mattock over his shoulder. 

 

Doyle: Morning all. Sorry I‟m late. Had a bit of a restless night. 

Lucy: It‟s all been noted, Doyle. I‟m the one keeping your timesheets. 

Doyle: Yes, well – let‟s just say I was doing a bit of background research. 

Ollie: Why can‟t I have lie-ins? 

Doyle: Ollie; it wasn‟t a lie-in. It‟s going down on the timesheets as „background 

research‟. If you should find, tomorrow morning, that you‟re also forced to do some 

„background research‟ – then there‟s nothing I can do about it. Right? 

Ollie [smiles]: Right. 

Doyle [walking over]: So come on then, I‟m only an hour late. What groundbreaking 

discoveries have you made? 

Ollie: Actually, I‟ve found the rest of the broken silver necklace. 

Doyle: Oh yes? Where? 

Ollie: Just here. [On the projection screen, we see the Celtic Woman’s necklace.] I‟ve 

got the central pendant, some of the smaller decorative pieces and the main clasp. Looks 

like the pendant used to be round, but it‟s quite badly dented… and I can see the 

beginnings of a spiral design, swirling outwards. 

Doyle: Hmm. Nice. And what are you thinking about that? 

Ollie: That this is probably Celtic. With a strong Iberian influence. 
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Doyle [tries to hide his surprise]: Ah. Well done. Keep going and let me know when it‟s 

ready for photos. 

Ollie: It‟s the first thing I found, five minutes in. Good omens. 

Doyle: I‟ve seen better omens than that. [He makes his way up to Lucy’s trench, rubbing 

his hands together.] And Lucy, Lucy, Lucy – what do we have in our brand new burial? 

Lucy: I‟m still cleaning the upper body, under the clavicle and scapula. Give me half a 

chance and I may have her uncovered by the end of the day. 

Doyle: Great stuff. [He moves to the main trench and peers down at the tarpaulin.] The 

first thing to do is get some more snaps of this. [He starts to untie it. Pause.] Lucy, did 

you tie this tarpaulin down last night? 

Lucy: Yep. 

Doyle [prods it with his fingers]: Seems to have come loose. [He unties all four corners 

and pulls the tarpaulin aside. He peers down into the trench, studying it intently for five 

seconds or more.] I don‟t believe it. [Pause.] What the hell? [He drops down into the 

trench to take a closer look. Longer pause.] I don‟t believe it.  

Lucy [peering over from her trench]: What‟s the matter? What‟s wrong? 

Doyle [standing up slowly]: Have either of you been near this trench today? 

Lucy/Ollie [shaking heads]: No. 

Doyle: Neither of you? 

Lucy: No, Doyle. What‟s wrong? 

Doyle [long pause]: The head‟s gone. [Longer pause.] The head has been dug out and 

it‟s gone.  
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[Lucy and Ollie rush over to take a look. We see the skeleton with no head on the 

projection screen. Where the skull once was, there are three green cylindrical objects.] 

 

Lucy: Jesus. 

Ollie: And what‟s that thrown in there? Those green things, lying just there? 

 

[Doyle slowly bends down into the grave, picks up one of the objects and holds it up to 

the light. All three stare at it in disbelief.] 

 

Doyle: Bullets.  
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Act 2 – Scene 4 

 

Rev. Wilson sits at a desk in his private study, looking at some documents. There is a 

sharp rap at the door. 

 

Rev. Wilson: Come in. [Doyle enters the room roughly.] Ah, my chief archaeologist. 

Welcome, welcome. Please do have a seat. 

Doyle: I‟ll be fine standing, thanks. 

Rev. Wilson [mild surprise]: As you wish. Did you see my church hall on the way 

through? I‟ve just had the stained glass retouched. I don‟t believe you‟ve been over this 

way for a visit yet. 

Doyle: No, I came in through the side. I‟m afraid I need to speak to you quite urgently. 

And also quite frankly. 

Rev. Wilson: By all means. 

