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CHARACTERS

PYTHAGORAS OF SAMOS, in middle or old age
CORIANDER, a callow youngish male
LYRA, attractive female, about Coriander’s age
BASILIKOS, male, an officious functionary
POISONER, male, may be doubled with Basilikos

SETTING

A prison cell in the Greek city of Crotona, around 500 BCE.



(AT RISE: PYTHAGORAS and CORIANDER are in a jail cell, its walls covered
with geometrical diagrams. PYTHAGORAS plucks a string on a primitive musical
instrument. CORIANDER stands angrily at the door.)

CORIANDER

Guard! (To PYTHAGORAS) For the last time . . . Guard! . . . will you stop that racket?

PYTHAGORAS

If it pleases you.

(PYTHAGORAS mimes plucking but doesn’t
touch the string.)

But the heavens won’t stop theirs. Yes?

CORIANDER

No.

PYTHAGORAS

The stars and planets sing because they move, and their harmonies are ravishing—because
those movements are in simple ratios; because everything is numbers, numbers, numbers.
Hear them?

CORIANDER

No.

PYTHAGORAS

Me neither, but I’m working on it. We’re too used to the sound, like fish unaware of the
surrounding sea. To tune into the big picture the best we can do is—

(PYTHAGORAS plays a riff on the string.)
CORIANDER

Guard! It never stops. He never sleeps. Will you hurry up and execute this man? I have rights!
I’m a simple highway robber—with the right not to be driven mad by an enemy of the state.
Say the word and I’ll save the executioner some trouble. (To PYTHAGORAS) I’ll strangle
you with your own guts.

PYTHAGORAS

You’re not a killer. You’re a thief. You said so.

CORIANDER

I didn’t say I was against killing.

PYTHAGORAS

I am.

CORIANDER

You should have thought about that before you did . . . whatever you did that makes Kylon
want you dead, which I’d rather not know.

1



(CORIANDER doesn’t want to hear. He stops
his ears, shuts his eyes, and babbles.)

PYTHAGORAS

Incarnate a god. Invent new ways of life and new words to name them. Corrupt warriors,
turning them into musicians.

CORIANDER

Are you dead yet?

PYTHAGORAS

And the big deal about dead . . . ? The downside is . . . ?

CORIANDER

I’ll rip your guts out, play a tune on them, and then strangle you.

PYTHAGORAS

What a lovely fate: to become a musical instrument! Archytas should have been so fortunate.
What happened to him after he died shouldn’t happen to . . . The day of his funeral I saw a
man beating a dog in the street. Its squealing was terrible—and then, what a shock, I
recognized the voice: Archytas! What did he do wrong? I begged the man to stop. What a
fate for the poor fellow’s soul! You’ll be lucky if yours winds up in a mammal.

OFFSTAGE VOICE

Prisoners, on your feet! Show respect to the Warden!

(BASILIKOS enters.)
BASILIKOS

Pythagoras of Samos?

(PYTHAGORAS plucks his string.)
I’ll take that as a yes.

CORIANDER

Did you bring the poison?

BASILIKOS

I brought the paperwork. Now that Kylon, our Tyrant and Savior, has freed Crotona from the
grip of that foreign cult, those fanatical followers of Pythagoras, things are being done in the
proper order: sentence, execution, trial. And with proper documentation. (To CORIANDER) I
have no paperwork for you.

CORIANDER

Coriander, a thief—not the executable kind.

BASILIKOS

I’ll be the judge of that. Are you a “Pythagorean”? Speak up.

CORIANDER

I’ve got nothing to do with them.
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BASILIKOS

In other words—since that’s what an obedient member of a secret society would say—Yes.
I’ll update the purchase order: extra hemlock, extra shroud, extra coffin. We’ll squeeze the
trial in when we can, but I should schedule executions now. The Poisoner gets booked.

CORIANDER

I demand my right to appeal.

BASILIKOS

You can’t appeal what doesn’t exist—and there is no verdict until there’s been a trial. That’s
simple logic.

CORIANDER

I never laid eyes on the man before last night. (To PYTHAGORAS) Tell him! (To
BASILIKOS) You have to make allowances. He’s not all there—expecting messages from
Jupiter and Mars.

