LES 39 PAS / THE 39 STEPS

CHARACTERS:
		ANNOUNCER
		ALICE #1 (French dialogue)		ALICE #2 (signing and English dubbing)
		BERTHE #1 (French dialogue)	BERTHE #2 (signing and English dubbing)
		CLAIRE #1 (French dialogue)	CLAIRE #2 (signing and English dubbing)

		All three women are elderly and a bit deaf; Alice is by far the most gaga.


Scene One (Silent Movie Version, No Titles)

		ALICE #1, BERTHE #1, and CLAIRE #1 sit frozen in place, like a stopped film 
reel, as the ANNOUNCER enters to address the audience. ALICE and BERTHE are in mid-conversation. CLAIRE appears to be sleeping.


ANNOUNCER
The silent movie era was a time of discovery and constant innovation. The moving picture was a brand-new artform. There were odd experiments, false beginnings, adventurous experiments that proved to be dead-ends. Many of those early movies were fragmentary, many were cheaply and quickly made, and most of what has survived the decades has not fared well, neither artistically nor physically. One of the earliest short films to have survived, after a fashion, is the French oddity Les Trente-Neuf Pas, a title resurrected by Alfred Hitchcock for his unrelated 1935 classic The Thirty-Nine Steps. We have a pretty good copy of a fourth generation print, soundtracked in French as one of the first talking pictures, and we have a fifth generation English language dubbed version, but the one copy we have of the original silent version, let’s watch a quick bit of it to see, is in rough shape, and lacks the title cards. 

		ANNOUNCER clicks his or her fingers, and the reel creakily unfreezes.

ALICE #1, silently mouthing the words
Alors, tu dis sept, toi?

BERTHE #1, silently mouthing the words
Je dis sept.

ALICE #1, silently mouthing the words
17?

BERTHE #1, silently mouthing the words
Mais non, sans dix!

ALICE #1, silently mouthing the words
110!
BERTHE #1, silently mouthing the words
Mais non, sans dix! Sept!

ALICE #1, silently mouthing the words
Ah! 710!

BERTHE #1, silently mouthing the words
Mais non, Alice! Sept, sans dix.

ALICE #1, silently mouthing the words
Ah! 710.

BERTHE #1, silently mouthing the words
Mon Dieu, Alice! Non! Rien que sept! Sans dix! Sept!

ALICE #1, silently mouthing the words, tearing up a little
Rien que 717?

BERTHE #1, deep breath, silently mouthing the words, starting to lose it a little
Alice! Regarde. Je…dis…SEPT!!!

CLAIRE #1, waking with a start, silently mouthing the words
Jeudi sept? Mais non, le sept, c’est vendredi. Nous sommes jeudi six.

ANNOUNCER, freezing the reel (and the actors)
A little hard to follow? Well, maybe we can help. Fortunately, we do have that fourth generation talking picture version, so we know what that those title cards would have said, and we have hired three actresses to display them. Let’s roll the original French talkie version, and bring on our French subtitlers. How good are you with French numbers? Let’s take a listen!


Scene Two (Film Parlant, Subtitled In The Original Language)

This time, the #1 trio SPEAK the words, while the #2 trio DISPLAY the same 
dialogue, on posterboard, in French. The latter trio are largely expressionless, 
but they may minimally mime Berthe’s frustration, Claire waking, etc. 


The ALICES 
Alors, tu dis sept, toi?

The BERTHES 
Je dis sept.

The ALICES
17?
The BERTHES
Mais non, sans dix!

The ALICES 
110!

The BERTHES 
Mais non, sans dix! Sept!

The ALICES
Ah! 117!

The BERTHES
Mais non, Alice! Sept, sans dix.

The ALICES
Ah! 710.

The BERTHES 
Mon Dieu, Alice! Non! Rien que sept! Sans dix! Sept!

The ALICES, tearing up a little
Rien que 717?

The BERTHES, taking a big breath, starting to lose it
Alice! Regarde. Je…dis…SEPT!!!

The CLAIRES, waking with a start
Jeudi sept? Mais non, le sept, c’est vendredi. Nous sommes jeudi six.

	A pause. The ALICES are perplexed.

The ALICES
Alors, toi, Claire, tu dis six?

The CLAIRES, looking at a watch
Mais oui. Jeudi six.

The BERTHES, annoyed
Et moi, je dis sept!

The CLAIRES
Berthe, toi aussi, tu dis jeudi sept?

The BERTHES
Je ne parle pas du jour de la semaine, Claire. Je dis le chiffre! Je dis sept!

The ALICES
Mais quoi, 17?

The BERTHES
Mais non, Alice, sans dix!

The CLAIRES, beginning to get it
Ah! Je dis “jeudi,” tu dis “je dis”! Non pas “cent dix.” “Sans dix”!

The ALICES
Cent dix sans dix? Ça fait cent!

The BERTHES
Écoute, Alice, c’est très simple. Je dis sept. Sans dix, sept.
			
The ALICES
Okay, je crois comprendre, alors! (A pause.)
Mais Berthes: tu dis “jeudi sept, 117,” ou tu dis “je dis 717”?

	BERTHE loses it, in an elderly wheezing fashion.