Doyle [controlled anger]: Reverend Wilson. This morning, I arrived on Papa Stronsay to 

find that archaeological material had been removed without permission. [Rev. Wilson 

listens.] When I say archaeological material, I mean human material. [Pause.] And when 

I say human material, I mean the skull of our primary burial [Pause.]. Which is not 

simply a violation of historical evidence… but it‟s also, Revered, one hundred per cent 

illegal. [Pause.] With the skull of the body removed, in its place, I had the delightful 

fortune to find three of these [produces a bullet]. Three unused shotgun cartridges, 

placed deliberately where the head used to be. [He snaps the bullet onto the desk. Long 

pause.] I take it as an open threat of violence toward myself and my team. [Pause.] You 
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should know that I have informed Sutton University about the theft of the skull and they 

are in touch with the Stronsay Police. Several Stronsay constables will be here tomorrow 

morning to question yourself and whoever else they may wish to speak to on this island. 

[Pause.] We feel entirely unsafe, Reverend. It‟s unacceptable. 

Rev. Wilson [leans forward and picks up the bullet, examines it, lets out a sigh]: My, 

my, my. Distressing. [He stands up, toying with the bullet.] Do you know, when I first 

found out that you were coming up here, I must say that I was curiously unmoved. 

Visitors are infrequent on Stronsay, as you have no doubt already gathered. We have the 

twice-weekly supply boat to punctuate the rhythm of our lives; but otherwise we are in all 

senses quite cut-off. You might think, then, that the arrival of new faces may be cause for 

some excitement. Indeed, many in my community were especially intrigued by your 

news. But I myself, I must say that I took the news initially with indifference.  

Doyle: You have certainly shown indifference, Reverend. 

Rev. Wilson [continues]: This island is a very parochial place. Some of the family names 

here can be traced back to the Viking invasions. Remarkable, as you especially can 

appreciate. You must forgive the metaphor, Mr. Drake, but their blood really does run 

through the stratum of this soil. Stronsay‟s families have tilled this outpost for centuries – 

and trust me, my boy, life up here marches to a different beat. They‟re a humble bunch, 

content with their lot. They are their own people and they won‟t let you forget it.  

Doyle: I don‟t care, Reverend. Shotgun pellets don‟t seem very humble to me. 

Rev. Wilson [pause]: It is unfortunate that matters have taken… such a turn. There are 

those among us who feel threatened, you see. Choosing always to fight against change. 

Never welcoming a stranger.   
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Doyle: Look, Reverend: cut this bullshit. The police are coming here – tomorrow. I have 

a fair idea who left this. If you don‟t have answers for them, I‟m sure I can find a few.  

 

[Doyle starts to leave the room. Rev. Wilson looks pained. He sits down… almost lets 

Doyle go… then takes on a new tone that we haven‟t heard before.] 

 

Rev. Wilson: Doyle. I have answers, if you‟ll listen.  

Doyle [turning]: Well? 

Rev. Wilson [pause]: Repent and be baptised. That‟s all that‟s left to you. 

Doyle: What? 

Rev. Wilson: Repent and be baptised. It‟s the only way. These people… they‟re godless.  

Doyle: These people?  

Rev. Wilson: Every last one of them. 

Doyle: Your devout parish?  

Rev. Wilson [laughs]: Devout, Doyle. They‟re certainly devout. But not to me. And 

most certainly not to God. These people are godless. 

Doyle: How so? 

Rev. Wilson: They are obsessed with old, dangerous stories. Stories of Roman devils 

spilling ceremonial blood in the North Sea. Tales of a cursed piece of land, handed down 

through generations. Sacrifices to appease the seasons; offerings to honour Gaia; rituals 

to protect from outsiders; the appeasement of vengeful gods. They believe in these dirty 

myths. [Pause.] You have absolutely no idea what goes on up here. I‟ve been trying to 

wash away their depraved sins for almost twenty five years now. I thought I was just 
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starting to succeed. [Pause.] You, Doyle, in less than two days… you‟ve managed to 

undo a lifetime of work. You‟ve given them the proof they‟ve always wanted.  

Doyle [lost]: Proof of what?  

Rev. Wilson: Proof that the horror stories their grandparents swear by might actually be 

true. Proof that my Golgotha Monastery was going to bury, forever. And force these 

people to forget – to cast out their terrible, backward ideas. But you, Doyle – you‟ve been 

blindly digging. The wound I almost healed has burst open again. These people, I 

promise you, will expect blood. 

Doyle [thinks, then slowly claps his hands]: OK. I get it. Bravo. Bravo. Mock the 

archaeologist. Mock the tourist. First threats, then insults. I‟m no tourist, Reverend. 

