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libretto Kurt Vonnegut
music / stage adaption notes Dave Soldier

Actors — speech only

Announcer, spoken part, officious dramatic 1940’s radio style: he wears a headphone
over one ear and points to the performers
General, spoken part, avuncular, either Southern or Jimmy Stewart

Actors- singers

Soldier, Bing Crosby or Dean Martin, heartthrob baritone voice
MP, soulful tenor/baritone ala’ Cab Calloway or Johnny Hartman
Red Cross girl, Ella Fitzgerald or Judy Garland, soprano, sweet, lovely, and troubled

Additional actor
sound effects man behind an old radio style microphone, a tape recorder, non-speaking
part

Eight Musicians

violin (mute)
clarinet (should know how to laugh, slur, like New Orleans or klezmer)
bassoon
trumpet (with wah-wah mute, Bubber Miley sound)
trombone (mutes)
jazz guitar (steel strings; sound could be Charlie Christian or Django Reinhardt)
1 percussionist: vibes / bongos / snare
string bass (needs to know how to slap!)

sound effects
to be played live over mics:
air raid siren, walking, bombs, doors, guns recorded laughter and applause cues
recorded cues have been prepared by the composer, who can send them, or make your
own; they can either be triggered live from a CD, or transferred to tape and played by the
sound effects man

Either lighting or film clips can be used during the commercial breaks.
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On stage, the singers/actors are in ‘40’s period costume, using old-time radio mics,
waiting to perform a live radio show. A director may add applause/laughter signs:
newsreel footage of war or advertisements are OK.

I strongly advise that a director stages the action and coaches 1940’s-era comedy
delivery. A helpful model is the “Command Performance” series by Armed Forces radio
that was broadcast during WWIIL.

The cue numbers are simply rehearsal aids: there should be no break between cues, and
the piece should flow from beginning to end, like a live radio performance.

I have experimented with playback of canned laughter, this can be used or not with the
wishes of the director.

Kurt Vonnegut wrote this piece as an “answer” to the C.F. Ramuz / Igor Stravinsky “A
Soldier’s Tale”, which he believes had no similarity to a genuine life during war.

This piece was premiered by the Manhattan Chamber Orchestra conducted by Richard
Auldon Clark at Merkin Concert Hall in New York City on June 11, 2002.

Cuel
Air raid siren followed by Revellie and suspense music (borrowed|/lifted from Command
Performance):

Announcer (smarmy)

Armed Forces Radio presents
Theater of War USA
presented this week and every week ‘til it’s over over there

Cue 2
Orchestra plays “Over There”

OK there gang, it’s Harry Von Zel reminding you that it’s time to join us once again for
another session dedicated to answering your requests to Armed Forces Radio Theater of
War USA.

Tonight’s melodrama takes place in the European Theater, where our hero, surprise,
surprise, a general, guffaws

canned laughter
is surveying the battlefield somewhere near Elbeuf, France.

Ready, maestro?
Overture!
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Cue 3
Announcer cues conductor, who cues orchestra
air explosions track 5 or use your own effect

Cue 4

General (spoken)

A victory march?

Almost not quite

with the enemy capital

almost in sight

The famous battles have all been fought
but now, with such a short way to go,

the men of my division will not take chances as brave men ought.

louder war sound effects track 6

Good Lord!
The enemy has launched a counter-attack

sound effects of man running, breathing hard

and here’s a soldier without a rifle, without a helmet
without a combat pack.

Soldier enters:

canned applause

Soldier (dreamily)

We don’t want no more a your bullshit
we don’t want no more a your bullshit
we don’t want no more a your bullshit
we just wanna go home

General (spoken)
Where’s your gun?

Soldier (sung, cool/Crosby-Sinatra, Martin type)
sarcastically

Where’s the sun?

back and forth three more times
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General
this is Division Headquarters

Soldier
suave, spoken
Why yes it is

General
You’re far from the front,
and that’s a crime.

Soldier singing
We got the same idea
at the very same time!

big band instrumental, short

General
You can be shot for being back here.

Soldier
I just want what we’re fighting for.

General
What’s that?

Soldier
Freedom from fear.

Cues

General

You don’t fool me

pretending to be crazy as a loon
Military police! Military police!
Arrest this goon!

MP enters, steps (traditionally with two halves of a coconut shell) from effects man and
applause on

MP (yells like a marine, especially on “sir”)
Yes sir, yes sir!

canned applause

We charge him with what, sir?
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Soldier
With saving my butt, sir.

canned laughter

General
Desertion in the face of the enemy.

Soldier
If it please the court, I am innocent.

General
On what grounds?

You’re an utter disgrace.