The CLAIRES			
Elle ne dit pas cent dix sans dix, Alice. Elle dit dix-sept sans dix: sept.

The ALICES
1717?

The BERTHES, choking on it
Je dis SEPT! Je dis SEPT, Alice! Je dis sept, sans dix; sans dix-sept; sans dix-sept cent; SEPT!

The CLAIRES
Sans cent, sans dix, SEPT!  

The BERTHES
Sept! Et c’est tout. Sans cent, sans dix. 

THE CLAIRES 
Dis-le alors, Alice! On t’en prie. Dis sept, sans dix!

The ALICES
1710?

The BERTHES
Passons! N’en parlons plus! Ça ne fait rien!

The CLAIRES
Tu as tort, ma chère Berthe. C’est sept sans sept qui ne ferait rien.

The ALICES
707?

The CLAIRES
Sept sans dix, ça fait moins trois!

	The BERTHES reflect a moment, then they and the CLAIRES break into laughter.

The ALICES
Cette fois 710!?! Cette fois 710?

The CLAIRES, mischievously
Sept fois sept sans dix? Trente-neuf!

The ALICES and the BERTHES, together
39?

The CLAIRES, triumphantly
Sept fois sept—ça fait quarante-neuf. Sans dix—ça fait trente-neuf!

The ALICES, tearfully
Alors, je dis 39?

The CLAIRES and the BERTHES, together
Mais non! On est jeudi six!


Scene Three (Film Doublé, Dubbed Into English)


ANNOUNCER
Now you might think this would be an unusual film to try to dub into English. Nevertheless, an attempt was made, and that version has been preserved. Those of you who found yourselves challenged by the French of the subtitled version might appreciate it better in this dubbed version—but let’s be frank, the adaptation is quite free. Still, it does have its own rewards.

ALICE #2, BERTHE # 2, and CLAIRE #2 hide behind the chairs of  ALICE #1, BERTHE #1, and CLAIRE #1, who silently mouth their original French dialogue as we hear the voices of their English speaking counterparts emerge from behind them.

ALICE #2
So she wants twenty? And you?

BERTHE #2 
I want twenty.

ALICE #2
120?

BERTHE #2
No! I want twenty too!

ALICE #2 
22?

BERTHE #2 
No! Twenty too—as well.

ALICE #2
Ah! You BOTH want 22!

BERTHE #2 
No, no, Alice! I too want twenty!

ALICE #2
Ah! You’re saying I should eye 2-1-20.

BERTHE #2
Good God, Alice! Just say twenty. Two; oh: twenty.

ALICE #2, tearing up a little
Just say 22,020?

BERTHE #2, starting to lose it
Alice! Look at me.  (Drawing a big breath.) I…want…twenty!

CLAIRE #2, waking with a start
One twenty? Is my watch fast? I have just after twenty to.

	A pause. ALICE is perplexed.

ALICE #2
Claire, you have 22?

CLAIRE #2, looking at a watch
I do. Almost 1:41.

BERTHE #2, annoyed
I just want twenty!

CLAIRE #2
Berthe, you have 1:20 too??

BERTHE #2
I’m not talking about the time, Claire. I’m just saying a number.

ALICE #2
Which is 122?

BERTHE #2
No, Alice, I just want 20. As well, too.

CLAIRE #2, beginning to get it
Ah! I’m saying “1:20,” you’re saying you “want 20”! And not “two” too, but “too”!

ALICE #2
One twenty, one twenty, not two but two twos? So what, four?

BERTHE #2
Listen, Alice, it’s very simple. I just want 20. And you should know what I want 20 for!
			
ALICE #2
Okay, I think I’m getting it! Just 20! (A pause.)
But Berthe, are you saying you did want 20, but now you want 24?

	BERTHE loses it, in an elderly wheezing fashion.

CLAIRE #2			
She’s not telling you she wants 24, Alice. She wants 20, and you should know what for.

ALICE #2
Twenty of the 24? And I should know which four?

BERTHE #2, choking on it
I want TWENTY! TWENTY, Alice. There’s no four, and no two two too. TWENTY!

CLAIRE #2
She WANTS twenty, not ONE twenty. There’s no one!

BERTHE #2
TWENTY. Not one twenty! There’s no one!

CLAIRE #2 
Say it once, Alice: 20! Say it twice: 20! There’s no one!

ALICE #2
20, 20?

BERTHE #2
Leave it! Forget it! She keeps wearing me out more and more! There’ll be nothing of me left!

CLAIRE #2, to Berthe
My poor, dear Berthe. You’re quite the pair, you two. You go together like invisible shoes!

ALICE #2
In 2020, there’ll be no one left?

CLAIRE #2, to Berthe
One of you gets nothing right, the other one’s got nothing left.

	BERTHE reflects a moment, then she and CLAIRE break into laughter.

ALICE #2
But what does that mean, she once twenty, you twice twenty, there’s no one?

CLAIRE #2, mischievously
What does it mean, twice twenty, there’s no one? 39!

ALICE #2 and BERTHE #2, together
39?

CLAIRE #2, triumphantly
Once twenty: that’s 20. Twice twenty: that’s forty. There’s no one: 39!

ALICE #2, tearfully
So who wants 120?

CLAIRE #2 and BERTHE #2, together
No one!