All this Wicker Man bullshit – it insults my intelligence. If you want us to get out from 

under your monastery, fair enough… but pagan rituals? Roman offerings? Don‟t make 

me laugh. 

Rev. Wilson [looks down, a sense of defeat creeping in]: I do it for God‟s sake only. 

Doyle: Insult me? 

Rev. Wilson: No. Tell you the truth. [Pause.] But I won‟t tell you any more. 

Doyle: Good, because it‟s getting a little bit too vindictive for my liking. As I said, 

you‟ve got some serious explaining to do tomorrow… and pleading biblical insanity isn‟t 

going to help. 

Rev. Wilson: I cannot help you anymore. 

Doyle: Good. This kind of help I can do without.   

Rev. Wilson [he is suddenly fed up with Doyle]: Let‟s maintain some perspective, shall 

we? Someone has removed your precious skull. Someone has deposited some bullets in 
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its place. [Pause.] It seems to me that my help is unnecessary. The message seems quite 

clear. [Pause.] Perhaps you‟d better leave, Mr. Driscoll. 

Doyle [pockets the bullet]: Don‟t worry, I‟m going. 

Rev. Wilson [with loaded emphasis]: I said perhaps you‟d better leave, Mr. Driscoll. 

 

[Doyle takes in Rev. Wilson’s meaning. They stare at each other. Doyle exits the room.]  
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Act 2 – Scene 5 

 

Back in the bar at The Herring Jar Inn. It is evening and the lights are glowing dimly. 

The sound of a ticking clock is faintly sounding across the empty room.  The Harbour 

Master is stationed over in his usual seat, eating meat gruffly with a pocket knife. He has 

been hunting or perhaps poaching: on a hook behind him are some dead pheasants, tied 

up by their feet. Beside him is a large leather bag containing traps and nets. In the corner 

are the long, heavy tubes of a double-barreled shotgun. He tilts a hip flask to his lips at 

intervals. Doyle enters with Lucy and Ollie in tow. 

 

Doyle: Yes, I know. Reg said they‟re sending a few people up. My mobile isn‟t getting 

reception anymore. How about yours? 

Lucy: No charger, so mine‟s dead. 

Doyle [to Ollie]: And yours? 

Ollie [squinting at his mobile]: „No Service Found‟.  

Doyle: I got cut off before we could finish the conversation. 

 

[Ollie has spotted The Harbour Master. Lucy and Doyle quickly follow suit. They all 

notice the shotgun.  There is an awkward silence. Ollie pipes up.] 

 

Ollie [to The Harbour Master]: Hello mate. [Pause.] You alright? 
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[The Harbour Master gives them the briefest of glances and continues to put chunks of 

food into his mouth. Ollie makes no further attempt at contact.] 

 

Lucy: Um…what say we all find somewhere else to eat tonight? Venture out a bit? 

There‟s a little restaurant down by the docks that looks much more… savoury. 

Doyle: That‟s the best idea I‟ve heard all day. Ollie – you keen? 

Ollie: Yep. [Looks at fingernails.] Got to get all this dirt off me, first. 

Doyle: You two go upstairs and clean up. I‟ll give Reg another call and then join you. Oh 

and Lucy… 

Lucy: Yes? 

Doyle [aware they are being listened to]: Nothing. See you in a sec. 

 

[Ollie and Lucy exit through the side door and head up the stairs. Doyle moves 

consciously over to the payphone and deposits several coins. He punches in a number 

and waits. The Harbour Master looks up and watches as he eats.] 

 

Doyle: Yes, hello… Stacey: it‟s Doyle here. Yes, hi – how are tricks? [Pause.] That‟s 

great. [Pause.] Oh we‟re fine. Yes, I know. All very exciting, isn‟t it. Listen, could you 

please put me through to Reggie, please? He‟s still in the office? Great. Thanks. [He is 

put on hold.] Reg! Sorry about earlier. I lost my signal. Reception‟s dodgy up here. So 

look, I just want to know when you‟ll arrive. [Pause.] You‟re flying, OK. [Pulls out a 

notebook and scribbles on it] 4pm tomorrow. No, well – yes, it‟s fine for now. For one 

more night. [He throws a glance over his shoulder, acutely aware of The Harbour 
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Master.] No, nothing has changed. They‟re asking questions tomorrow. Coming over 

from the mainland. They‟re both fine, but… well look, Reg – I‟m not really in a position 

to say [a faint beeping from the phone]... I‟m running out of credit. [Pause.] Of course. 