Soldier
I’ve never seen an enemy face.

canned laughter

MP (still yelling)

Sir, he must be one of the replacements
now singing sweetly

who arrived at noon

and was sent straight to a platoon

back to yelling

which was taking an awful pounding
from enemy heavy artillery

General
Nobody promised him a rose garden
At least I hope not.

Soldier (sung)

All T know about the enemy is his ammo

It goes whammo! shammo! whammo! whammo!a
I looked at the man next to me

and his head fell off

General
His head fell off! What was his name?

Soldier

I just got here.
I don’t know anybody’s name.
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His name should have been Fountain.

General
Why should it have been Fountain?

Soldier
That’s what his neck was after his head fell off.

Cue 6

Band plays Over There. Break for a commercial.

Announcer

We’ll return to tonight’s tale, but now a word about US war bonds...

Cue7
commercial

... and now we’ll return to our soldier’s story
Cue 8

Announcer (continuing)
The scene is in a French farmhouse
where an enemy sniper died

MP

He looked fourteen.

We blew off the roof

shot out the windows and doors
with him inside.

His helmet’s hangin’ over there
hangin’ on a rusty nail.

And now this ruined frog farmhouse
doubles as a makeshift jail.

mugs like Cab Calloway

Heighdy heighdy heighdy ho

leads everyone, singers and audience

All
Heighdy heighy heighdy ho

MP
Heighdy heighy heighdy ho
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All
Heighdy heighy heighdy ho

MP

It is now my duty to read to my prisoner
who could take no more

Article number Fifty-eight

from the Articles of War

Soldie

O we’re Captain Roger’s Rangers
we’re riders of the night

we’re horny sons of bitches

and we’d rather fuck than fight

suave what’s going on?

MP

The C.O. has called Corps
Corps called Army

Army called the Commander
of the whole damn Thee-ay-ter

Soldier
Who called the cree-ay-tor

MP
I want you to listen and listen good.
The General wants this clearly understood.

Soldier (faster)

How much wood could a wood chuck chuck
if a woodchuck could chuck wood

imitates MP

Heighdy heighdy heighdy ho

leads everyone, singers and audience

All
Heighdy heighdy heighdy ho

Soldier
Heighdy heighdy heighdy ho

A Soldier’s Story 8

5/29/17



All
Heighdy heighdy heighdy ho

MP spoken, clears his throat
Article fifty-eight!

Soldier singing
I'love it already.

MP
“The penalty for misbehavior
in the face of the enemy —*

Soldier
Never saw one.

Canned laughter

MP
“shall be dishonorable discharge from the service —*

3

Soldier
Heaven! Can I go home now?

Canned laughter

MP
“forfeiture of all pay and allowances —*

Soldier
Like losing a button off an overcoat.

Canned laughter

MP
“and being shot to death by a firing squad”

Announcer

We’ll return to our story but first a word from Lucky Strike...

Cue9
commercial

Announcer
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... just remember,
L...S...M...F... T...

Now, back to tonight’s vignette. And I think you’ll recognize the little girl who’s about to

walk onstage!
Cue 10

canned applause and hollers as the girl enters

Red Cross Girl

Red Cross Red Cross
Shaving cream toothpaste
and dental floss

Coffee and doughnuts

Red Cross Red Cross
Red Cross

sound effects: door knocking

spoken
Anybody in there?

Soldier
Ain’t nobody here but us chickens

Go away!

MP
Are you nuts?
Come in! Come in!

Soldier
Don’t tell her what I’m in here for.

MP
Thought you were proud of yourself.

Soldier
Give me your gun and I’ll kill myself.

MP

Shit!

Brighten up while I get the door.

They haven’t shot anybody in this man’s army
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for what you did
Since the Civil War
since eighteen-sixty five

Soldier
With my luck --

Door opening

MP

On-tray On tray
madam moizell
see voo play

Red Cross Girl

What can the Red Cross do
to than you

for all the heroic things
I’m sure you did today

MP
How about a little kiss?

canned laughter track 13

Red Cross girl, exclaiming like a young Judy Garland

Please! You mustn’t talk that way even in jest!
I’m sure you understand.

Soldier
He forgot for a minute

that he was an enlisted man.

canned laughter

Red Cross Girl, eagerly
How about some scalding hot coffee instead?

MP
Him first

canned laughter

He killed so many enemies today
his rifle burned up
and he had to throw it away
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He’s back here till they can find him a new one.

Red Cross Girl
I never know how much to believe of what soldiers say.

canned laughter

Soldier

I’m back here

because they’re going to shoot me for coward-ice
I also have body lice.

canned laughter

MP

Here how modest he is?

