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PROLOGUE 
The Clown 

 
Circus music plays. A dumbshow with all the actors. 

One juggles, one is a Strongman, one is a gymnast, one a Ringmaster with a whip, one is a Clown. 
We see them doing circus tricks while the music is playing. 

Slowly, factory sounds interrupt the music and disturb the actions of the circus performers.  
The strongman drops his weights, the gymnast collapses on the floor, the juggler drops the balls, 
the clown holds his hands to his ears as the sounds get louder. Blackout. The CLOWN in Spotlight.  

 
CLOWN (respectfully, almost serious) Ladies and gentlemen... welcome. Perhaps I should say... 
forgive me. Because this is not a town that welcomes visitors warmly. This is Coketown. A town 
where reason rules. Here people work, produce, measure, and calculate. And of course, all of that is 
very respectable, because reason is useful. It builds bridges, invents machines, and helps to hold the 
world together. 
 
But when a town decides to live by reason alone... something begins to fade away, don't you think? 
Here people speak very little about dreams. Very little about the heart and feelings. And little by 
little, they forget how to laugh.  
 
That is where we come in. We are the circus. And strange things happen in a circus. Acrobats fly, 
horses dance, people laugh and cry… and they IMAGINE. You see the problem. In a town like this, 
imagination almost feels like a disease.  
 
That is why we came. Not to change the town — a town this serious does not change easily — but 
perhaps to remind it of something simple: reason is valuable … but without feelings and emotions, 
life slowly dies. 
 
(Smiles. Small bow.) We have put our tent right here, in the middle of this grey town. And now... let 
us see whether a few hearts can still flutter. Let the show begin! 
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SCENE 1 

The Classroom 

A bare classroom. Desks in perfect rows. The students sit motionless. 

A single spotlight on THOMAS GRADGRIND. 

 

GRADGRIND (authoritative): Now, what I want is facts. Only facts are needed in life. We must plant 

nothing but facts in the minds of these children. Nothing else will ever be useful to them. (Pause.) 

Assumptions are useless. Fantasies are useless. Illusions are useless. In real life, only facts matter. 

 

He walks between the desks. 

 

I founded this school because the world is unstable. Because dreams and imagination do not pay 

debts. I am not interested in assumptions. I am not interested in fantasies or illusions. Two plus two 

equals four, and nothing more. We must live by facts and calculations. I have seen too many people 

fail because of uncalculated feeling. That will not happen here. Here we will build strong minds. 

Minds able to endure and to reason and to plan. Let us stick to the facts! 

 

A brief silence. 

 

STUDENTS (mechanically): Stick to the facts. 

Pause. 

At the back of the stage, almost unnoticed, a distant drumbeat. 

TOM leans towards Louisa. 

 

TOM (whispering): Can you hear it? 

 

LOUISA: Shh! Don't talk. 

 

 The drum returns. More distant than real. Almost like a call. 

TOM looks towards the window. 

 

TOM: It must have arrived. 

 

LOUISA tries to remain rigid, as she has been taught. 

 

LOUISA (quietly): Don't think about it. 

 

GRADGRIND suddenly turns around. 

GRADGRIND: Silence!  

The drum stops. Pause. 
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GRADGRIND notices SISSY. 

 

GRADGRIND: Ah. We have a new student here. Stand up. Name?   
 
SISSY: Sissy Jupe, sir. 

 

GRADGRIND: Sissy is not a proper name. Do not call yourself Sissy. Call yourself Cecilia. 

 

SISSY: My father calls me Sissy, sir. 

 

GRADGRIND: He has no reason to do so. Let us see. What does your father do?   
 
SISSY: He works with horses in the circus, sir. 

 

GRADGRIND: You mean he is a horse trainer? 

 
SISSY: Oh, I suppose so, sir. 
 
GRADGRIND:  Excellent! Give me the definition of a horse. 

 
Pause. SISSY looks alarmed. Silence. 

 
GRADGRIND: You cannot do it! Thomas, give me the definition of a horse. 

 
TOM (standing reluctantly): A quadruped. Herbivorous. Forty teeth. Sheds its coat in spring. In damp 

countries it also sheds parts of its hooves. Hard hooves that require shoeing. Age identified by marks 

in the mouth. 

 

GRADGRIND: Now, girl, you know what a horse is. 

 

SISSY bows slightly. TOM sits down. 

 

LOUISA (quietly): That is a fact. 

 

GRADGRIND: Would you cover a room with pictures of horses? 

 

TOM: No, sir. 

 

SISSY: Yes, sir. 

 

GRADGRIND: Cecilia, do you ever see horses walking up and down the sides of a room in reality? 
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SISSY: No, sir, but… 

 

GRADGRIND: Always stick to facts! Now then, I shall test you again. (He moves closer to Sissy.) 

Imagine we are choosing a carpet for this room. Would you choose a carpet with flowers on it? 

 
TOM (immediately): No, sir. 

 

SISSY (clearly): Yes, sir. 

 

GRADGRIND: Why? 

 

SISSY: I like flowers very much. 

 

GRADGRIND: And because of that, you would put them under tables and chairs and let people walk 

on them with heavy shoes? 

 
SISSY: They would not suffer, sir. They would stay beautiful... and I could imagine— 
 
GRADGRIND: You must not imagine! You must never imagine! Fact, fact, fact! You don’t walk upon 
flowers in fact. You should not paint birds on your plates and you must not have quadrupeds on your 
wallpaper.   
 

LOUISA and TOM: You do not paint birds on plates. 

 

LOUISA and TOM: You do not hang quadrupeds on walls. 

 
GRADGRIND: You must use proof. Demonstrable proof. 
 
TOM: You must use proof. 
 
LOUISA: Demonstrable proof. 
 
GRADGRIND: This is fact!  
 
TOM and LOUISA: This is fact. 
 
 

SISSY remains still. Silence. 

A drum roll sounds, closer than before. 

TOM lifts his head. 
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TOM: It’s getting closer. 

 

GRADGRIND: Silence! 

 

Gradgrind writes on the board ‘FACTS NOT FEELINGS’. The drum stops. As Gradgrind writes, the 

children whisper to each other.  

LOUISA looks at SISSY. 

 

LOUISA (calmly, holding herself back): Is the tent... big? 

 

SISSY: Oh yes! 

 

TOM (curious): How big? 

 

SISSY: Big enough to make the sky disappear. 

 

A short silence. 

 

GRADGRIND: Full attention to the Facts! 

 

TOM straightens himself. 

 

STUDENTS: Only Facts! 

 

Pause. 

Blackout. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