I‟ll make sure. See you tomorrow, then. Bye.  

 

[Doyle replaces the receiver and turns to look over at The Harbour Master, who is 

looking right back from beneath his cap and beginning to stuff tobacco into his pipe. 

Doyle moves slowly over to a table at the other side of the room and sits down hesitantly. 

The Harbour Master lights his pipe and draws it to life, pumping blue smoke out into 

the room. The clock ticks on quietly in the background.] 

 

Doyle: Been out hunting today, have you? 

Harbour Master [takes his time answering]: Aye. 

Doyle: Birds. Game. That sort of thing? 

Harbour Master: Couple „a rabbits. 

Doyle: Rabbits. [The clock ticks on.] Rabbits. Pheasants. You need a shotgun for those? 

[No reply.] You know, I was told that you‟re the Stronsay Harbour Master. Down there 

towards the lighthouse. [Pause.] Do you live down there? [No reply.] In the harbour? Do 

you live there? [No reply.] You see, the thing is – I don‟t see you around the harbour… 

tending the harbour… running the harbour… doing things that I imagine a Harbour 

Master might generally do. [Pause.] I‟ve only seen you in here, drinking. [Pause.] 

Drinking in here… and trespassing on my excavation last night. [The Harbour Master 
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takes the smoking pipe out of his mouth and taps the base of it hard on the table. Doyle 

senses he is about to hit the sweet spot.] Those pheasants – was it legal to shoot them? 

Harbour Master [with rage]: Aye, it were legal! And I havnae been over to Papa. I 

won‟t go over to Papa long as you‟re there. Nor the Golgotha Monastery, get it? 

Doyle: You went over there last night. [Pause.] I know you did. 

Harbour Master: I havnae been anywhere. I aint going nowheres near that place until 

it‟s made clean again. Clean and decent, see! Without you fuckin scientists all over it! 

Doyle [ignoring the abuse]: While you were there, you stole something.   

Harbour Master [vehement]: You‟re kicking through sacred ground, boy…. throwing 

up the bones of ghosts. You think they belong to yous? I‟ll tell you what: it‟s yous that 

belongs to them! They canae be put inna proper grave, but atonements can be made!  

Doyle: What have you done with the skull? 

Harbour Master [starts to pick up his belongings]: You fuckin come up here. You don‟t 

fuckin know us.  

Harbour Master: You stole that skull. And you threatened us. I reckon you probably 

told Reverend Wilson you were going to do it, too. He spun me a nice little yarn, trying 

to cover up for you. But I‟ll tell you what I told him: the police are coming up here 

tomorrow – and they‟re going to want to have a very long talk with you. 

Harbour Master [puts the birds in his bag and throws it over his shoulder]: Aye, they 

can talk all they fuckin want. Talk all they fuckin want. And you can talk all you fuckin 

want. Let me tell you something. [He strides quickly up to Doyle’s table as though intent 

on violence, but stops short.] I „aint a thief. I didn‟t take nothin from Papa Stronsay. It‟s 

you peoples who‟s the thieves! You‟re gonna steal Papa from us. You‟ve found those 
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people and you‟ve disturbed their peace. Disturbed Papa‟s peace… and woken up a 

curse. And you just wait and see what sorta thunder comes down for a curse.  [He points to 

the skies before picking up his shotgun and makes angrily for the front door.] 

 

Doyle: Wait! [The Harbour Master stops and turns.] I think you forgot this. 

 

[Doyle tosses him the shotgun cartridge he had in his pocket. The Harbour Master 

catches it in one hand. He looks at it and then releases the catch on the shotgun barrels. 

They fall open and he loads the bullet inside. As he pulls the barrels closed again, for the 

briefest of moments, he is pointing a loaded gun at Doyle, who recoils slightly.] 

 

The Harbour Master [an idea hits him with a grin]: Here‟s a word you‟ll know. 

Capitulatio! 

 

 [Doyle is shocked by the Latin as much as its meaning. The Harbour Master exits with 

a satisfied grunt. Doyle gets up from the table and wipes a hand across his forehead. He 

moves towards the audience as the lights go down, until only he is illuminated. He pulls 

out the Dictaphone from his pocket.] 