That’s Congressional Medal Material there,
if I ever saw it.

It isn’t enough to show bravery.

You also have to have what he has,

which is practically unbelievable modesty.

canned laughter track 18

Red Cross Girl suddenly serious, troubled, still speaking
It’s true, isn’t it?

MP
What is?

Red Cross Girl

What he just said.

I heard they caught a deserter

and wanted to make an example of him.
That’s who he is,

and you’re his guard.

I’'m so sorry

Life at the front is very hard.

Soldier
hmm — unpleasant!

MP
And he thinks pause
he’ll get shot
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sound effect shot

like a pheasant

aside

but they won’t do that

I’ve guarded a hundred deserters like him so far
and five years from now they’ll all

be out of prison

and tending bar

Soldier
Not me.

Red Cross Girl
Why would you say a thing like that?

Soldier

I want to be shot

I deserve to be shot
I want to be shot

Red Cross Girl
Oh God! I had no idea this job would be so depressing!

canned laughter

Announcer
Folks, whether you’re listening to our musicale numbers tonight home home on the range
or in a tenement symphony in four flats

pause for canned laughter

remember there’s a lot to like in a Marlboro...

Cue 11
commercial

Announcer
...filter, flavor, that’s a lot! Well, things have certainly been looking rough for our
friends. Let’s check back in with them, - over where?

Cue 12
Return of Over There theme

MP (yelling)
Atten-hut!
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General
At ease.
Pul-leeze!

canned laughter

We’re all human beings here
with the windows and doors all shot out
and no roof overhead.

MP (Marine voice again)
It’s hard to forget you’re a General, sir,

and we’re just two pieces of shit by comparison sir.

canned laughter

Soldier
Speak for yourself!

canned laughter

General

It would be so easy to handle you

if only we were back in garrison.

A month on KP

and then another month cleaning latrines.
After that I doubt very much

if he’d be so full of beans.

MP
He isn’t full of beans, sir.

General
He sure is when he talks to me.

MP
That’s just bluff, sir.
He wants to be shot by a firing squad.

General
He what?

Soldier

plantive ballad again
With a black blindfold sir
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And a last cigarette
even though I don’t smoke

canned laughter

General
I am here to tell you
that this is no damn joke

Soldier

Maybe a shot of brandy or gin
Jjust before they march me out
like a move starring Errol Flynn
the great cocksman

canned laughter

General

Pull up your socks, man!

That’s exactly what he wants me to do,

the Commander of this whole damned thee-ay-ter

Soldier
who has no doubt consulted
with his cree-ay-tor

General
I don’t know if he has or not
but he wants you shot

Soldier

Then he talked to the cree-ay-tor

for God damn sure

One thing I figured out about the cree-ay-tor
and it’s true of the army, too.

As far as they’re concerned

feigns upper educated accent

there’s nothing wrong with life
that death can’t cure.

I quite agree with them.

Cue 13
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General
Your two-star lover is a total wreck

Red Cross Girl
The least the Red Cross can do
is rub your neck

General
I led the landings on Siciliy

Red Cross Girl
And by no means prissily

General
I led the assault on Omaha Beach

Red Cross Girl
The Thee-ay-ter Commander himself
said the landing was a perfect peach

General
I led the spearhead into Gay Paree

Red Cross Girl
and the Frogs were so grateful
to be once again free

General

The French, they are a peculiar race
they fight with their feet

they fuck with their face

canned laughter

Red Cross Girl
You should have been a philosopher

canned laughter (may overlap with track 26, or choose a shorter one here)

General
Betty —

Red Cross Girl
My name is Patty

General
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Patty, all of a sudden
I’m going batty

I should have military cemeteries named after me

all over this Theeay-ter.

But now I’ve been ordered to shoot just one man for

coward-ice

Red Cross Girl
He also has body lice.

General
We all do.

Red Cross Girl (freezing up)
Speak for yourself.

canned laughter

How bout some scalding hot coffee?
canned laughter

General
And I want to say “Screw it!”
I simply cannot do it!

Red Cross Girl (distantly)
Whatever.

General
Whatever happened to Betty?

Red Cross Girl

She died in the service of her nation
She stepped on a land mine

while on her way to a delousing station.

Cue 14

MP

How are you coming

with your written confession?
A tear-jerking alibi?

Soldier
In a pig’s eye
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It’s a hymn in praise of

the military profession.

A soldier as bad as I am should be dead.
That’s what I’ve said.

I am honored and grateful

to have this second chance,

after shitting in my pants

to give my life to my country

MP Vomiting sounds aria
Bluhhh Uhhh etc.