BASILIKOS

You won’t help your case by disputing the basic legal principle of guilt by association: Like
consorts with like.

PYTHAGORAS

And like produces like. By contemplating the Kosmos, the divine order of the universe, we
reproduce it in our souls. We become purified, freed from the cycle of death and rebirth.

CORIANDER

Mars calling! Mars calling! (To BASILIKOS) Pay no attention.

BASILIKOS

Reproduce divinity in your soul? Do we need further evidence? New gods are forbidden in
Crotona—unless commissioned by the divine Kylon, our Tyrant and Savior. Deifying without
a license is punishable by death.

PYTHAGORAS

Which is so overrated.

CORIANDER

No it’s not. It’s the ultimate ultimate penalty—and entirely inappropriate for shoplifting. (To
BASILIKOS) I’ll serve my 20 years, pay my debt to the city, and never ever steal another jar
of olives.

BASILIKOS

Twenty years? For shoplifing? Kylon is too merciful.

PYTHAGORAS

I thought you were a highway robber.

CORIANDER

It was a roadside stand.

BASILIKOS

Every criminal deserves death—but, says Kylon, ever-logical Tyrant and Savior, if we were to
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execute thieves what penalties would be left for criminals even worse? Such as people who
spread rumors. And the stories you people circulate are outrageous: Pythagoras visited the
dead in the Underworld; carried on a conversation with the river Cosas; appeared, at the same
hour and on the same day, in both Crotona and Metapontum; that his left thigh is made of
solid gold. Completely lacking documentation.

CORIANDER

Solid gold?! That I’d like to see.

(BASILIKOS hands each a document.)
BASILIKOS

Your sentences. Your heirs will be informed about the outcomes of the trials.

(BASILIKOS exits. CORIANDER paces.)
CORIANDER

He’s bluffing. Blowing smoke. He can’t prove a thing.
PYTHAGORAS

Of course he can’t. Basilikos wouldn’t know the meaning of the word “prove.” Only my
disciples understand that.

CORIANDER

So I’m safe.
PYTHAGORAS

As long as you don’t mind dying. A sage needs proof to believe; a tyrant needs none to act.
CORIANDER

Are you a god or not? Lemme see that thigh.
PYTHAGORAS

What makes you think godliness is a yes/no proposition?
CORIANDER

Can you really be in two places at the same time? Can one of them not be here? Can you
teach me how?

PYTHAGORAS

What makes you think I’m not in Metapontum now?
CORIANDER

Are you going to answer my questions—or am I going to string a zither with your guts? That
one is yes/no.

PYTHAGORAS

Yes/no, Here/there, Live/dead: The Dyad, Two, the first female number. The very beginning
of Being, the separation of Unity into opposing powers whose reunion generates Life.

CORIANDER

Whatever. Just tell me the trick. Do I have to hear the music? Lemme try. (He concentrates.)
I think . . . I’m picking something up.
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(CORIANDER tries, clumsily, to dance.)
PYTHAGORAS

Stop! The heavens groan! Like influences like. You’ll fling the planets from the sky.

CORIANDER

I thought you couldn’t hear them.

PYTHAGORAS

I can hear shrieks of pain. I command you to stop!

CORIANDER

Teach me how to be someplace else.

PYTHAGORAS

You wish to be a disciple?

CORIANDER

Not so loud. I’m in enough trouble.

PYTHAGORAS

But you want to learn? Not, I hope, for some vulgar reason, some childish wish to prolong the
existence of your miserable carcass—

CORIANDER

No way.

PYTHAGORAS

—or avoid a trifling inconvenience like pain or death.

CORIANDER

Never crossed my mind.

PYTHAGORAS

The Brothers must have crystalline purity of heart and practice iron self-control—must
discipline themselves by diet (exercise is optional) and perform the rituals and studies with
scrupulous dedication. They must lock our Secrets in their hearts.

CORIANDER

I’m your man. Diet and rituals? Fire away.

PYTHAGORAS

Abstain from beans and red mullet.

CORIANDER

No problemo.

PYTHAGORAS

Cut not your fingernails at a sacrifice. Do not stir the fire with a knife. Leave not the mark of
the pot in the ashes.

CORIANDER

Check.
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