 

Doyle: Tomorrow, the police will hopefully put this to rest. In the morning, I‟m going 

over to the island as early as possible – before Lucy and Ollie – to keep an eye on the 

finds. There‟s no telling what that madman might try to steal next. [Pause.] I had high 

hopes for this trip. Perhaps too high. [He sits down and gives a pained laugh.] 

“Capitulatio”. I‟m suddenly losing interest. 
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Act 2 – Scene 6 

 

It is early morning on Papa Stronsay. Birds are twittering in the orange sunrise and the 

North Sea is lapping in the distance. Doyle is on his hands and knees, working with 

absorbed interest on the main burials. He is in the North-East corner of the excavation 

site, facing out towards the audience. We watch him for a few minutes, utterly caught up 

in his tasks. In complete silence, approaching from the South-West of the site, The 

Harbour Master appears onstage. He is holding his long shotgun with both hands at the 

hip. He stops for a moment, watching Doyle closely, then slowly moves up to the North of 

the site with soft, measured steps. He treads closer, raising the shotgun to his shoulder – 

and for a few tense seconds peers down the gunsight at Doyle who is scraping away, 

oblivious. The Harbour Master lowers the gun, backs away and stealthily slips offstage 

to the West. Doyle sits up on his knees and looks behind him, surveying the site. Seeing it 

empty, he returns his attention to the burials. A short period passes. The Harbour 

Master returns, with the shotgun cocked and aimed at Doyle. He sets his feet into a firm 

stance, settles himself – and then calls out sharply. 

 

Harbour Master: Hey! You! [Doyle looks around with a start. He is shocked by what he 

sees and remains motionless on his knees. There is a long pause] What‟s that in yer 

hand? [Doyle doesn‟t respond. He looks at the Harbour Master in confusion.] In yer 

hand! Throw that thing down on the ground. And put yer hands up. [The situation is only 

just beginning to sink in for Doyle. He looks at the trowel in his hand.] I said throw it on 

the ground! [He does so, throwing the trowel away into the grass.] Now stand up. [He 
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does so.] And put your hands up, like I said! [Doyle gingerly raises his hands into the 

air.]  

 

Doyle [distantly mortified]: What are you doing? 

Harbour Master: Don‟t speak. Hand us the other skull. 

Doyle: What? 

Harbour Master: You heard! That other skull you found. Hand it over here. 

 

[Doyle hesitates, bends down and carefully removes the second exposed skull from its 

burial place.] 

 

Doyle: This? 

Harbour Master: Aye that‟s it. Put it down. And step away. [Doyle places the skull 

carefully onto the ground and steps back. The Harbour Master slips forwards and picks 

it up. He moves to the very front of the stage and plants the skull on a prominent mound 

of soil, its empty eye sockets gazing out at the audience.] Stay where you are. Just you 

stay there. We‟ve got some visitors. 

 

[The Harbour Master disappears momentarily offstage, keeping his gun raised. He 

returns with Lucy, who is bound at the wrists – and throws her roughly into the dirt, 

where she falls in a heap. She has been crying and has a large bruise on her face.] 

 

Harbour Master [to Lucy]: You move and I start to shoot. 
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[The Harbour Master goes back offstage. Lucy looks up in desperation at Doyle.] 

 

Doyle [panicking]: Lucy! What...? 

Lucy: In the pub. He attacked us in the pub! 

Doyle: Where‟s Ollie? 

Lucy [sobbing]: Absolutely no one stopped him. 

 

[The Harbour Master returns, dragging Ollie by the arm, who is bound and gagged. He 

is thrown to the ground close to Lucy.] 

 

Doyle: Oh god… 

 

[The Harbour Master stands where he can keep his gun trained on all three of them. He 

watches them with an expression of disgust.] 

 

Harbour Master: What yous all lookin‟ so surprised for? You havnae got nothin‟ to say 

for yourselves now, have yous? Eh? [To Doyle.] Mr. fuckin Scientist? Aint you got 

nothin‟ to say? [To Ollie.] And you? Not so cocky now, eh? Not got any jokes to tell now, eh? 

Doyle [mind racing]: Now look… 

Harbour Master: Aye, I‟m lookin‟. 