Red Cross Girl

Red Cross Red Cross
Shaving cream toothpaste
and dental floss

Coffee and doughnuts

Red Cross Red Cross
Red Cross

knocks on door

MP
On-tray, on-tray, Madam Moizel
see voo play

sound effects: door opens

Red Cross Girl
I have just come from your Division Commander
who, I think you will agree, is one in a million

MP
At the very least

canned laughter

Red Cross Girl
The determination of your prisoner
to die for nothing —

Soldier
To raise morale!

canned laughter
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Red Cross Girl
angry, like Judy Garland
It is rapidly turning a once fearless general into a chicken-hearted civilian.

I’ve brought you something he thought you should see

It’s the manual on the organization and duties of a firing squad, dated eighteen-hundred
and sixty-three.

Soldier
Hot stuff!

canned laughter

Red Cross Girl
I thought it was perfectly awful.

Soldier
Wrong! It’s beautiful because it’s lawful!

By the way, what was the General in civilian life?

Red Cross Girl
A hotel detective.

canned laughter

Cue 15
Soldier (reading voice)

The place of execution will be prepared to provide for a back wall made of absorbent
material, before which the prisoner will be placed. An upright post will be placed in front
of the back wall and will be used to support the prisoner if necessary. If while the
condemned is being prepared for, or marched to, the place of execution, collapse has
taken place or is imminent, a suitable braceboard and straps will be adjusted.

A firing squad in charge of a sergeant, consisting of not less than eight and no more
twelve enlisted men skilled in the use of the regulation rifle, will be selected by the
officer designated to carry out the act of execution.

When the hood has been adjusted and signal given that the prisoner is in final readiness,

the firing squad will be marched by the sergeant to a designated spot and formed in single
or double rank facing the prisoner and not less than twenty paces from him. The members
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of the firing squad will be armed with regulation rifles, each of which will have been
loaded and the pieces locked by the officer charged with the execution of the sentence.
One of the rifles will contain a blank round, and the identity of this piece will not be
disclosed.

Cue 16

General

So we shot him.

That’s the editorial “we”, of course
In this story,

his last words were:

Soldier (still flippant Sinatra/Crosby)
I said them through the hood,
I don’t know if anybody understood.

General
And they were:

Soldier
“I regret that I have but one life to lose for my country”

canned laughter

General (drained)
No more dumb rhymes

Red Cross Girl
The audience should know, though —

General
You just thymed

Red Cross Girl
Accident

canned laughter

Soldier, talking, but still smooth operator
The audience should know that the part I played was based very loosely on the true story
of the execution of an American Army Private named Eddie D. Slovik —

Red Cross Girl (still sings)
Serial number 36896415.
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MP
The first number, the three, indicates that he wasn’t a volunteer, but a draftee. Excuse the
rhyme. Old habits die hard.

Soldier
On August 25", 1944, he was sent as a replacement fresh from basic training to G
Company, 109" Infantry Regiment —

General
Twenty-eighth Division, which was then engaged in heavy fighting, although the war was
all but won, near Elbeuf —

Red Cross Girl
France! He didn’t know anybody in that whole division, and he had never fought before.

General
He deserted immediately, not once but twice. And he confessed twice that he had
deserted.

Soldier
He acknowledged that he should be shot for that.

Red Cross Girl (the only one who still sings)
And no American soldier had been shot for cowardice since 1865.

MP
Since the War Between the States.

General
Since the Civil War.

pause

Soldier
The only American soldier to be shot for cowardice since 1865, and up to this moment
died of multiple bullet wounds at 10:04 in the morning on January 31* 1945.

General
The war he may have helped to win at least a little bit by setting such a bad example,
would end in three more months.

Red Cross Girl
He was shot in a garden in the wintertime.

Soldier
The man who signed his death warrant was General Dwight David Eisenhower.
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General
Years later General Eisenhower was asked to comment to on the unique position in
American military history to which he has assigned Eddie Slovik.

Red Cross Girl (now speaking)
And the General, then retired to his estate, is said to have replied:

“As a matter of fact I approved that one. It was for a repeated case of desertion. The man
refused to believe that he would ever be executed. At the very last moment I sent my
Judge Advocate General to see him. And I said ‘If you will go back and serve in your
company honorably and until this war is over, you’ll get an honorable discharge and not
the death sentence.” He said,

Slovik
‘Baloney!”

Red Cross Girl
or words to that effect. And so he was executed.

Cue 17
Finale — big band version of “Red Cross”.

Actors can be introduced during the finale by the announcer with real or fake stage
names.
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2002

A Soldier's Story

This version revised 5.27.2017

Vonnegut/Soldier

Cue 1: Air raid siren followed by Revellie
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he was executed.

And so
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