Doyle [beginning to shake his head]: Put the gun down. [The Harbour Master holds the 

shotgun steady.] Put the gun down. There‟s no need for this. 
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Harbour Master [pause]: I‟d keep fuckin quiet if I was yous. [Pause.] You shouldna 

come up here, man. But I‟m glad you did. [He calls out offstage.] Come on then, son! 

 

[Slowly, with nervous apprehension, Caer appears onstage. He is dressed in a white 

tunic, not unlike a Masonic apron. Attached to a leather belt around his waist is a long 

curved scabbard, hanging past his knee. In one hand he holds a plate of burning incense. 

In the other, he carries the missing skull. He looks straight ahead, looking no one in the 

eye.] 

 

Lucy [with disbelief]: You! What are you… doing? 

 

[Caer walks to the front of the stage and places both of the skulls together. Behind them, 

he lays down the smouldering incense.] 

 

Doyle: Who‟s he? 

Lucy: [lost for words]: He‟s… he‟s called Caer. He‟s a boy. From Stronsay. 

Doyle: Who? 

Lucy: Just a boy. The shopkeeper‟s boy. [Pointing to The Harbour Master.] His boy! 

[To Caer.] Caer… please ask him to stop pointing that gun at us. Please? Will you Caer? 

 

[Ollie, through fear or guile, suddenly stands up and makes a dash for The Harbour 

Master, who swings back and brings the butt of the gun up into his face. Ollie falls to the 

ground and is incapacitated.] 
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Harbour Master: Don‟t you take a poke at me! You take a poke at me and you get yer 

head smashed in. Hey! You! [He reaches down and pulls Ollie up into a sitting position.] 

You sit here. You sit right here and you watch what happens to people that don‟t believe. 

 

[From a distance, The Harbour Master points his gun at Doyle’s head. Away across the 

water, the seals begin to cry. The sound builds and builds in these final moments, until 

seemingly echoing from all sides.] 

 

Caer: Goddess revered, O Earth, engendering all things from the same womb, supplying 

all species with living force, thou divine controller of sky and sea and all things, through 

thee is nature hushed and thou likewise renewest the day and dost banish the night. 

 

Lucy: Caer, stop all this. Just stop all of this!  

 

[Caer calmly moves over and ties a gag around Lucy’s mouth.] 

 

Caer: Thou coverest Pluto's shades and chaos immeasurable: winds, rains and tempests 

thou dost detain to speed forth the joyous day. Thou dost bestow life's nourishment with 

never-failing power and, when our breath has gone, in thee we find our refuge. 

 

[The Harbour Master motions to Doyle with his shotgun, pointing next to Lucy. Doyle 

does not move. Caer walks up to him.] 
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Caer: Deservedly art thou called Mighty Mother of Gods, since in dutiful service thou 

hast surpassed the divinities of heaven and thou art that true parent of men and gods, 

without which nothing is ripened or can be born.  

Doyle: Stop it. Stop it right now. We‟ve done nothing to you. 

 

[Caer gags Doyle and leads him alongside Lucy, where he is forced to kneel.] 

 

Caer: Thou art the Mighty Being and thou art queen of divinities, O Goddess. Thee, 

divine one, I adore... and thy favour I invoke: graciously vouchsafe me that which I ask 

of thee. [Caer draws his sword loudly and points it at the two skulls.] Two were cut 

down and Rome‟s shadow fell. Two shall be cut down again… and from the mire, we 

shall rise. [He points the sword at Doyle and Lucy.] Man and woman, two halves of the 

urn that I pass back to thee, returning the life you have so graciously given. [He holds the 

blade to the sky.] Let no disfavour linger here, on this disfavoured place, we exiles of 

empire serve thee without question, without fear. Smite down the darkness of our past 

and let us look brightly to your future. O Goddess revered, O Earth… give me that which 

I ask of thee.  

 

[Caer takes aim at the back of Doyle’s neck and slowly raises the sword. The seals wail 

in the distance. Caer lets out a gasp, his nerve wavering and the sword trembling in the 

air.] 

 

Harbour Master [hushed]: Son? 
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[Caer lifts the blade a foot higher, drawing all of his strength for a glancing downward 

blow. He takes a deep breath but stands stock still.] 

 

Harbour Master [louder]: Son? 

 

Caer: I… I… 

 

Harbour Master: Do it! 

 

[Caer stands stock still, trembling all over. Blackout.]  

 

 

 

 

 

       


